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  This novel is set in the fictional country of Ancoria, southwest of Spain and Portugal, northwest of Morocco. 
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  Map of Ancoria and all its isledoms, including the capital of each isledom


  



  Ancoria


  Demonym(s): Ancorino (neutral and masculine), Ancorina


  Population: 12,770,355


  Area: 55,727.85 sq. km


  Currency: Ancorian Drachma


  Religion: 89.1% Christianity, 6.7% Islam, 4.2% Others/None


  National Language: English, Cilarchi


  



  Cilarchi words in this book:


  

    	amma - ah-mah - father


    	inna - ee-nah - mother


    	amoré - ah-moh-reh - “love” as a term of endearment


    	arghanto! - ahr-gahn-toh - an expression of frustration or surprise


    	exaspera - ek-sas-peh-rah - trouble


    	mira - mee-rah - much; a lot


    	exaspera mira - this is a lot of trouble!


  


  



  Levels of Nobility in Ancoria:


  

    	King/Queen


    	Prince/Princess


    	Duqué/Duquésa


    	Marqués/Marquésa


    	Conté/Contéssa


    	Baron/Baronésa
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  fear not, amoré


  



  



  1983 — Their unfathomable hatred eclipsed the promise of morning light. The whistle and swish of their blades somehow overpowered the agonized screams of the village folk of Sagrada — a sound that would haunt Esther Cross for the rest of her life. From skin to marrow, her entire body trembled, as she tucked her knees against her chest inside her inna’s one-square-meter cubby behind the scarlet curtain of their church’s platform. She cupped her hands against her ears to spare herself from the ravaging of her hometown by blood-thirsty monsters. Even then, the terrorized cries of her neighbors cut right to her eardrums, pounding that morning’s memories into her mind, her heart, her soul.  


  “No! Please! Have mercy! Don’t hurt my—” A swish, a yelp, a final gasp for breath.


  Esther flinched. The only thing worse than the halted cries and pleas were the whimpers and sniffles of innocent women and the inexplicable laughter of corrupted men. 


  A door creaked open and thudded shut, followed by the metallic clunks of a bolted lock. 


  “Mordecai?” Her inna’s frantic voice lent Esther the tiniest bit of comfort. “What happened? Is he coming?” She gasped. “No. Oh, God. Only You can save us now.” Her muffled voice indicated a hand over her mouth. “Mordecai, our daughter. If they find her—”


  “Hush, Anya.” Amma sounded weak. “This may be the end of us, but God is still in control. He will take care of Esther. She’s with Peter. He knows what to do, where to go, whom to trust.”


  Esther’s guilt consumed her. Amma had told her to stay in bed, to do whatever Peter told her to do, but she had overheard that someone important from Ancoria would arrive at their church to meet with Amma and Inna. Her adolescent musings about Luxersom, its royal palace, and the prince who lived there had beckoned her to follow her inna to their church. 


  It had been a quiet dawn. Its beads of dew had come with the heady musk of the yellow and orange crown imperial lilies in Inna’s garden. 


  Instead of an important guest from the aristocratic circles of the capital, however, it had been death that had come to visit them. 


  Should she reveal herself to her parents or stay hidden? 


  Esther couldn’t stand the idea of her amma being disappointed by her disobedience, but she longed for the comfort he was surely giving her inna, so she crawled out of her cubby, and whimpered a broken, “Amma?”


  Inna gasped out, “No. Mordecai— Esther.”


  Amma’s wide-eyed terror upon catching sight of her emerging from the scarlet curtains told her what a horrible mistake she had made. The violent banging of angry fists against wooden doors filled their sanctuary. Inna hurried to her and placed three wet kisses on her cheeks, tears rushing down her inna’s lovely, grief-stricken face, as she pushed Esther back to the cubby. “We don’t have time. You must hide. Don’t move or make a single sound.”


  “Inna?” Panic took over Esther as she grasped for her inna’s hold, unwilling to let go. “Inna, I’m scared.” 


  Metal against metal, the locks broke and the resounding thud of doors slammed open preceded the voices of angry men.


  “God is with you. Fear not, amoré.” Inna shoved her into the cubby, covered her with a white prayer shawl, and shut the doors of the small enclosure. 


  Violence brought death all too quickly. Her parents hadn’t even been given the time to scream or yelp. Or perhaps they had, but Esther could no longer hear past the sound of her heart thumping against her chest, pounding against her brain, breaking against the slash of the blades that had released her amma’s and inna’s souls to heaven. She envisioned their heavy shoes as they thudded against the wooden platform of their church. The drip of the blood on their blades crawled against her trembling flesh. 


  “They have a daughter,” a deep, commanding, gravelly voice said. “Find her.” 


  “Fear not,” Inna had said, but how could Esther not fear the terror hunting her down? She shut her eyes and bent her limbs to curl herself into a fetal position. The shawl that had covered so much of her inna’s prayers blanketed her. Outside her hiding place, fabric ripped and fell before the cubby’s doors slammed open. A snicker followed. Esther’s terror kept her quiet as the tip of a blade poked at her, blood trickling from her broken skin, tainting the shawl that was her only cover and protection. 


  A short gasp came with the quick withdrawal of sharp metal from the pierced flesh on her waist.


  “You! Is she there?” The gruff voice of their leader demanded. 


  The doors of the cubby thudded shut, making Esther flinch.


  “No, sir. No one here.” 


  A string of distasteful words flowed out of their leader’s lips. “Off to their house then! We mustn’t let her get away. The legacy of Mordecai and Anya Cross ends today.”


  The most agonizing silence followed their departure. Tears freely flowed from Esther’s eyes, but she dared not make a sound. She could have been in that box for minutes or hours, she couldn’t tell. It was all the same to her. Amma and Inna were gone, and the last thing she had done was disobey them. Her tears flowed until she had no more tears left to shed. Only the hollowness left behind when all held dear had been ripped from one’s arms. 


  The cubby’s doors slammed open and strong hands gripped her arm. Like she had been frozen solid inside her hiding place, she couldn’t move as someone pulled her out. 


  “Esther?”


  It was Peter’s voice. He was untangling her limbs and awakening her muscles, as he tried to make her sit up. He whispered soothing words that fell on deaf ears as he cleared her face of her hair, dampened by her own tears. 


  When she saw her cousin’s worried face, Esther felt nothing; when he said they needed to flee, she complied; when he told her they needed to change their names, she nodded her head. She obeyed Peter, because he knew best. It was Peter that had rescued her, so she owed him her life. 


  Esther owed everything to Peter, her cousin, who spent the rest of his life doing everything in his power to keep her from the fate of a village fallen — brought to ruin by the hearts and hands of monsters who dared called themselves men. 




  



  



  part one


  ruined
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  Daughter of the ruins

  from the blood of warriors,


  innocence lost.

  Triumph lights her ashen face, 


  her freedom bought


  at a terrible cost.
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  An image of the Vasilian Waterfall in Luxersom City, Sphere 1, Luxersom, Ancoria
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  Map of Luxersom and its spheres, with more detail on Sphere 1, which includes Luxersom City.


  



  Luxersom


  Population: 2,178,440


  Area: 12,781.08 sq. km


  Capital City: Luxersom City


  Number of Spheres: 7


  



  The ruling king is the lord of the largest isledom and is where the capital city of Ancoria, Luxersom City, is located. (The royal palace, the Vasilian, is located on top of a hill at the very center of Luxersom City, and is said to be impenetrable. The Vasilian — Ovasiliánaidó — can be seen from almost every direction of Luxersom.) It is also home to the coastal town of Portavera, east of Luxersom, and a tourist destination to a lot of people. 


  It is a thriving, modern, coastal city, rich with art, culture, and history, and is visited by thousands of tourists daily. The capital island boasts of the minimal disparity between rich and poor among its citizens. 
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  An isometric representation of Luxersom City and its key landmarks. Map is not to scale.


  



  Luxersom City
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  welcome to ancoria


  



  



  1993 — Clouds brightened and dispersed at the intrusion of the sun’s rays through their cotton-like wisps. The view brought to memory the flight of the dandelions scattered all over the hills near her childhood home. Her neighbors’ dull chatter and unreserved laughter, as well as the heads that would turn at the village beauty passing by, drifted into her consciousness. Vivienne Kristiansen could almost hear the song of the sparrows and smell the muskiness of the crown imperial lilies in her inna’s garden. 


  Each vagrant memory made her heart clench like a tight fist — indignant, rebellious, and infuriated by a past that could have ruined her if not for Pax, who had kept her on the path of the righteous, dragging her from the shadows of death and into glorious light. Why then was Pax the one in ashes and she the one still breathing life? 


  This solivagant sojourner laid her palm flat on the airplane window — an attempt to connect with her destination, the land she had somehow relearned to love many years after the instinct for survival had forced her to leave it behind. A battle of anticipation and anxiety crescendoed within her. The cry of the past warred with the gnawing needs of the present — for healing, for reconciliation, for peace.


  The words of an old hymn echoed in her mind, but was it indeed well with her soul? Ancoria had taken so much from her, yet here she was, opening her heart to it once again, ready to serve the kingdom that had once abandoned her family to the wicked hearts and hands of the violent.


  A tear swerved down her cheek, heat spreading on its trail.


  Vivienne wiped it away. Awkward laughter escaped her lips, her chest aching for the presence of the one person who could’ve made this trip far less painful, only because he would have carried the bulk of her pain for her. His ashes lay inside the metal urn in her suitcase — cold and lifeless, a far cry from the person he had been. So full of vibrancy and optimism.


  Pax would have loved every minute of this. He would have told her to forgive and to be grateful for the rare opportunity she had been offered, so that’s what she did, and that’s what she would keep on doing. She forgave Ancoria and mustered enough gratitude to brighten her disposition and cheer her soul. 


  Vivienne had no business being so downcast when she was about to experience the opportunity of a lifetime — a year among the aristocrats of the kingdom of isles.


  Her anticipation overcame her anxiety when the pilot announced the aircraft’s descent. Soon, she would step on kingdom soil to fulfill Pax’s final wish — that she bury his ashes in the land of his birth. In doing so, she prayed that God would be true to His Word, that in exchange for these ashes, incinerated by the past, He would grant her something beautiful in return. Maybe then, she could stop seeing Ancoria as the kingdom that had broken her, but as the kingdom that would build her back up, much stronger than she had ever been before.
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  Image: The Ancorian flag at a time of peace: a purple flag with a golden cross flanked by two white stripes. 
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  The Luxersom Atlantic jet taxied the tarmac. Something about the way it gently grazed the asphalt calmed the quickened beats of Vivienne’s stirring heart.


  Nestled in a plateau surrounded by forested mountains, Luxersom International Airport was one of the most picturesque airports Vivienne had ever seen, and she had been to quite a few in the past year. Atop one of the communication towers, as if to welcome all, a purple flag with a golden cross flanked by two white stripes waved against the breeze she craved to feel on her skin.


  Vivienne retrieved her camera from her leather backpack and snapped several shots of the flag of Ancoria through the plane’s window. This one memory-preserving gadget had been one of her best sources of income throughout the past year. A thrill coursed through her at the unwavering conviction that her trusty camera was about to capture some of her best memories yet; she would make sure of it. 


  With a grateful sigh, she leaned back on the wide beige leather seat afforded her by the complimentary first class ticket her best friend had provided. The odds of her riding first class again were low, so she had cherished every moment of the luxurious two-hour flight that could have fed her for an entire year. 


  The plane halted, and the pilot’s voice blared through the speakers, giving them permission to disembark. “Welcome to Ancoria,” he said, giving her a jolt of energy that often came with the promise of a new adventure.


  Vivienne leaped from her seat and returned her camera inside her backpack. She secured the bag on her back, its leather straps clinging to her shoulders. She retrieved her well-worn carry-on luggage from its compartment and walked out of the cubicle to the passageway, where a flight attendant was already ushering first-class passengers out of the plane. As if objecting to her return to the kingdom she had once considered her home, the four wheels of her hard case spinner luggage swiveled in opposite directions. Its refusal to cooperate prompted a line of people in crisp business attire behind her. 


  “Do you need help, amoré?” The man next to her flashed her a killer smile. He was the embodiment of dashing and debonair, but as respectable as he appeared to be, Vivienne still hesitated to accept the assistance offered. Would he ask for her contact details if she said yes? 


  “I think I can han—” Her carry-on’s wheels proved to be more rebellious than a rusty grocery cart. She could almost hear Pax snickering in her ear. If she continued this way, his ashes would be all over her stuff. The notion sickened her, so she relented. “Yes, please,” she said. “I don’t think I can carry it all the way to the arrival area.”


  With ease, he picked up her 33-pound bag, his brows lifting at the motion.


  Was it too heavy? Vivienne blushed. She stepped aside to give him way. Only then did she notice the multiple pairs of male eyes fixed on her. They must think her a bumbling fool. Great first impression she was making on all these wealthy Ancorinos. “I’m so sorry,” she mouthed.


  “Don’t worry about it.” His smile would have made a teenage version of her melt inside. “I think I speak for everyone when I say we don’t mind waiting if it means we can be around someone as lovely as you.”


  “Oh.” She lowered her gaze. “Thank you.” 


  Pax would have rolled his eyes at this man. 


  Vivienne couldn’t do the same — not when the stranger was being so needlessly kind — so she walked alongside him instead. 


  “I’m Landon Kent,” he said as they exited the plane and walked through the tube leading to the airport.


  The name rang familiar. “Vivienne Kristiansen.” She reached for her bag once they reached the end of the tube. “Thank you so much. I can handle it from here.”


  “At least let me help you until the baggage area.” His strides were long, and he showed no signs of stopping as he nodded for her to keep up. 


  “You don’t have to—” Vivienne suppressed a groan. She might as well go along with it. She sped up her steps to stay in pace with him. Her bag’s handle stayed firm in Mr. Kent’s grip. Pax’s remains were inside. He would have stepped in at this point. He would have pulled her as far away from Landon Kent as possible.


  Pax had never trusted men around her. He had been so overprotective. She used to hate that about him, but he had raised her with strict rules when it came to the opposite sex. Though she had resented him then, she had never dared break his rules. Even in her adolescence, she had loved and respected him too much to ever do anything against his will.


  “You’ll understand me someday, Viv,” he had once told her. “Beauty like yours isn’t safe around the wrong kind of men, and there will be many who will try to lay claim to you. I pray you’ll be able to discern who is and isn’t the right kind. I pray you’ll find someone who will love you more than you love him; more than that, someone who loves God more than anything.”


  “Is it your first time in Ancoria?” Landon interrupted Pax’s sage advice running through her head.


  Despite her hesitation to make small talk with a stranger, the reminder of her location cheered her heart. “Yes, it is.” Her voice came out breathless, her gut turning at the necessary lie. “I’m so blessed to be here.”


  “How long are you staying for?”


  “One year,” she said.


  “That long? For work or for leisure?” 


  “Work. But also leisure.” She laughed. “Both.”


  “Wonderful. If you ever need a break, feel free to give me a call.” He took out a business card from the inner pocket of his suit jacket and handed it to her. “I would love to show you around my country.”


  Landon Kent. CEO of Luxia Motors. 


  No wonder the name was familiar. This man was the son of the founder of Ancoria’s leading automobile manufacturing company. She was standing before a Luxersom Lord, duqué of the fifth sphere of Ancoria.


  Vivienne blushed before quickly bowing her head to acknowledge his nobility. “I hadn’t realized, Duqué Kent.” 


  He stepped on the airport’s autowalk and leaned on its moving handrails, her suitcase set next to him. His brow rose at her. “You’re familiar with Ancorian politics?”


  “I studied a lot of the kingdom’s culture and history while in university.” Vivienne stepped on the autowalk with him. “I didn’t major in it, because I went for a degree in finance and economics, but I took every elective I could that had something to do with Ancoria.”


  “Impressive. Beauty and brains.” 


  The flicker of interest in his eyes wasn’t lost on Vivienne. She had encountered it far too many times not to recognize it. Though flattered by the attention — especially coming from one of the nation’s lords — her heart didn’t have much space to let anyone in. Not when it was still filled to its bruised edges with grief. “It helped that my roommate was Ancorina. She definitely expanded my knowledge of Ancoria and its customs. She will be hosting me while I’m here.”


  “Anyone I might know?” The duqué picked her luggage up again and stepped off the autowalk the same time she did. 


  Vivienne adjusted the straps of her backpack before biting her lip. Was she allowed to disclose that to anyone? What trouble could it cause? “Anastasia Sideris.” 


  Landon’s eyes widened. “Stasi? Terrific, then. I’ll get in touch with her to invite you lovely women over for a weekend in Oro Valle. I hope you pay my lands a visit, Miss Kristiansen. You’ll discover soon enough that Oro Valle is one of Ancoria’s most thriving, most memorable cities.”


  Again, the excitement rushed over her despite her hesitation. “I must admit, Sir Kent—”


  “Please. Call me Landon.”


  “Right—” Vivienne nodded “—Landon.” She gulped. “As I was saying, I’ve always wanted to visit Ancoria’s city of stars, but yes. It would have to be with Stasi’s consent, as I’ll be working under her.” This was perfect. She could just use Stasi as some sort of buffer against anyone who might try to ask her out. 


  “Does that mean you’re heading for the palace then?”


  “The palace?”


  “Yes. Where Stasi works. I’m heading there right now. If you’d like a ride—”


  “Stasi is picking me up.” Vivienne squinted an eye. “I’m not actually sure what her plans are or where we’re heading.” 


  “That’s unfortunate for me, as I would love to get to know you more, but if you’re working directly with Stasi, then I’m hoping I’ll see you at the Vasilian. I’m glad I met you now, because I’m certain I’ll have my fair share of competition when it comes to getting your attention, Miss Kristiansen.”


  “You’re being too kind, Sir. I’m a nobody here. I doubt anyone will notice my presence, wherever I am.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, Miss Kristiansen.” Landon stopped at the VIP area of the baggage conveyor belt, where the luggage of all first-class passengers would come out first. “I know the men in court, and if someone who looks like you starts showing up at court functions and events, by the time you leave this country, Vivienne, mark my words: everyone will know who you are.”


  Vivienne blushed, but dread choked her with his words. She shuddered at the notion of being in Ancoria’s spotlight, so much so that she made a mental note to tell Stasi she preferred tasks that would keep her incognito and behind-the-scenes. There was no point for her to attract unwanted attention. Not when she was on such a personal journey — one that, in her mind, she was sharing with Pax. Over the past year, she had lived off of her camera as she journeyed through Asia and Europe, visiting twenty-four countries in total. Ancoria was the twenty-fifth. It was the one country she and Pax had promised themselves they would someday visit together. With her finally making good on that promise, something deep within her longed to treat the next year as sacred. It was something she was doing not only for herself but in honor of Pax’s memory.


  Vivienne didn’t need everyone to know who she was. Not when she barely knew herself. After all, the whole point of this journey was not for her to be discovered by others, but for her to re-discover herself — the self she had lost one fateful morning when blood and tears had soaked their village grounds red. The cries and pleas of the defenseless had filled the air, and the glint of sharp weapons slicing through flesh and bone had devastated the memories of the innocent. 


  The Blood Blades had once stripped everything away from Pax and Vivienne. Ancoria, in all its power, had done nothing to help. As much as Pax had taught her how to love this kingdom, Vivienne had to find a way to forgive, hoping that forgiveness would help her find a way to forget. If she could only forget, perhaps she could finally heed her inna’s final words: “Fear not, amoré.”
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  you cannot fail


  



  



  Sunbeams streamed through the stained-glass windows lining both sides of King’s Hall, twenty-one feet tall. Reminiscent of majestic cathedrals standing as monuments of times gone by, the arched roof curved over Philip Sideris like an ethereal shelter of cherubim wings.  


  Front center, a bejeweled throne of gold-plated iron and soft purple velvet stood as the seat of power of Ancoria, a seat Philip would one day take. It wasn’t, however, the throne’s display of opulence and authority that had captured Philip’s attention since he had been a boy but the legendary sword suspended over it. Whoever would dare claim the seat of power in Ancoria had to sit beneath an eternally sharp blade pointed right at the king’s crowned head. 


  On the ceiling above the throne, a painted map with fourteen hooks held in place fourteen gold-plated iron chains — taut and immovable — to secure the renowned weapon. In artistic detail, the map depicted the fourteen islands of their kingdom, each isledom having pledged allegiance to the rule of Sideris, a family that had produced a bloodline of God-fearing kings for over two centuries.


  Philip’s denial of the inevitable couldn’t slow the pace of time or change the course of reality. The crown would soon rest on his head, and over it would hang the sword suspended in the air by fourteen chains, representative of every Ancorino over whom he ruled. A reminder to the powerful that at any time, the kingdom’s wrath could descend on their overlords and strike them dead. 


  The kings of Ancoria did not exist just to rule, but to serve, and the Saint Sword would never let them forget. 


  The Saint Sword of Ancoria itself had been crafted by a master artisan as a flagrant display of a deposed tyrant’s power and opulence. Orchid diamonds lined its golden hilt, the butt of which was the carved head of a falcon — colors and symbols of a history etched in his memory, because the Saint Sword would one day, too soon, be a constant threat above his head.


  Philip Ian Edward Sideris. 


  Future king of Ancoria.


  His destiny made him recoil, not out of a lack of yearning for the throne, but out of a realization that even after a lifetime of preparing to rule, he would never feel ready to take the place of his amma. Yet, the sudden deterioration of the king’s health drew Philip’s reign ever closer, and the legends who had once sat on the throne of that hallowed hall, in comparison, made Philip feel small. 


  On this, his twenty-ninth year on earth, Philip had assumed time was still on his side. He hadn’t foreseen any need for worry over a premature transition to the throne, yet there he stood, with neither wife nor heir, awaiting the summons of the king, languishing from a strange illness draining the strength out of him. 


  Double mahogany doors creaked open, followed by the tapping of feminine footsteps against the evergreen granite floor. 


  “Your highness, it’s time.” 


  The voice sounded wise to him, only because the woman who owned it had already survived wars, and her counsel had many times spared Philip from unnecessary scars. 


  “I’ll be right there, Namia. Give me a minute.”


  “Of course.” 


  The clickety-clack of her heels and the firm thud of the thick doors closing behind her preceded the embrace of silence. Philip bowed his head in deference to the King of kings, Whose throne was much higher and far more glorious than Ancoria’s could ever be. A wordless prayer formed a knot in his chest. His concerns about why the king was summoning him occupied the forefront of his mind. 


  He wasn’t ready to rule. 


  Would he ever be? 


  The sting of failure and the horrible price other people had to pay for it still weighed heavy on him, and for the first time in his life, he wished he could trade his crown for a lot in life that leaned more towards obscurity. 


  The Messiah’s plea in the garden of Gethsemane grazed his mind. “O My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from Me…” 


  Surely, his Amma in heaven would not yet take his amma on earth, not until Philip was ready. 


  All his life, the crown had been his cup, his portion, but would it lay on his head too soon? He was about to find out. After leaving his fears and prayers at the throne room, Philip tentatively approached his amma’s bedside. The image of King Edward laid weak on the bed would certainly haunt him for days to come. How had the king gone from formidable strength to bed-ridden frailty in such a short span of time?


  In between deep, lung-racking coughs — evidence of the sudden and inexplicable illness that had deteriorated his health so rapidly — his amma confirmed his worst fears. “Lead while I can’t, son. You are to be the interim ruler of Ancoria.”


  Philip stood straight by his amma’s bed, refusing to falter or to show any hesitation or weakness, while the king’s frail form twisted with every cough. An uprising of objections broke out within him, but he quelled it all by sheer force of duty and obligation. He could do nothing else other than to heed the king’s command and sit on the throne, while hoping that the sword hanging over it would not split his skull in half. Of course, the possibility of such a thing happening was tantamount to none. The possibility of cracking under the pressure of ruling a kingdom, however — at that, his knees weakened. 


  “The Lord’s hand will be upon you the same way His hand was upon all in our line who continued the righteous legacy of our ancestors,” King Edward said. “Serve the King of kings first and foremost; serve the kingdom next. You cannot fail.”


  Whether the last sentence was assurance or admonition, Philip couldn’t tell.


  Upon the king’s dismissal, Philip braced himself for the impact of a kingdom thrust upon him. He could not wallow in the shock brought by his amma’s illness. He couldn’t let his people pay the price for his weakness, his folly. Not again. 


  The broken bodies of a squad of soldiers clouded his mind like smoke rising from the ashes of a village fallen — a village devastated by the pursuit of one wayward prince. The cost of failure was far too great. Never again would he put his kingdom and his people at risk just to come to the aid of one woman — beautiful, but more broken inside than the bodies of the men who had laid down their lives to save Philip, a mere man who just happened to be Ancoria’s future king.
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  Stasi’s sleek Luxia Flutter glided along a road lined by verdant pines and florid maples. A stark contrast to her bright yellow vehicle, two black vans guarded them, with one leading while the other trailed behind. Beside the driver up front, a man in a black suit was communicating with someone via a transistor radio. Next to Vivienne, Stasi was jotting something down in her thick, violet planner with gold lining. 


  “Namia says we can head straight to the screening room,” the man in front said.


  “Great. We’ll be there.” She slipped her pen in its little pocket on the leather cover of her planner before slamming it shut. “Enough of that.” Her wide, infectious smile brightened her face.


  Suspended in a state of awe, Vivienne blinked her eyes to recalibrate her thoughts. Stasi really was a big deal in this country, and by agreeing to intern for Stasi, Vivienne was agreeing to intern by proxy for the royal family of Ancoria. Beyond the visual overload of passing through roads winding along the mounts, plateaus, and hills of Luxersom City, the promise of her year-long Ancorian adventure was overwhelming Vivienne.


  “What?” Stasi’s cheeks flushed red at how Vivienne’s stare lingered on her. 


  “Nothing,” Vivienne said. “I’m just finding it hard to reconcile the Stasi I knew back in university with Anastasia Sideris, lady of Ancoria. I don’t even know what rank you hold. Contéssa? Baronésa?”


  Stasi laughed. “Honestly, Viv. I’m just the king’s niece and the prince’s PR officer. It’s my brother who holds the title of duqué and is in charge of our sphere.”


  A name registered in Vivienne’s mind. “Duqué Zoriel Sideris is your brother, isn’t he?” She tried to desperately wrap her mind around the reality that her college roommate was Ancorian royalty. “Unbelievable. Why didn’t you ever tell me back then?”


  “Why? Viv, darling, when you found out I was an Ancorina, you avoided me for weeks. What would you have done then if you found out I was of noble birth?”


  “Of noble birth. I can’t believe you just said that.” Vivienne bit her lip. She had long ago submerged the embittered version of herself in the rivers of grace, but the mention of her former resentment for the kingdom caused an unwanted barrage of emotions she wasn’t yet ready to process, so she inched closer to her best friend, almost as a way to remind herself that she had already learned to embrace this country, flaws and all. “You have a point, though. I concede. It was challenging enough for me to room with a living, breathing Ancorina. Had I found out that you’re a blue blood, I probably would have pestered our R.A. to give me a different roommate.”


  “You did pester her to reassign you, but Lydia would have none of it, remember?”


  “Oh, I remember. I couldn’t believe that I was stuck with you, and there was nothing I could do about it. Never did get to thank Lydia for that. You were kind, down-to-earth, patient, and helpful, which is why I couldn’t have ever guessed that you were a blue blood.”


  “Come on. You’re not going to refer to me like that the entire time, are you?” Stasi giggled. “Blue blood?” 


  Stasi’s nobility certainly hadn’t dampened her quirkiness. She still laughed at the silliest of things and brightened at the smallest gestures of affection. After everything she had been through the past year, to Vivienne, being around Stasi was like a cool drink on the hottest of days. “For all it’s worth, I’m glad I still see so much of the Stasi that became my best friend. Even with your rank and your lofty origins, you’re still so you, and I love it.”


  “Lofty origins.” Stasi rolled her eyes. “Let’s just hope you’ll still see me with such a gracious lens after I boss you around for a year.”


  “Please. I will most likely end up liking you even more. I just hope I get to be of some help to you.” Vivienne glanced out the window to find the car leaving the more woodsy areas and crossing a bridge into a thriving urban city. “What job description did you have in mind for me, anyway?”


  “To be honest, I didn’t think that through too much. You can take photographs or just hang around and be your gorgeous self. Honestly, Viv—” Stasi gripped her hand “—I just wanted to get you here. It seemed like I would never be able to convince you to come, considering how focused you were on your career, and then Pax—” Stasi let out a broken sigh. “I’m so sorry, Viv. I honestly still can’t believe he’s gone, and I feel awful that I wasn’t able to be with you after he passed. It was impossible for me to—”


  “Hey. None of that. You don’t have to explain.” Vivienne took Stasi’s hand in hers. “It all happened so fast, and I haven’t exactly been in touch with you. I was afraid you were mad at me for dropping off the planet the way I did after graduation, so it was a pleasant surprise when I got your email inviting me here.”


  “You thought I was mad at you?” Stasi shook her head wildly, her dark waves of hair flailing over her shoulders as she did. “I could never. I was mostly mad at myself for not being there for you and Pax.”


  “Well, we’re both here now. Pax would have loved all of this.” 


  “It’s too bad he was never able to visit.”


  “He’s with me.” Vivienne patted her heart. Before she could get emotional, she swallowed back her tears. This was a day of celebration. To compose herself, she once again diverted her attention to the view outside. They had already passed the urban center of Luxersom City and were rolling past high-end homes belonging to the wealthy of the kingdom. A colonial mansion behind a tall gate reminded Vivienne of their sorority house back in university. “Stasi Sullivan,” Vivienne said. “You never did tell me why you changed your name.”


  “It’s standard protocol for anyone in the royal court who studies abroad. If I told you my surname was Sideris, you might have instantly connected me to the royal family.”


  “Good point.” Vivienne nodded. “So, from my understanding, everyone who belongs to the royal court, with the exception of the prince, has to study abroad for at least two years to retain their nobility. Correct?”


  “Right.”


  “You all change your names?”


  “Most do. You have to understand. A lot of us look forward to those two years. Few try to get out of the requirement, because it’s an opportunity to widen our horizons and experience the world around us,” Stasi explained. “The idea is for us to learn how to be more grounded, living with so-called regular folk.”


  “Commoners like me?” Vivienne grinned.


  “You can say that.” Stasi sighed. “Commoners. Nobles. Terms and classes. We’re all just people, really.”


  “Whether the requirement is effective or not, I can appreciate its intent. It shows how the kingdom values humility in its nobility.”


  “I know of quite a few aristos who skirt around it and still live luxurious lifestyles during their years abroad, but I agree with you. I like that we have laws that try to keep aristos more grounded. That’s one of them. It’s also illegal for anyone to publicly display any pictures or videos of the royal family and members of the aristocracy until we’re twenty-one. There are loopholes around it, but the intention is to protect members of nobility. Not let all the attention get to our heads. Most Ancorinos didn’t get to know what we look like until we were twenty-one.”


  “I like that,” Vivienne said. “It also gives noble families a degree of privacy.”


  “To some extent, yes. Nothing stops paparazzi from selling images to international publications, though. It’s a good thing we’re not as well-known in the world as let’s say, England, but public images of Prince Philip have been in circulation since he was a toddler. That’s why members of the royal family are exempt from the two-year requirement to study abroad.”


  “They’re more likely to be recognized.”


  “Exactly, but yeah, for us less-interesting blue bloods—” Stasi grinned as she put up air quotes “—the time abroad is a pleasure and in a lot of ways, a necessity for us to learn to be more accessible, especially now that tensions are high between aristos and the masses.”


  “Aristo is short for aristocrat, yes?”


  “Correct. It’s the colloquial term used for nobility here.”


  “I see. And tensions are high because?”


  “The usual reasons,” Stasi said. “The masses question whether the aristos have their best interests at heart, and for good reason, in a lot of cases. Many of us tend to have our excesses. Still, the truth is a lot of us also care. Even in our sphere, Zoriel has been doing everything to get along with our people and assure them he longs to serve them, not just rule over them.”


  “He’s duqué of Sphere Seven, right?”


  “Right. I can’t believe you remember all these things. Most foreigners get confused by our sphere system.”


  “It’s hard to forget how you correlated it with spheres of influence when you first explained it to me way back when. Fourteen islands divided into thirty-nine spheres, each sphere with a nobleman in charge, but each island has an ultimate liege lord who works with a councilor, elected by the people. Am I still getting my Ancorian governmental structure right?”


  “For the most part.” Stasi nodded. “Except Luxersom—”


  “—doesn’t have a councilor. It’s the capital island and is ruled by the king, alongside the six Lords of Luxersom.”


  Stasi laid her hand over her chest. “So proud of you. We might make an Ancorina out of you yet, Vivienne Kristiansen.”


  “Don’t tease me like that, Stasi. I might change citizenships.”


  Stasi laughed as she scooted over and linked arms with Vivienne. “Oh, please do. I’ll convince my brother to take you under the wing of the Sideris clan of Sphere Seven. Never mind all the friction between noblemen and councilmen, not to mention the people under them. At the end of the day, we’re mostly a bunch of happy Ancorinos and Ancorinas.”


  “Really selling it, huh?”


  “Don’t want you to change your mind just because of our socio-political issues.”


  “To be fair, no matter what form of government, people continue to question whether their politicians are serving their best interests.”


  “That’s true. Sinuesa, our capital city in Sphere Seven, is a lot calmer than other places in Ancoria. It’s mostly the northern isles where more and more people are wanting to abolish the monarchy.”


  Vivienne winced. “I have read articles about the rise of those who are pushing for either a democratic or a communist state here in Ancoria. I assumed it was a minority.”


  “Oh, it is, but they’re becoming a loud and violent minority,” Stasi said. “Their numbers have been growing over the years. Hopefully, it doesn’t catch on too much in our sphere, especially Sinuesa. It is such a haven compared to so many other places in the country. People there are a lot more relaxed and trustful of the monarchy, and I’d love to keep it that way.”


  “Sinuesa. That’s where you grew up?”


  “Yes,” Stasi said. “It’s a bit of a drive from here. Around four hours, but it’s so worth going.”


  “We’ll have time to visit there, right?”


  “Of course! We have to. I plan to take you everywhere. Don’t want to let the year I have with you go to waste.”


  “Since you mention plans, I might have met someone you know. Sir Landon Kent. He might get in touch with you regarding a visit to Oro Valle — you and me.”


  “Wait. What? You’ve met Landon? How? I can’t believe you’re already rubbing elbows with members of the royal court, and you’ve been here for what? An hour? How did you cross paths with him?”


  “We were on the same flight.” Vivienne shrugged. “I was surprised he was there, because sure, it was first class and all, but I would assume he would be rich enough to own a private jet.”


  “Well, he’s part owner of the airline, so—”


  “Of course.” Vivienne rolled her eyes. “All this luxury and affluence. It can be so intimidating.”


  “Yeah?” Stasi raised a brow. “You’re intimidated?”


  Was she? “A little,” she admitted. Pax wouldn’t have been, but it was mostly because he cared more about the richness of the history and culture of Ancoria, not necessarily the literal richness of the country and its people. “Who, in my position, wouldn’t be, though?”


  “Fair, but there is no reason to be intimidated. Trust me. You’re a better person than a lot of people in court. The endless striving, the social climbing, the crown chasing, the constant jostling for more power and influence—” Stasi drew out a long breath. “No wonder he’s so jaded.”


  “Who? Lord Landon?”


  “No, I meant—” Stasi waved a hand to dismiss the question. “Never mind that. My point is you belong here. Don’t be intimidated by the flashy exteriors. It’s still what’s inside that matters. Also—” her eyes twinkled “—you’ll get used to it, especially since we’re going straight to the epicenter of Ancoria’s luxury and affluence.”


  “What do you mean?” 


  “We’re heading for the Vasilian now.”


  “Stasi!” Vivienne’s burst of excitement morphed into horror in a split second. “Stasi. You can’t be serious! I’m fresh off of a flight. There’s no way I’m going to the royal palace dressed like this.”


  “Viv, you rode first-class on a flight from Portugal to Ancoria. The flight didn’t even reach two hours. You look like a posh jetsetter, which let’s face it: you are, after having traveled to what? Twenty countries in a year? This should be nothing to you.”


  “But look at what I’m wearing.” Vivienne pointed at her high-waisted jeans, her tucked-in blouse, and her loose cardigan. “I look like someone who’s about to take a walk in the park. Also, I went to twenty-four countries.” She flicked her brows up and down. “This is my twenty-fifth.”


  Stasi rolled her eyes. “Show off.” She pointed at Vivienne’s outfit. “Don’t worry about that. We’ll stop by my quarters at the Imperial. I already have an appropriate outfit waiting for you there.” 


  “Wait. You told me I was staying at your place. Does that mean—”


  Stasi nodded. “Yes, yes. You’ll be living at the Imperial with me.”


  “Stasi!” Vivienne screeched loud enough to give the security officer at the front of the car a start. She bit her lip and mouthed, “Sorry.”


  “Forgive her,” Stasi said. “She just found out she’ll be living next door to the Vasilian.”


  “Is it your first time here, Miss?” Stasi’s bodyguard asked. 


  “Yes, Sir. It is.”


  “We hope you’ll find a lot of things to love about our country.”


  “No doubt I will,” Vivienne said. She grabbed her best friend’s hand and squeezed. “Thank you for getting me here, Stasi. This is my dream-come-true, but you know that already.”


  Stasi scooted closer to her. “I should be the one thanking you for agreeing to come. You can’t imagine how glad I am to have you here. It’s a relief to have someone I can trust to be a genuine friend, no matter what.”


  At that statement, Vivienne’s ears perked up. What did Stasi mean by that? Had she been having trouble with trusting people around her? “I’m here to help you, Stasi. Whatever you need. You can trust me.”


  “I know. You’re already helping me just by being here right now. I can’t wait for the rest of Ancoria to get to know you the way I do. They’ll love you.”


  “I hope so.” 


  Stasi was finding it difficult to find a friend to trust? The notion hampered Vivienne’s revelry in the glamor of this kingdom. She rubbed her best friend’s back. Maybe one of the reasons God arranged this trip was for her to simply be a blessing to Stasi. She would love to do anything for Stasi after the Ancorina footed the bill for everything required to get her here.


  When they reached an ornate, white metal gate that slid open as they approached, Vivienne held her breath, still unable to believe that she was here, about to enter into a world she had once only dreamed of one day visiting. Now, she was about to enter the Imperial, the cluster of homes assigned to the royal staff of the Vasilian. Everything they needed, they could find in that community. Some of the best bakers, chefs, artisans, and designers Ancoria had to offer lived in the Imperial, and Vivienne would get to live among them. Her heart full, she once again uttered thanksgiving to God for a friend like Stasi and the opportunity to bless her best friend the same way her best friend had blessed her.


  As grateful as she was, however, deep within her, the blood that soaked the grounds of her childhood memories was still crying out to her. Vivienne didn’t know how it would come to pass, but something about this trip felt like a brush with destiny, an opportunity to right a grave wrong, but she brushed it all off as fanciful thinking. She was there to serve and to continue to forgive, not to demand justice from a kingdom with no interest in revisiting a history she herself so desperately longed to forget.
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  Image: A hill with a palace on top, labeled The Vasilian, overlooking a city surrounded by mountains. A little bit in front of the palace is a structure labeled Chapel Vasilian. Behind the palace is a community of homes labeled The Imperial.
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  The decorated hallways of the Vasilian echoed with their footsteps. The accusations of the past, the demands of the present, and the uncertainty of the future fogged Philip’s mind. He covered up the inner turmoil with a determined gaze and a confident gait. Behind him, the echo of his assistant’s heels against the porcelain tiles and the static of his bodyguard’s two-way radio combined into a persistent pressure in his ear. Beyond the noise, inward, where his spirit thrived, Philip could still hear the voice of the Lord during a night of lonesome prayer in a forsaken garden only hours before the people He loved had Him crucified: “...nevertheless not as I will, but as Thou wilt.”


  A step behind him, his assistant hung her head low. The taut angles of Namia Lamb’s face, the moistness in her eyes, and the quiver of her lips revealed the effort she was putting into suppressing her tears — evidence of how much she cared about this monarchy.


  Philip gritted his teeth. Why had he let Stasi off today of all days? His cousin’s levity could certainly lift their somber mood. He snapped his fingers to jolt his team out of their melancholy. His amma wasn’t dead, and Philip wasn’t king. They weren’t about to go about their affairs grieving over nothing. “Namia, what’s on the king’s schedule?”


  Professional as always, Namia took a split-second to recover, before replying, “General Ludolf is awaiting your presence at the Aerie, your highness.”


  “The Aerie? What’s the general doing there?”


  “The Peregrines have requested an emergency meeting with him, the defense minister, and the king.”


  “Marcel, what do you know about this?” Philip asked his head of security.


  Strangely comforting was Marcel Sullivan’s poker face, one of the few constants amid the ever-changing political landscape of Ancoria. “Nothing, Sir,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice. “The Aerie hasn’t provided me with intel in quite some time.”


  “We’ll find out soon enough then.” Philip stepped out of the palace hallways and into its courtyard garden, one of the main hubs of navigation around the sprawling royal estate. He groaned at the sight before him.


  By the iron statue of Alexander Sideris, circled by the open space’s center rotunda, there stood a woman many considered to be one of the most beautiful in the kingdom. Raven-haired, amber-eyed, and sculpted like a Greek goddess, Moira Saint, marquésa of the north, exaggerated the swerve of her hips as she sauntered toward him.


  “Fancy meeting you here, your highness.” Her acerbic tone made her wide smile appear wolfish.


  “In my home, you mean?” Philip gave her a curt nod. “Marquésa Saint.” His strides continued, steady, as he took a right turn, past the courtyard and through the hallways of the west tower to get to the palace gardens.


  Relentless and undeterred by his nonchalance, Moira rushed to his side, close enough for him to sense her presence, but not enough for her shoulder to brush against his arm. “On your way to the Aerie?”


  Philip suppressed a flinch. How could Moira know that? His jaw tightened. Did she still have ears in the palace? Of course she did. She was Moira Saint. “What lured you out of your paradise and convinced you to come grace us with your presence, Lady Moira?”


  “Why do you ask? Does my presence bother you, Prince Philip?”


  Philip smirked out of relief upon seeing the exit ahead. He had nowhere near the proper disposition to deal with Moira. “Why would your presence bother anybody, Marquésa?” He jogged down the steps and followed the cobblestone path that would lead him to the brand-new limousine waiting for him. The Luxia Premiere — custom-made to his specifications — had already arrived. “Luxia has outdone themselves. What a beauty.” Philip ran his palm against the vehicle’s polished black exterior and brushed his thumb against the platinum lining of the windows. “Namia, send a gift to Lord Landon to express my gratitude.”


  “Yes, your highness.” She jotted down the instruction on her leather-bound planner.


  “Why wouldn’t my presence bother you, my lord?” Moira leaned against the trunk of the limousine. “I can think of a few reasons it should.”


  So could Philip. “You’re still here, Marquésa?”


  “As much as you’d like to be rid of me, your highness, I must bother you further, because I refuse to keep silent about people I care about.”


  “What are you talking about, Lady Moira?”


  Marcel opened the car door for him.


  Finally, Moira spat out her reason for ambushing the prince. “Where are Anton and Madeline, your highness?”


  Philip halted. Why was she asking him about Anton and Madeline? Why did she suddenly care about where they were? They’d been away for months.


  “What have you done to my brother, my lord? And Lady Madeline. Did you banish her too?”


  Marcel and Namia shook their heads at him. He shouldn’t indulge the marquésa by responding to her provocations.


  At his stillness, Moira continued to poke. “Did the lady break your heart like I once did? One moment, she’s in your arms; the next, she’s gone. Vanished. Did you drive her into Anton’s—”


  “Watch your words, Marquésa.” Philip spun on his heel and ignored the fallen expressions of his most trusted subjects. Since their youth, Moira had held a sway over him that even he didn’t fully understand. If there could be a human embodiment of the Saint Sword of Ancoria hanging over his head, the sword would look like Moira Saint. “My patience wears thin today.”


  Moira’s infamous sneer painted her face with a spite reserved specifically for Philip. It rarely ever came out — her disdain for him — but there was no mistaking its existence whenever it did. It was the same spiteful sneer she had given him when he had once told her that he couldn’t picture her as Ancoria’s queen.


  “It’s my right to know where my brother is.” Moira stepped forward, too close for his comfort. “The last time I saw him, he and Madeline left his isledom to meet with you. They never returned. Where is he, your highness? Have you and he gotten into another fight?”


  “You know full well how I hold close to heart my friendship with Anton and Madeline. I caution you not to continue these insinuations of wrongdoing on my part, Marquésa.”


  “I never insinuated anything. Can I not speculate about their prolonged absence? Is that not within my scope of concern as Anton’s sister and Madeline’s friend?” She tilted her head to the side. “Why won’t you give me an answer, your highness? Do you or do you not know where they are?”


  “Speculate all you want,” Philip said. “You cannot expect me to know the whereabouts of every lord and lady of the kingdom. Now, if you will excuse me, Lady Moira, I have somewhere else to be.”


  “I like it better when you call me Moira.” She batted her long, curled lashes at him. “I miss hearing just my name on your lips.” She bit her lip and twirled the ends of her dark hair.


  Philip fought the urge to gag. Was she trying to flirt with him? Worse yet, was she trying to be seductive? “Don’t embarrass yourself, Marquésa. Excuse me.” He slipped inside the luxury limousine.


  Marcel motioned to close the door, but Moira held it back.


  “My lady, you must back off,” Marcel said.


  Philip waved his fingers at his bodyguard to let her be. The hulk of a man stepped back, his lips twitching at Moira’s sneer. In all his years of service as Philip’s primary bodyguard and the head of his security detail, Marcel had stayed consistent in many things, one of which was his distaste for Moira Saint. Refreshing, in Philip’s opinion, because he couldn’t say the same for the rest of the Royal Council, most of whom were enamored by her. “Anything else, Marquésa Saint?”


  “I’ll never stop until I find Anton.”


  “I don’t doubt that.”


  Moira bent forward, her face a breath away from Philip’s. He curled a lip at her proximity.


  “I’m glad to see I can still have this effect on you,” she said.


  What effect was she referring to? Dread?


  She leaned closer so her breath was warm against his ear. “Will you ever let me back into your life, Philip? Can you not learn to love me again? Don’t you miss my touch like I miss yours?”


  Philip scooted over in the leather seat to place some distance between him and the marquésa. A flash of disappointment dimmed her sultry gaze as his face hardened. She drew in a breath when Philip’s gaze grazed her face. He smirked. What Moira didn’t understand was that he was well aware of the sway he had over her, how attractive his position of power was to someone like her. He leaned forward, still not allowing contact with her, so he could whisper the truth in her ear. “I never loved you, but I would have married you had you proved capable of becoming queen. You failed. For that reason, you’ll never be able to touch me again. To you, I will forever remain untouchable.”


  There it was. The rage that was never absent, but so carefully hidden in her coy smile, her flirtatious laughter, and her feminine provocations. A storm broke out behind her eyes, casting lightning bolts and summoning thunder solely through the sharpness of her scorned glare. All the playfulness and vulnerability disappeared, her expression turning to stone. “I will find Anton and Madeline. You can’t hide them away forever.”


  “Do what you must, Marquésa, but whatever you do, try to do it as far away from me as possible.” He nodded at Marcel who yanked her backwards.


  “Unhand me, you brute!” Moira yelled when Marcel pulled her away. “I am a Lady of Ancoria!”


  “And I’m a lord of Luxersom.” Marcel mirrored her wolfish grin from earlier. “Now, back off from his royal highness, the prince of this kingdom, before I throw you in a dungeon, and trust me, Marquésa, it would be my pleasure to do so.”


  The mention of Philip’s rank further darkened her expression. She had always hated the fact that he had more power and influence than her.


  Marcel pulled her away.


  “Get in,” Philip told Namia, who was quick to follow his command.


  After she took her seat facing him, she huffed at the battle between lord and lady. Whomever between the two she would have sided with, Philip could only guess. Namia wasn’t one to trifle with such nonsense. She shut the car door and brushed a strand of her silver-speckled black hair behind her ear. She returned her focus on her notes. Always on mission, his assistant. With a dagger always hidden in her person and an eye for detail few could match, as seemingly docile as she was, Namia was not one to be messed with, but Philip was yet to discover what could possibly trigger her ire, because few things ever did.


  “Where are we off to after the Aerie?” Philip asked.


  She tapped her pen against her planner. “We return to the Vasilian for a meeting with the Royal Council. That’s most likely why Lady Moira is here.”


  Philip bristled. He had no doubt Moira would bring up Anton and Madeline’s absence at the council meeting later. “After that?”


  “You meet with the queen for the initial review of candidates on the list to be your bride.”


  Great. Something he dreaded more than Moira. “Cancel that.” Philip shook his head. “I’d rather do anything else.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Sir. Queen Raina insists that you go. Your inna made me clear out everything else in your schedule for this.”


  “Tell Inna we’re following the king’s schedule now. What’s next for Amma to do this afternoon?”


  “A checkup with the doctor.” Namia winced.


  “I’ll get one as well then. I’m long due for a physical anyway.”


  “I doubt the queen will approve.”


  Philip gritted his teeth. “You’re probably right.” Outside, Moira shoved Marcel away so she could storm her way back into the palace. “But who wants to deal with someone like her right now? As if Amma giving me temporary control of the kingdom isn’t enough to deal with.”


  “Not all the ladies of Ancoria are like her, your highness.”


  “I know, but how can anyone tell them apart? A king doesn’t need a wife to rule. Why are we still implementing such archaic laws in the final decade of the twentieth century anyway?”


  Outside, Marcel strode casually back to the car like he hadn’t just had a minor altercation with an irate noblewoman. He slipped in the seat next to Philip, slammed the door shut, and signaled for the driver to move.


  “Everything all right?” Philip asked.


  “To be quite frank, Sir,” Marcel said, “I’d rather go back to active combat than deal with the likes of her.”


  “Duly noted,” Philip said. “Thank you for your sacrifice, Sullivan.”


  “Just doing my duty, Sir.” A small smile formed on Marcel’s face — the closest thing Philip could get to any expression of joy from the man.


  Philip leaned back on his seat, a sour taste in his mouth as flashes of the past he had shared with Moira filled his mind. For most of his adolescence, he had believed she would be the woman he would marry; now, he couldn’t stand being anywhere near her. She had become the embodiment of everything he wanted to avoid when it came to the queen he would be forced to select if he wanted to rule as king. Philip squirmed inside. A wife like Moira would yield a lifetime of contention with someone who would constantly compete with him; worse yet, she would attempt to rule over him instead of with him. 


  Unnerved by the encounter with a woman who belonged to his past and nowhere near his present or future, Philip shook off the unease. He focused instead on other forms of beauty, like the tall pines, oaks, and cherry blossoms lining the road winding from the Vasilian to the Aerie. They were going through the longer, more scenic route that would lead to the back entrance of the compound. His security team made sure to never take him through the same routes on a day-to-day basis, and Philip loved this, because it meant a change of scenery every day. He got to see more of Ancoria and more of the Ancorinos working as a collective toward the country’s prosperity.


  Philip’s chest puffed at a hope of a future for the kingdom. Their lands were rich in natural resources, and their people were full of ingenuity, creativity, skill, and a love for life and country. Ancoria was far from reaching its full potential, and Philip could only hope for a rule that would advance its progress rather than deter it, but how? How could he do that when the kingdom was being thrust into his hands far too early?


  His thoughts turned God-ward. What was it like for Him to rule over all of life and death, all of the heavens and the earth? Did a sword hang over His head as well? Had the cross hung over the mind of Christ during His every waking moment on earth?


  A desperate prayer lifted from Philip’s heart toward the heavens. Extend Amma’s life, God. You are Healer. Spare me from the chaos of a premature rule. I don’t even have a queen yet. No heir. A lot still needs to happen before I am able to take the throne.


  The limo took a turn toward the tall imposing brick walls surrounding the Aerie. Soldiers stood guard by the large metal gate, their firearms slung over their shoulders. On sight of the line of cars approaching, the gate immediately slid open. The guards waved them through. The vehicle rolled along the self-sustaining community nestled within a gathering of pine trees. The exclusive huddle of four towns, each with their own contributions to the maintenance of the Aerie, brimmed with life as the royal convoy passed by. To the regular onlooker, it would have looked like just another small town — albeit unique in its uniformity — but it never failed to make Philip smile knowing that he was one of the few who knew exactly what the Aerie was.


  It wasn’t just an encampment for military families or government agents. It was also the headquarters of their premiere intelligence agency, the Peregrines. Few people in the community knew of their existence there, but those who did, recognized how appropriate the Aerie’s name was, because it was their falcons’ nest.


  Their convoy of vehicles rushed past the daily traffic within the Aerie, zooming along its stuccoed square buildings, the roads already having been cleared for them beforehand. Barracks, schools, apartments, commercial areas, detention centers — the buildings looked all the same, but had different functions, and most who didn’t live within the Aerie would not be able to tell them apart. The only building that stood apart from the rest was the tower at the center of the Aerie. Few in Ancoria had the privilege to enter their defense headquarters.


  Marcel’s team went through the motions of security measures required to assure his safety before Philip could enter the building. Once given the go-ahead from Marcel, he alighted the royal car, leaving Namia behind, and proceeded inside. 


  Ten minutes later, he was in a cylindrical room, taking the king’s seat by a round table. The head of the Peregrines, who went by the name, Alpha, sat across him. The defense minister sat to his right and General Ludolf to his left. 


  What Philip had always appreciated about meetings at the Aerie was that everyone was quick to get to the point. This time was no different. Alpha immediately let them know the reason for the meeting. 


  “Our operatives have given us word about a significant increase in military presence at Paxnisi,” Alpha said. “We have also received requests for extraction from several of our citizens stuck on the island.”


  “Stuck?” Philip asked. “Why?”


  “Last night, right at the stroke of midnight, Qranth closed off the entire island. As of today, no one is allowed to come in or go out. The chairman of Qranth has declared military law over Paxnisi. Before they cut all possible communications in and out of the island, we received a telegram from one of our spies. Flint has been undercover on the island, partnered with another one of our operatives, for several months now.”


  “Knight?” Philip squirmed in his seat and gritted his teeth. This matter had quickly gotten personal. 


  “Yes.” Alpha confirmed the identity of the second operative with a nod of his head. “Knight.”


  One of Alpha’s people laid a piece of paper in front of Philip, before doing the same for the general and the defense minister. Philip’s breath hitched upon seeing the message written on the strip. 


  Blades aggressive. Qranth to attack. Forget us. 


  A message from Flint. The many ways the codename fit Madeline ran through his brain along with the disturbing message that came with it. Forget us, it read. Did “us” include Knight? Was she still with Anton?


  Knight and Flint. Anton and Madeline. What had they gotten themselves into?


  Ignoring Philip’s admonitions for them not to return to Paxnisi, they had begged for the king to let them go on this mission. They had longed for respect as Peregrines, not to be treated by their peers as agents who had only gotten their position because of their nobility. Now, they had somehow gotten themselves embroiled in whatever unrest was happening on the island, and Philip doubted he had heard the worst of this situation. 


  “Explain this to us.” General Ludolf tossed his strip of paper with Madeline’s message back on the table. “Nothing about this is new to us. The Blood Blades have always been aggressive, and Qranth is always on the verge of attacking its own people. The only thing that concerns me about this message is why our operatives are asking us to forget them.”


  “We’re afraid the telegram might be implying that Qranth is thinking of attacking us. There are rumors that Paxnisi might be the epicenter of a brewing war.”


  Philip straightened his spine. “War?”


  General Ludolf’s battle-hardened features turned dim. “What reason would Qranth have to pick a fight with us? The treaty has stood strong for a decade. They would be fools to break the peace between us now that we are much stronger than we were ten years ago.”


  “When more than a few of the agents we have deployed to Paxnisi are telling us the same thing, it’s hard to ignore. There’s a reason we’ve been sending more of our people to the island. The tension in Paxnisi is becoming a threat to our national security.”


  “How so?” Philip asked.


  “People in Paxnisi are revolting against the rule of Qranth. They wish to overturn the peace treaty King Edward established with our neighboring country.”


  “For what reason?” the defense minister asked. “They have to accept that they are now Qranthi territory. They are no longer any of our business.”


  “While this is true,” Alpha said, “it is not news to us that there have always been people in the island loyal to Ancoria. They’re still fighting to return the island under Ancorian rule, and if they are increasing in number, then we can see how Qranth is starting to view them as a threat.”


  “By association—” General Ludolf glanced at Philip “—we’re a threat to them too.”


  “Affirmative.” Alpha nodded. “There’s good reason to believe that instead of giving in to the demands of the people of Paxnisi, Qranth has shifted blame to Ancoria and has decided to turn against us.”


  “You believe this information to be reliable?” Philip asked. 


  “We’ve been keeping a close eye on the situation, your highness,” Alpha said, “and it has gotten progressively worse. We wouldn’t have requested your presence here if we didn’t have genuine concern that we are facing a serious threat of war.”


  Philip maintained a brave face as the men surrounding him — men of war — discussed the possibility of the kingdom spiraling into another round of the War of the Crown Imperials — Qranth versus Ancoria, both countries symbolized by the crown imperial lily. Despite Philip’s show of courage, never was he more aware of his incapacity to lead. If he had no confidence in his ability during a time of peace, how much more in a time of war?


  It had been ten years since the stripes of Ancoria’s flag changed to white from its former red. Ten years of peace bought at the price of battered villages, war-torn towns, and earthen ground covered with the blood and carcasses of the dead. Ten years of peace and prosperity Philip had hoped would continue throughout his rule. Not so. The Blood Blades had once again emerged, ready to terrorize. The bird of prey that was Qranth was once again looming over their kingdom. At the center of it all, yet again, were Anton and Madeline telling Philip to leave them be. They would die, if necessary, for Paxnisi. For traitors like Ruby.


  Philip shuddered. He was no longer the young man who had laid everything on the line to come to their rescue. This time, should they choose Paxnisi over Ancoria, they would end up being the price Philip must pay for the greater good of the kingdom.


  He hoped he would never have to choose, but the choice was clear. Ancoria over Anton and Madeline. As much as it broke Philip’s heart, that was the stance he had to take if he wanted to be king. If they wanted to die for Paxnisi, then so it must be. Philip would not do anything to break his best friends free.
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  War. If there was, at all, one word that could shift Philip’s thinking beyond himself toward a greater good, that word would be the one. 


  War. 


  Even as they walked out of the Aerie’s high tower, Philip found it an incomprehensible challenge to wrap his mind around Alpha’s warning that Ancoria was facing an actual threat to their freedom and sovereignty. 


  “Did you mean what you said in there, Sir?” Marcel kept his strides just a step behind Philip’s. “We’ll just leave them there? No attempt whatsoever to help get them out?”


  “You saw the telegram. Don’t you trust their judgment?”


  “Of course, but considering who Knight and Flint are, I had hoped we could do something more to get them out of harm’s way.”


  Philip stopped his march down the paved pathway, so he could spin on his heel to face his head of security. Marcel’s stoic countenance remained, but his words betrayed his anxiety. Philip couldn’t blame him. Marcel had trained Anton and Madeline for service — apart from that, Madeline was his kin, his cousin, someone he had grown up with and cared for like a sister. “Your concern is duly noted. Trust that I don’t take your words lightly, Sullivan. The gravity of their situation isn’t lost on me, but Alpha has assured us that they will continue to gather intel on the island and our operatives who are trapped there. Should an opportunity arise to extract them, we’ll do what we can to help. Right now, however, all we can do is bide our time, prepare ourselves for the worst, and wait.” 


  From his peripheral vision, he could make out Namia approaching with her leather planner and a list of things for him to do next. 


  “Do you have any other concerns?” Philip asked. 


  “How do you intend to go about this, Sir?” Marcel’s expression hardened. “Will you inform the Royal Council about what’s really happening in Paxnisi?”


  Namia quirked her brow upon hearing Marcel’s words. She, however, stayed silent next to the men, knowing better than to inquire further about the island that remained a sore subject to all Ancorinos, most especially Philip whose worst fears and traumas as future ruler of Ancoria were rooted in that island. 


  “Inside the car, Namia,” Philip said. 


  She responded with immediate obedience, her permed hair bouncing against her shoulders as she strode back to the limo. 


  Philip straightened his suit and leveled with his protector, whose brows knitted together with concern over the fate of their country. “Do you think it will benefit the Royal Council to know? I fear that if they find out, the rest of the country will too, and I’m not confident we can deal with the inevitable panic. We need a course of action, a battle plan, and we don’t have enough information to go by. Not just yet.”


  Marcel rubbed the stubble of his jaw. “We’re of the same mind then. The telegram isn’t enough information. It can only instigate concern we may not be able to placate. I do suggest we inform the Luxersom Lords, Sir, especially if you don’t intend to inform the king. You will need advice from people you can trust.”


  “You’re right. I’ll instruct Namia to gather the Luxersom Lords at the Librarium before we meet the rest of the council at King’s Hall. Anything else of concern?”


  “Right now, there are a great many things that are of concern, your highness. Which one would you like to talk about?” 


  “Heh.” Despite the constant solemn look on Marcel’s face, Philip recognized the humor in his response. They’d been working alongside each other far too long for Philip not to. “How about your favorite Ancorina, Marcel? Will you ever actually say something to her?”


  Marcel’s sealed lips and straightened posture were enough indication that Philip would not be able to get an answer from him about the touchy subject matter. To be fair, it had come out of nowhere, so Philip couldn’t quite blame his bodyguard for backing down from the topic. Confident that everything that needed to be said had already been said, Philip proceeded down the path to get to the royal car, with Marcel trailing behind him. 


  A Luxersom Lord himself, Marcel was one of the few people Philip had full confidence in and for good reason. Apart from his family always having been faithful to the rule of the Sideris clan in Ancoria, Marcel had saved his life countless times. He and the Luxersom Lords were some of the people in the royal court whose motives Philip didn’t have to constantly second-guess. 


  Half an hour later, Philip stood in the middle of a hidden room at the Librarium, the sprawling library and strategy room of the Vasilian. Seated in various areas of the room were five out of the six Lords of Luxersom.


  “Where’s Lord Landon?” Philip asked.


  “If I’m not mistaken, he has just arrived in the country from an overseas trip,” his cousin, Zoriel, said. “He intends to catch up, I believe.”


  As if on cue, the secret door leading to the hidden alcove of the Librarium slid open. Landon Kent, one of the richest and most influential lords of Ancoria, entered the room.


  He bowed his head toward Philip before taking his seat among the eight highest positions of power in Ancoria — two of which were currently occupied by Philip: the king’s and the prince’s. With everyone present, Philip commenced the meeting with a prayer before explaining the king’s absence. After easing everyone’s concerns that this was a temporary measure and that he would only be in charge until the king fully recovered his strength, he asked General Ludolf, also a Luxersom Lord, to explain everything they knew about the situation at Paxnisi and how it could potentially affect Ancoria. General Ludolf gave a concise explanation, revealing as much as he, Philip, and Marcel knew, save for the identities of the two spies who had sent the telegram. 


  Philip then informed them about what he and Marcel had agreed upon when it came to the Royal Council. “We don’t want to cause unnecessary panic,” Philip said, “but given the king’s situation, Marcel thought it wise to inform this circle about what’s really going on. I will need your sound counsel to decide the best course of action for the kingdom.” That last bit, he directed at the three elders of the king’s inner circle: Lord Cedric, Lord Dorian, and General Ludolf of the third, fourth, and sixth spheres respectively. 


  Lord Dorian stroked his full, graying beard as he leaned on the back of his chair to give the situation thought. “I’m glad you’ve trusted us with this information, your highness,” he said. “I agree with you and Lord Marcel. It’s best we keep this from the council until we have more intel than one vague telegram.”


  “Exactly.” Zoriel’s face crumpled as he leaned against the round mahogany table they were all gathered around. “It’s hard for me to wrap my mind around why Qranth would break the established peace and go on the offensive against Ancoria. I’m not sure I want to be in a position where I have to explain this to the people within my jurisdiction.”


  “I second the sentiments of Lord Zoriel,” Lord Landon said. “It makes no sense. Why would they want to start a war? Why wouldn’t they just quench the revolution in Paxnisi? They have sovereignty over that territory. Why drag us into it?”


  “I don’t know,” Philip admitted. “The only indication we have that they might attack us is that telegram from our operatives, and as of now, there has been zero contact with them because of the lockdown Qranth has imposed on the island.”


  “It’s not enough to go by.” Lord Cedric, the oldest among them, and dear friend of the king, rose to his feet and paced the floor. “Relations with Qranth have always been fragile, but they’re no fools. It took centuries and a lot of compromise — not to mention a lot of bloodshed — to achieve the peace your amma was able to establish during his reign. If they’re looking to attack, they must know something we don’t.”


  “Rumors have been circulating that the situation in Paxnisi has gotten worse over the years,” Lord Dorian said. “Also, let’s not forget that many blame King Edward for giving up control of the island to Qranth.”


  Philip squared his shoulders as an immediate defensive response. “You all sat in this very room and agreed to that decision.”


  “And I still believe it to be the right decision at the time, but if that choice comes back to haunt us, the kingdom will not blame us,” Lord Dorian said. “The people will blame the king.”


  The Saint Sword dangled itself inside Philip’s mind, chained to his consciousness by the demands of the people he was ruling over. He bristled. “Let’s hope it doesn’t get to the point where the citizens would feel the need to look for someone to blame. Paxnisi has been turned over to Qranth, and our primary concern is not over the protection of an island that isn’t ours. Our main focus is the safety of our territories and our people. For now, the best thing we can do is to buy ourselves some time and delay any cause for unnecessary panic among the public. Hopefully, the rumors about what’s happening in Paxnisi won’t spread too fast.”


  “If they do?” Zoriel asked. “I’m sure the isledoms that are closest to Paxnisi are already aware of the lockdown. At the very least, Cortharros should be aware. They’re the first to be in the line of fire should Qranth attack.”


  “We’ll need some sort of diversion. Something to take the minds of the people away from the south and toward something—” Philip shrugged “—else.”


  “Don’t worry. We’ll think of something,” Lord Landon said, a smirk on his face, his eyes glazed over. As lord of Oro Valle — home to Ancoria’s biggest stars and almost all of the nation’s film production companies — he knew a thing or two about attracting and holding the public’s attention. 


  “We should pray,” Lord Cedric said. “Before we face the rest of the council, we need to ask the Lord for wisdom. Something tells me the kingdom is about to sail through rough waters.”


  “Please lead, Lord Cedric.” Philip nodded. 


  The older, wiser man bowed his head and led them in a prayer for wisdom and peace, declaring God as Lord of their country. As the duke prayed, Philip had his own personal conversation with the God their bloodline had always sought to honor. I haven’t even started my reign yet, and chaos is already breaking out in the kingdom. Why allow these things right now, Lord? I need help, courage, and wisdom. Help me lead the people You have entrusted to us. May my reign as Ancoria’s king be marked with prosperity and peace.


  It was this prayer that Philip carried with him as he proceeded from the Librarium back to King’s Hall, where a meeting with the Royal Council thrust him right into the line of fire. Peace was the farthest thing from Philip’s mind as he sat on the throne in his amma’s place while members of the Royal Council raised their concerns over what was happening in Paxnisi.


  “I’ve just received word from my people that there’s been a significant increase in military presence in Cortharros.” Lord Cirillo said. “Cardin has soldiers swarming the city. Is something happening between Ancoria and Qranth?”


  “It’s just a security measure,” Philip said. “There’s no need for concern on your part, nor the people’s part. The Peregrines and the defense minister are doing everything in their power to keep this kingdom safe, like they always do. We should trust them.”


  “Forgive me if that is not enough to ease my mind, your highness. Qranth lays siege to their own territory, locking down the entire island of Paxnisi. You are sitting on the throne in the place of the king, which raises concerns about his health. Can this country survive a transition of the crown from your amma’s head to yours while rumors of war are bound to spread across the kingdom?”


  “Lord Cirillo, your role as lord of your isledom is to still these rumors with the truth.” Philip gripped the arms of the throne, fully aware of the sword above him. “The truth as we know it right now is that Qranth has done nothing other than exert their sovereignty over their own territory. Unless our neighbor provokes us with an attack, no one in Ancoria needs to worry. Also, there is no transition of the crown to be concerned about. I am simply taking the king’s throne as a temporary measure while he recovers his strength. King Edward isn’t dead nor is he dying. He is still king of Ancoria, and I’m still prince.”


  To his relief, the conté relented and returned to his seat. Unfortunately, Moira stepped up and took his place. 


  “What are we doing right now to make sure what’s happening in Paxnisi is under our control?”


  “Paxnisi isn’t ours to control, Marquésa, but if it will bring you assurance, we have agents deployed there, like we always have. We have full confidence in the competence of the Peregrines who are undercover in the island, and should anything in that island pose a danger to this kingdom, they will let us know.”


  Moira narrowed her eyes at him. “Is my brother one of those agents? Where is Anton? As duqué of Dos Islas, he is a part of this council. He should be here.”


  “His location is classified, and that’s all you need to know.”


  “So you do know where he is!” Moira’s eyes blazed fire. “Why would you withhold this information from his family? We deserve to know.” 


  “What part of the word ‘classified’ do you not understand, Marquésa?” 


  She gasped in feigned indignation, like she had been severely wronged by his statement.


  He gritted his teeth at the public display of offense — something he had long realized Moira Saint was a master at. “It’s not my wish to antagonize you, Marquésa. I understand your concern for your brother, but this is not the place to air your grievances about his absence. We’re here to discuss matters of state affecting the entire country, not just your family.” 


  Moira’s expression dimmed, her golden eyes darkening so much, Philip half-expected her pupils to turn black, but a sneer appeared on her face instead. “The Lord of Cortharros makes a good point in questioning why you are here and not the king, your highness,” she said. “While you try to assuage our genuine concerns about a transition of the crown, I can’t help but wonder about the king’s health. How long will he be unable to fulfill his duties as ruler of this kingdom? Since he is otherwise indisposed, would it not be prudent for the prince to start searching for a bride we can look forward to as queen?”


  Philip refused to take the bait. “It seems I must repeat myself so the marquésa and everyone else who shares her concerns can comprehend. King Edward is alive and is still king of this country. I take the throne while he recovers his strength. Again, that’s all you need to know, Marquésa.”


  Moira gripped the edges of the podium like a warning that she wasn’t finished yet and that no one should dare try to take her place. “Ancoria needs a queen, your highness.”


  “It has one, Marquésa. My inna. Or do you wish to question her health too?”


  Laughter filled King’s Hall, hushed by the glare Moira swept across the room. 


  “Why do you insist on this subject, Lady Moira?” Zoriel asked. “Are you concerned you’re no longer a candidate on the list of those eligible to be Prince Philip’s queen?”


  The council’s snickers did not faze Moira. Her sneer grew as her eyes swept over Philip. “The prince knows what I want, but he’s intent on dodging my questions instead.” 


  “Are you finished?” Philip asked, his expression as hard as steel. “If you have nothing else of value to discuss with this council, please take a seat.”


  Despite the distance between them, the twitch of Moira’s lips didn’t escape Philip’s notice. He sometimes wondered if the only reason she insisted on hogging the podium was because it gave her more time to talk to him. To his relief, she relented, but the look on her face made it clear this wasn’t over yet. 


  Philip thanked the heavens when the meeting adjourned, just because he wanted to escape Moira’s presence, but her statement hung over him. Ancoria needs a queen. As if to hammer down the point until it was embedded into his skull, the next item on his schedule was all about finding a match for him. With everything going on, why was this necessary? Why couldn’t he take the throne without having to worry about finding a woman worthy of the position?


  Ancoria might think that it needs him to find his counterpart for him to rule, but in all the madness of a destiny-defining morning, Philip certainly couldn’t find space in his life, mind, and heart luxurious enough to fit a queen. 
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  The deafening roar of the Vasilian Waterfall east of the royal palace wasn’t enough to drown out the sound of Vivienne’s heart pounding against her chest like a steady beat pulsing against her eardrums — a rhythmic backdrop to her overly stimulated brain. The rush of the Luxersom River down the cliff leading to the Great Luxersom Lake below provided consistent background noise to the daily comings and goings of the Imperial. 


  A thriving community along the banks of the Luxersom River, the Imperial was coming alive before her very eyes. An orchestra was rehearsing at the covered stage of an outdoor atrium. The enticing aroma of freshly-baked bread mixed with the heady scent of the variety of fresh flowers in the gardens they were passing by. Under one gazebo, an artist danced to the music blaring through his headphones as he painted a portrait of what Vivienne assumed was the royal family.


  Her shoulders tensed. The royal family. Within the next hour, she would be in the same room as the queen and the prince. She wrung her hands to release her nervousness. How was this happening?


  Stasi strode a few steps ahead of her, with a foot-long, white mobile phone pressed against her ear, its antenna jutting out of the top. “We’re on our way, Namia. My new assistant and I. Yes, I’ve cleared her with security. Both the queen’s and the prince’s security teams have given us their go-aheads. We’ll get there before you. Hundred percent. Great. Thanks.” Stasi pressed a button on the phone before retracting its antenna and stuffing the device inside her purse. She then turned around and smiled at Vivienne. “They’re on their way. We need to get there before they do.”


  Vivienne couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that by ‘they,’ Stasi was in fact referring to Queen Raina and Prince Philip Sideris of Ancoria. She sped up her steps, her heels clacking against the cobblestone pathway. She ran her palms against the chiffon skirt of the simple but elegant light gold dress Stasi had prepared for her. Her brain reviewed all the protocol around Ancorian royalty she had learned over the years. For some reason, her search through her mental record was coming up empty. 


  “Viv.” Stasi grabbed her wrist and made a full stop in the middle of a lush garden separating the Vasilian from the Imperial. She ran her palms up and down Vivienne’s forearms. “You’re pale as a sheet, and you’re barely breathing.” 


  She exhaled and let out a nervous laugh. “Can you blame me? I’ve been in the country for two hours, Stasi. I can’t believe you’re shoving me right into a meeting with the queen and the prince.”


  “Relax. They probably won’t even notice you’re around. Namia will keep us in the shadows, no doubt, because she doesn’t want me to distract Philip.”


  Vivienne drew a breath upon realizing that Stasi was on first-name basis with the prince. 


  “Unless they call for you, which is unlikely, you won’t even have to interact with them. I will try to introduce you after the meeting, but I won’t be surprised if Philip grabs the first chance he can to walk out of there. He can’t stand these sessions.”


  “What is this meeting about, anyway?”


  “You’ll see.” Stasi winked. “It’ll give you an interesting perspective on a process few people ever get to see. Remember the NDA you signed, though.”


  “Of course.” Vivienne pressed her forefinger against her lips and made a motion to seal them shut. “Not a word.” 


  The moment they had arrived at Stasi’s posh townhouse at the Imperial, before unleashing her stylists on Vivienne’s hair, makeup, and outfit, Stasi had sat Vivienne down and asked her to sign a work contract, stipulating the conditions of her internship under Stasi’s lead as well as her compensation for her time in Ancoria. Vivienne had also signed a Non-Disclosure Agreement, which made clear all the trouble she would get herself into should she reveal anything she was about to witness regarding the royal family, the Vasilian, and the Imperial to anybody — especially media sources — without the express permission of the reigning king of Ancoria. Vivienne had signed the papers without a second thought, but the formality of it all had hit her with the gravity of this experience — not only for someone like her who had a deep-seated fascination for Ancoria, but also for the royal family, who most likely never let strangers into their fold the way Stasi was welcoming Vivienne into a rare look inside the lifestyles and inner workings of Ancorian nobility.


  “Take a few deep breaths, Viv,” Stasi instructed. “Think of this as just another corporate meeting where all you have to do is jot down minutes for your boss. Now, come on.” 


  The statement jolted a wild sense of displacement in Vivienne, like she had been yanked from her own reality and taken into an alternate one, completely removed from her own. Her job as an executive assistant to the president of Caine Corp felt like it had happened in another lifetime to another person. What a drastic shift her life had gone through since Pax’s passing. 


  Pax. 


  Vivienne smiled. 


  Suddenly, the anxiety washed away. She squared her shoulders as an invisible weight rolled off her back. Her gait was lighter, her heart more open. Pax would have laughed at her anxiety and whispered the exact words she needed to hear. He would have told her she was brave and capable of conquering the world, if she wanted. He would also remind her that she never needed to conquer the world to prove herself worthy, because she had people who accepted her just the way she was yet loved her enough to challenge her to become all God had created her to be. Pax and his rough, callous, work-hardened hands — the same hands that built their life back together when everything had fallen apart around them. Vivienne could brave this for Pax. He would’ve believed she could, so she did too. Only because she believed in him and everything he had stood for.


  By the time Vivienne and Stasi reached the Vasilian, awe replaced Vivienne’s apprehension. Upon stepping within the royal palace’s halls, Vivienne might as well have walked into a history book. A high arched ceiling and a majestic chandelier hung above her. The walls displayed elaborate hand-paintings chronicling Ancorian history. For a few seconds, breathless and brimming with wonder and gratitude, Vivienne allowed her surroundings to transport her into the artful rendering of a past that created the palace where she then stood. These were sights she had only once dreamed about, scenes she had seen in exclusive features in magazines and TV documentaries. Unlike the pictures and video clips, however, the halls of the Vasilian weren’t empty. They were bustling with life. Servants and butlers passed the circular foyer, which appeared to be a hub of sorts that led people whichever way they needed to go within the castle. Guards stood by each arched entrance leading to a new area of the Vasilian. Everyone had something to do, somewhere to go, someone to meet with, and Vivienne’s heart leaped as her mind drifted into the lives of these people, each one greeting her with a friendly smile upon eye contact. What would it be like to live in this place? To work amongst these Ancorinos eagerly serving the crown?


  “Vivienne.” The urgency in Stasi’s voice jolted her out of her captivated wonderment. Vivienne rushed to her best friend’s side, with one of the bodyguards trailing behind them as they proceeded down a long hallway leading to an arched door at the end. The bodyguard opened the door for them. They stepped into a carpeted room with couches and recliners in the middle and a screen in front. 


  “There’s another theater for performances and movie premieres in the palace,” Stasi explained, “but this is more of a private screening area. Only the royal family and a few select people ever use this room.” 


  While still clueless about what was about to happen, Vivienne inhaled and held her breath. How many Ancorinos ever got to visit this place, much more a foreigner like her? What a privilege this was!


  “You remember royal protocol, I presume?” Stasi asked as they stood on one side of the room, their backs against the wall, while Stasi’s bodyguard checked the area. 


  “I think I do, but I need you to remind me.”


  “Just keep standing while the queen and prince are standing. Don’t touch them unless you are given permission. Don’t talk to them unless—”


  “—they talk to me first.” Vivienne nodded. “It’s coming back to me now. Thank you, Stasi.”


  “Relax. I think you’ll find this meeting interesting.” 


  “If you say so. I honestly still can’t believe I’m here.”


  “Believe it.” Stasi narrowed her hazel eyes at Vivienne, a glint of mischief in its corners. “I’m confident you won’t make me regret flying you here.” 


  “If only I had your confidence!”


  Stasi laughed, but before she could respond, the door swung open. Like a gentle gust of wind, Queen Raina Elizabeth Sideris walked in and filled the room with a reverent hush. Already in her fifties, she had a regal presence that could only be achieved through time and experience. Vivienne bowed her head as a sign of respect and deference. The queen proceeded inside, an entourage of people behind her, prepared to cater to her every whim. Vivienne fully expected the queen to glide past them, but she stopped right where they stood. 


  “Anastasia,” the queen acknowledged her husband’s niece. “I see you’ve brought a friend.”


  “Vivienne Kristiansen from the United States. I met her during my university years there. We were roommates.”


  “Ah, I see. Is she the one interning for you this year?”


  “That’s her.”


  “Wonderful. Welcome to our kingdom, Miss Kristiansen.” The queen lifted her hand in the air.


  Vivienne recognized it as one of the few gestures allowing her to touch royalty. She bent her knee in a fragile curtsy and slipped her fingers beneath the queen’s gloved hand before pressing her forehead against the queen’s signet ring. “It’s an honor to be here, your highness.”


  The queen’s smile relieved Vivienne of any fears that she might have broken any form of protocol. She was still doing fine, she hoped. The queen’s gaze lingered on her face long enough for her to second-guess herself, but the queen assuaged her fears when she turned to Stasi and said, “Your friend is quite the stunner, isn’t she?”


  “That, she is, my lady,” Stasi said, curtsying. 


  The queen embraced Stasi. “How have you been, Anastasia? Are you ready for all the work that will fall on your shoulders should our meeting this afternoon be a success?”


  Stasi laughed. “I’m not the one who should answer that question, my lady. I’m more than ready to do my job, but I doubt the prince is in any way making himself ready for this process. From what I know of his highness, I very much doubt this afternoon will turn out to be a success. He has impossible standards.”


  “Well, we must keep the faith, mustn’t we?” A ripple of gentle laughter came out of the queen’s lips as she squeezed Stasi’s hand. 


  How was it possible to make even laughter sound elegant? 


  Without another word, the queen walked past them and took a seat on the velvet sofa facing the screen. 


  Vivienne couldn’t pry her eyes away from Queen Raina, her mind spinning at the compliment the queen had just given her. Queen Raina thought she was beautiful! Before she could get high on the compliment, however, the door swung open once again. This time, Prince Philip made his entrance. Unlike the queen, who had entered the room like she was riding a gentle wave, the prince entered like a storm, carrying with him clouds of lightning bolts, loaded with furious thunder. He didn’t even notice them standing by the wall. His eyes immediately zoned in on his mother, and he took long, quick strides to reach her as fast as possible. 


  Beside Vivienne, Stasi let out a low whistle. “He is not in a good mood.”


  After he held his mother’s hand and pressed his forehead against her ring, Prince Philip sat next to the queen and exchanged words with her in hushed conversation. 


  Stasi nudged Vivienne as an older woman directed them to take their seats in a leather sofa behind the velvet one where the queen and prince sat. Her position made for a clear vantage point of the prince’s profile, his dark hair framing his chiseled face and stormy eyes. As much as Vivienne longed to be the image of decorum during this meeting, she wasn’t immune to the allure of a man yearly touted by international magazines as one of the most sought-after bachelors in the world. Little did they know that Prince Philip was most likely the most untouchable bachelor in the world. And it wasn’t just because of the long-standing and controversial law in Ancoria that a royal cannot be touched by anyone without their outright permission. He was untouchable to women like Vivienne also because no royal of Ancoria had ever chosen a commoner for a bride. He was also untouchable because his presence carried with it an atmosphere of danger, as if ninjas and assassins were constantly lurking in the shadows, waiting for the perfect time to put an end to his life. That air of danger coupled with the broadness of his shoulders and the power of his posture made for an alluring mix that explained to Vivienne exactly why women — Ancorinas and foreigners — would willingly line up for the opportunity to be his bride. 


  Caught up in her assessment of the royal who had listlessness in his eyes and irritation on his face, Vivienne blinked her eyes several times when someone flashed an image of a sultry, raven-haired beauty on the projector screen. She recognized the Marquésa of Dos Islas at first glance. Moira Saint. The Black Orchid of Ancoria, they called her.


  “No.” Prince Philip said. “Not a chance. How many times do I have to remove her from the list?”


  Vivienne creased her brows. What was happening? What was he saying no to? 


  A woman in a light pink jacket and a matching pencil skirt gestured toward the image on screen. “Your highness, it’s Lady Moira Saint.”


  “I know who she is.” The prince’s voice went deeper a few notches. “Under no circumstance will I marry Moira.” The undertone of spite in his words was unmistakable. 


  Had the marquésa wronged him somehow? Only then did Vivienne realize what was happening. They were going through slides of possible candidates vying for the role of Queen of Ancoria — Prince Philip’s betrothed. Hadn’t he once been betrothed to Moira? Vivienne had mostly paid attention to the history, art, and culture of the country — not necessarily the gossip surrounding the royal family. Would it have helped had she paid attention?


  Stasi snickered next to Vivienne. 


  The sound made the prince turn around. He immediately locked eyes with Vivienne. His eyes narrowed in scrutiny of her, a muscle in his jaw twitching. Would he kick her out? To Vivienne’s relief, he said nothing about her presence, and instead, shifted his attention to Stasi. Upon locking gazes with his cousin, his eyes brightened, and an easy smile formed on his face. Vivienne shifted in her seat. There was a certain charm to his mischief that sent butterflies amok in her stomach. 


  “Do you think I should marry Moira?” he asked. 


  Stasi shrugged. “Don’t you want to be her third husband?” 


  Prince Philip grinned before turning to his mother. “What do you think, Inna?”


  “Philip, do we have to go through this again? We have to put Lady Moira on the list, because you were once betrothed to her. That betrothal was key to maintaining the peace between our family and the Saints for years, so we can’t just take her out of consideration. It would be an insult to the Saints, and we don’t need to give them more reason to hold offense against us. You know this, Philip.”


  “Inna, it’s not because of me that Moira and I are no longer betrothed.”


  “That may be true, but she is still a qualified candidate, one who will stay on your shortlist, even if you have no intention of picking her.” The queen waved her hand. “Proceed to the next slide, Ingrid.” 


  The screen showed someone Vivienne wasn’t familiar with, but she found herself appreciating the stranger’s soft features and unconventional beauty. 


  “Pretty,” Stasi said. 


  Again, Philip turned to face his cousin. “Pretty means nothing.” His gaze swept over Vivienne as he said the statement. “Pretty doesn’t make a good queen.” He raised a thick brow at Stasi. “What are you doing sitting back there?” He patted the empty space next to him. “Come here. Where have you been all morning?”


  Stasi patted Vivienne’s thigh before obliging her cousin’s request and moving to the velvet sofa, so that the prince sat between the queen and her. Before she could respond to his question, the queen cleared her throat. The image on the screen changed to reflect a figure familiar to all. Madeline Sullivan.


  An immediate hush filled the room. Even Vivienne was aware that the prince had once dated the lovely Ancorina.


  “Take her off the list.” His tone could curdle blood. 


  “Why?” Stasi asked. “She is most likely the only person on Ingrid’s candidate list that you would want to be with. Madeline would make a great queen.”


  “That would be true, if she actually wants to be queen. She doesn’t.” The prince squared his shoulders as he leaned back on his seat. “Mads has made it clear she wants no part in being paraded around the kingdom as one of the candidates for queen.”


  “So, she’s not opposed to being queen then?” Stasi asked. “If she doesn’t want the pageantry behind the selection of candidates, why not just choose her? It will save you all the trouble of going through this process.”


  “I can’t.” Prince Philip made it sound final. “Mads doesn’t want to be on that list. I can’t be with someone who doesn’t want to be queen.”


  “I didn’t want to be queen,” Queen Raina said in a soft voice, like it was the first time she had ever admitted that truth out loud, “but your father selected me, so I had to lay my plans and ambitions at the altar of the greater good of the country. I’ve never regretted that decision. Should you choose Madeline, she wouldn’t hesitate to do the same.”


  Prince Philip shook his head. “I won’t choose Madeline. She can’t be one of the candidates for queen, trust me.” Whatever levity Stasi’s presence had brought him disappeared as his stare lingered on the image on screen. An invisible, tremulous cloud once again dimmed his countenance. He shook his head. “I can’t do this, Inna. There’s too much going on right now for me to concentrate on this ridiculous process.”


  “Philip, you’ve been putting this off for too long. There is no crown, no throne for you, unless you have a queen.”


  “I know, but Amma is—”


  One of the security details standing in the shadows cleared his throat. 


  Philip flinched. He shot a look at the guard before shifting his glare toward Vivienne. He scowled as he gave her a complete look-over, before asking no one in particular, “Who is this woman? And who let her in here?”
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  who is this woman?


  



  



  There was something uncanny about her beauty. Peculiar. It was familiar enough to be recognized in its soft angles and near-perfect symmetry, but unique enough to cause any man with warm blood coursing through him to stop and stare. Hers, it seemed, was a beauty apart from every other pretty face they’d seen hundreds of times before. After first noticing her existence in the room, it had taken Philip a considerable amount of willpower not to steal glances at her. It hadn’t helped that her presence was a mystery in and of itself, nor did it alleviate his interest that the beautiful stranger’s unobtrusive silence made him all the more aware that she was where she had no business being. As stunning a diversion as she was, he had yet to find an answer to why she was privy to a conversation that was highly confidential, especially since the results of this gathering had long-standing ramifications not only on Philip’s personal life, but on the entire country. 


  They were deciding upon who would be queen of Ancoria, and this random woman was sitting there like she was watching some sort of theater performance.


  “Well? Who is this woman?” he repeated. Without waiting for a response, he snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “You. Front and center.” He gestured toward the front of the room, where Ingrid was standing. “Now.”


  Her eyes shot toward Stasi, who laid a hand on his shoulder to divert his attention from the stranger. “Vivienne is my friend, your highness. She has just arrived, and she’s here to work with me for the next year.” She narrowed her eyes at Marcel, who had cleared his throat earlier to alert Philip of the stranger’s presence. “I’m not sure why Mr. Sullivan is making a fuss, because I’ve already cleared her with all the appropriate security details. We can trust her.”


  “Duly noted, Stasi.” He returned his full focus on his cousin’s friend. “Now, Vivienne, is it? Will you please share the stage with Ingrid and formally introduce yourself to us?” He gestured toward the short platform in front. 


  She didn’t move a muscle long enough for him to wonder if she would dare defy his orders, but to his relief, she lowered her eyes in deference to him and said, “Of course, your highness.”


  Vivienne then stood up and ran her palms over her skirt — whether to straighten it or to lessen her trembling was his own guess. Something about her being on edge amused him, but it only lasted as long as it took for him to notice the glares his inna and cousin were sending his way. 


  “Why humiliate the young woman, Philip?” his inna asked in a hushed voice low enough for only him to hear. “This is unnecessary.”


  “I’m not trying to humiliate her, Inna. I want to get to know her. At the very least, she adds something to this whole process that actually interests me.”


  “She’s a guest, and she’s Anastasia’s friend. She’s not here to entertain you.”


  “Philip,” Stasi said, her voice cracking, “please be kind.” 


  He was about to wrap an arm around his cousin to assure her, but the young woman they were pleading on behalf of was already right in front of him, overshadowing the image of Madeline behind her. The juxtaposition of the two beauties before him — both seemingly out of his reach — drew his breath away and heightened his awareness of a dull ache in his chest. Suddenly, pretty meant something, because this woman’s brand of pretty was quickening his pulse and awakening his senses. 


  Philip shifted in his seat, his hands suddenly clammy, and his heartbeat doubling its rhythm. Vivienne raised a hand to shield her lowered gaze from the harsh glare of the projector on her. 


  “Now what?” Stasi asked.


  That was a good question — one he didn’t have an answer to, because all Philip had wanted to do was get a good look at her, and now that she was in full view, her appearance had somehow rewired his brain and rendered it useless for several seconds. He forced himself to recover if only to spare Vivienne further humiliation.


  “What’s your full name?” he asked.


  “Vivienne Kristiansen, your highness,” she said, her eyes still lowered. She was no longer trembling. There might even be a hint of a smile on her lips. 


  “You’re not an Ancorina.”


  “I—” She bit her lip. “No, my lord.” This time, she raised her eyes to peer at him through long lashes. “I’m from the US. That’s where I met Lady Anastasia. We were roommates in university.” She lowered her eyes again. 


  Philip didn’t say anything. Instead, he fixed his gaze on her face to test out how she would deal with the discomfort. After all, he didn’t mind looking at her. The woman was undoubtedly among the most beautiful women he had ever had the pleasure of meeting. He could only guess what was going through her mind, but she was unflinching under his scrutiny. Her posture was straight, her expression tender, her figure relaxed. It almost hurt Philip to pry his eyes away from her to give his cousin a pointed look. “If anything happens, it’s on you, Anastasia. I don’t want a P.R. nightmare because some American friend of yours can’t keep her mouth shut about things she has heard and seen while under your watch.”


  “What do you take me for, Philip?” Stasi retorted, emphasizing his name to make it clear she was speaking to him as a cousin and not as a subject. “Would I do anything to compromise your public image? Vivienne is working for me. If you trust me, you can trust her.”


  “Now that we have this settled,” Inna interrupted, “can we continue?”


  Philip’s heart sank. The last thing he wanted was to go through with this. He would’ve preferred to get to know Stasi’s guest a little more. “Thank you for indulging me, Miss Kristiansen,” he said. “Please return to your seat.”


  She held his attention captive as she curtsied before taking rushed steps toward her seat behind him. It took all of him not to turn his head and check on her. What was happening to him? She was a pretty face, that was all. Nothing but a fleeting, albeit welcome, diversion — one he pushed out of his mind, so he could focus on the matter at hand. 


  “Inna, I mean it,” he said. “I can’t do this. Beyond her usual antics in court, Moira has been egging on the Royal Council about Amma’s absence. There’s trouble brewing in the south, and the Lord of Cortharros is understandably anxious about the entire matter.”


  “Conté Cirillo is always anxious about a good many things.” Inna waved her hand dismissively. “This is not unusual, but tell me, Philip. Is there anything he should be anxious about?” 


  Philip bristled. If he wanted to keep all this talk of war from his amma, he had to keep it from his inna as well. “The conté will calm down eventually. My point is that there is a lot on my plate after Amma gave me the seat of power, and I would like to focus on running the country instead of—” he pointed at the image of Madeline on the screen “—this.” The sight of the stunning Ancorina was enough of a reminder of the direness of the situation at Paxnisi. What was happening to her? Were she and Anton still alive? “This is a waste of time.” He cringed at Ingrid’s flinch. She must have worked hard to put this together, only for him to complain throughout the entire thing. “Do forgive me, Ingrid. You’re doing a fantastic job at this, but—”


  “I understand, your highness.” Ingrid bowed her head before casting a worried glance at Inna.


  “Philip, this must be done.” 


  “Inna, as much as I want to honor this process, the last thing I need is to pick a queen. Most of the women in these slides think being queen is all about luxury, influence, and fame. Do you honestly believe any of these women are capable of ruling?” 


  “Whomever you choose, Philip, we will make her ready. I wasn’t ready back then, but the kingdom and the throne forced me to adjust to the crown that your father placed on my head. The woman you select must do the same.”


  “Can we not wait? Even for just a month?”


  “No.” The queen was firm about his affairs with only a few things, and he was having trouble wrapping his mind around why she was so adamant about this. “You know the state of your amma’s health, Philip.”


  “He will recover. He just needs rest.”


  The queen grabbed his wrist and clenched her jaw before looking him straight in the eye. “What if he doesn’t, Philip? What then? We need to train your chosen bride as soon as possible. We can’t wait until the crown is on your head, because you might be surprised to find out how many among the Royal Council would be willing to knock you out of the throne. It’s not just Moira Saint or her family you need to be worried about. Must I remind you of what is at stake here? A Sideris must remain on the throne, and for that to happen, you need a queen. It will get progressively worse if you put this off.”


  There it was again. The image of the Saint Sword dangling over his head. Philip shut his eyes. “This is too much.” He shook his head. “It’s all happening too fast.”


  A gentle smile softened his inna’s countenance, but it didn’t make her next words any easier to swallow. “As broad as your shoulders are, my son—” she brushed her palms against his shoulders to emphasize her point “—and as capable as you are of handling a great many things, you’re right. It’s all too sudden, too quick, but you’ve trained your whole life for moments like this. The truth is nothing will fully prepare you to rule a kingdom, but that’s why we need God on our side. Your amma and I would never have made it without Divine guidance. That’s what will carry you through. Now, of all the responsibilities laid upon you, this is one of the easiest. Any of these lovely women would make a wonderful queen, if you give them a chance. You need not fall in love or make it too complicated. Choose the most qualified, and trust that you will both learn to love each other in due time, just like your father and I did. Pick a candidate, Philip. That’s all you have to do.”


  Philip tried not to scoff. Why was his inna downplaying this? If the history of Ancoria was any indication, kings had risen and fallen based on whom they had chosen to be their queen. He wasn’t just choosing a wife or an inna to his children. He was picking someone who would have to learn to mother an entire nation. 


  “If I may speak,” Stasi said.


  Philip turned to glance at his cousin. “Yes?” 


  “I can only imagine the pressure on you right now, but it will work to our advantage if we can keep public attention on a royal engagement. It should be an effective diversion from whatever danger is hanging over us.”


  A flicker of interest sparked within Philip, his ears prickling at the mention of a diversion. Vivienne’s presence behind him consumed him even as Stasi’s point percolated in his brain. Neither his cousin nor the queen were acknowledging the gravity of the choice he had to make. He glanced again at Madeline’s image. Once upon a time, the mere sight of her would have set his blood ablaze with want for her. Now, all he felt was a strong sense of concern, hoping that she was all right, hoping he wouldn’t have to sacrifice her safety for the good of the kingdom. He let out a long breath before casting a weary nod at Ingrid, whose presence always made him want to run toward the opposite direction. He relented. “Let’s see the rest of your slides, then.” 


  One by one, Ingrid showed him the candidates for queen. 


  Philip said no to most of them, and even the ones he said yes to were ones he still wouldn’t pick as queen. How could he ignore everything he knew about the ladies on the candidate list? Embedded in Philip’s subconscious were the numerous secret affairs, the extravagant parties, the scandalous controversies, which weren’t detailed in the lifeless statistics and information presented on these slides. Stasi had been right. Madeline was the only person on that list he could see as queen. Inna was right as well. All Philip had to do was ask her, and she would say yes. She wouldn’t deny him his request, but she would resent him for choosing her for the rest of their lives, because she had made it clear that she would never want to be chained to the throne of their kingdom. Not even for him. But she would do it still, if he asked it of her, because that was how much she loved Ancoria.


  Should he pick her despite her aversion to the throne and suffer her resentment until his last breath? The idea left a bitter taste in his mouth. How could he even think of her this way? She wasn’t even here. She was M.I.A., and her last message was a plea to be forgotten. By everyone. By him. 


  On this, the queen was wrong. Choosing a bride wasn’t the easiest thing he had to do. It was the most difficult, because making a mistake in this would be costly, not only for him, but for the kingdom. 


  Ancoria deserved a worthy queen. In Philip’s eyes, none were worthy.
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  proverbs 31


  



  



  Vivienne yawned as the prince yet again rejected another Ancorina and struck her off the candidate list. All the tension that had built up within her when the prince had unceremoniously commanded her to introduce herself in front of everyone washed away to make room for a tedious listlessness brought about by the prince’s obvious disdain of the process they were undergoing. 


  In front of them, Ingrid shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She had been standing there in heels for over an hour as they went from image to image, discussing the merits of each woman, only to have the prince say no over and over again. At this rate, there were only three or four women on the list, and one of them was Moira Saint, whom he had made clear was only there because they needed to keep her there. Then again, none of the ladies had been shortlisted out of the prince’s choice. Prince Philip had begrudgingly agreed to keep them there, because either the queen insisted on it or Ingrid and Stasi talked him into keeping them. 


  “We’re done with all the noblewomen,” Ingrid said. “There are several commoners who have enough qualifications to make it on the list. Would you like to continue, your highness?” 


  “Why not?” the prince groaned. “We’ve gotten this far, haven’t we?”


  Qualifications. What kind of qualifications should a woman have to make it on such a list? Vivienne made a mental note to ask Stasi later.


  An image of yet another lovely woman appeared on screen. “Raquel Quintana,” Ingrid said. 


  Stasi let out a whistle and a giggle. “Been a while since I’ve seen you two together.”


  “Model, socialite, fashion mogul,” Ingrid announced. “She and the prince dated for a while, so—”


  “She has long legs and eyes a man can lose himself in. I, on the other hand, was nineteen and stupid,” Prince Philip said. “Raquel is too busy with her fashion empire to rule a country. Let’s leave her alone.”


  A politician came next. She was a few years older than the prince and a widow, but she had done a lot for her sphere. Prince Philip agreed to keep her on the candidate list.


  “Galena can be an asset to the palace and the country,” he said. “Marga has been thriving since she became their councilor.” 


  Galena Valias became the first person on the list by Prince Philip’s choice. Based on what he said to add her to the list, his qualifications geared more toward someone’s capability to run a country, not necessarily whom he personally wanted to marry.


  The next one was Ava Allaire, one of the most famous actresses in Ancoria and the darling of Oro Valle. 


  Vivienne’s jaw dropped upon seeing her. One of her favorite movies featured Ava in a rags-to-riches story of a young woman from an obscure village in Subsolan becoming one of the most powerful women in Luxersom. 


  “Why not?” The prince huffed. “At the very least, Ava can act like she’s a good queen.” 


  Vivienne’s shoulders sagged. Even someone as stunning and as talented as Ava Allaire was thrown into the list only out of the prince’s frustration over the whole affair. All of these women were beautiful in their own right. A lot of them had their fair share of accomplishments and qualifications, reasons that would make them fitting for the role of queen, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that Prince Philip was looking for something else entirely. 


  Vivienne shifted in her seat as she watched one woman after another get scrutinized and rejected. While she understood the need to vet each candidate and put them under some sort of process to find out if they could rule alongside the prince, she was dying inside at how impersonal the process was. Did any of these women even want to be queen? Did any of them want to be Prince Philip’s wife? Would they have a choice in the matter if the prince selected them or would social and political pressure force their hand?


  What would it be like to be among the women on the candidate list, melting under Prince Philip’s scrutiny? His cold glare on her face when he had asked her to introduce herself caused heat to spread on her cheeks. Never before had she felt more objectified than she had at that moment, like she was some sort of commodity to be assessed, weighed, and sized up to determine her value. Had Pax been present, he wouldn’t have tolerated it. Why had she? 


  Vivienne bristled in her seat as her discomfort grew over how cold and mechanical their selection process was. Thankfully, Ingrid flipped to the next slide to show a black screen indicating the end of her presentation.


  A collective sigh of relief filled the room. In front of Vivienne, the prince’s shoulders slumped as he leaned back on the velvet sofa. His relaxed posture lasted for a heartbeat before he straightened his spine and shoulders again. “Provide Namia with a copy of all the profiles of the women left on the shortlist,” he instructed Ingrid. “I want to review them later.”


  “Is there a candidate you’re leaning towards?” Queen Raina asked. “A frontrunner?”


  “No, Inna,” Prince Philip said. His gaze caught hold of Vivienne. “You will need to pray a lot more before I can even wrap my mind around marrying any of these women.” His attention snapped back to his mother. “If it were up to me, we should abolish the law that requires a king to be married to rule. It’s antiquated. Will you back me up, if I bring it up to the Royal Council?”


  Queen Raina’s smile made it seem like she was about to talk to a child. “No, Son. I won’t. You may not see it, Philip—” she brushed her fingers against his cheekbone “—but a king like you needs a queen. Without one, the throne will consume you.”


  Vivienne couldn’t help it. She mouthed “wow” at the exchange between mother and son. She couldn’t believe she was within earshot, privileged to witness such a tender, but powerful, moment. Stasi laid a hand on Vivienne’s shoulder. She flinched. She hadn’t even noticed Stasi get out of her seat, much less approach. 


  “Hungry?” Stasi asked. 


  Vivienne bobbed her head with enthusiasm. “Yes!” 


  Stasi motioned for her to follow. “We need to receive permission to leave.”


  Vivienne stood up and trailed Stasi’s footsteps. They waited on the sidelines for the queen and the prince to finish talking before Stasi took a step forward to hopefully catch their attention.


  It was the queen who glanced Stasi’s way. “Anastasia.”


  “May we take our leave?” Stasi asked, bowing her head in deference.


  Instinctively, Vivienne did the same. The prince’s eyes fixed on her made her feel like she had no right to be there. 


  “You may go, unless Philip needs something more from you,” the queen said. 


  With his eyes still fixed on Vivienne, Prince Philip addressed Stasi. “Actually, I’d like to have a word with you, Anastasia. In private, if possible.” His dark brow lifted. “Miss Kristiansen.”


  Vivienne flinched at the sound of her surname spoken through his deep voice. What was it about him that kept her second-guessing whether or not she had committed a crime even she wasn’t aware of? “Your highness.”


  “My cousin swears to your trustworthiness, but I want to hear it from you. You arrive at a peculiar time in our country’s history, and I can’t have someone in my inner circle whom I can’t trust. By being part of Anastasia’s staff, you are part of mine, so I need you to look me in the eye and tell me to my face that I can trust you.” 


  “Yes, your highness,” Vivienne responded without hesitation. “You can trust me.”  


  His face remained emotionless, his stare intent for eternal seconds. “Anastasia, a word with you in private.” Only then did he pry his eyes away from Vivienne. 


  Freed from his attention, she released a short breath of relief, enough to deflate her of the pressure the prince’s presence had stored within her. 


  The prince approached his cousin.


  Stasi wrinkled her nose at him. “Why are you calling me Anastasia? Am I in trouble?”


  “We’ll find out.” He offered his arm to her. “Let’s take a walk outside. We’ll return for your friend later. You will be all right, won’t you, Miss Kristiansen?”


  “Yes, your highness.”


  Stasi squeezed Vivienne’s arm as the lady and the prince passed by her and headed for the exit. Vivienne shuffled on her feet. Should she just stay there? Could she go outside and explore while waiting? Was she allowed to do whatever she wanted as long as she stayed in the room? 


  Like she could read Vivienne’s thoughts, Queen Raina patted the seat next to hers. “Sit with me, Miss Kristiansen.”


  Unable to believe her ears, Vivienne quickly obeyed, careful not to touch the royal as she occupied the empty space on the sofa where the prince had been sitting only moments ago. “Your highness.” 


  “Please forgive my son’s intensity. Hospitality isn’t one of his strengths. His amma and I didn’t exactly raise him to be trusting of people around him. He has reason to be guarded, you understand.”


  “Of course. I can only imagine what it is like to be in his position.”


  “It certainly hasn’t been easy for him, especially now that the king’s health is failing, but that’s no excuse for how he has shoved you into the spotlight this afternoon. You’ve certainly gotten my son’s attention.” 


  “Oh.” Was there a way she could lessen the attention he was giving her? She shifted in her seat, unsure of how to respond. 


  “But enough of that. Tell me about yourself, Miss Kristiansen. Other than your friendship with Anastasia, what brings you to Ancoria?”


  A lump formed in Vivienne’s throat. How much was she willing to share with the queen? Was it wise to speak of her past, of her connection to Paxnisi, the Blood Blades, and Ancoria? Perhaps not. After all, they, too, needed to earn her trust. “My father passed away a year ago.”


  “Oh my.” The queen pressed her palm against her chest. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “He wouldn’t have been. A classic poem tells us to rage against the dying of the light. Pax didn’t. He carried an eternal light within him, and that’s what anchored him. True to his name, he didn’t rage at the cancer that took him; to his final breath, he remained at peace, eager to embrace a greater light, a more heavenly future.”


  “Is Pax your amma? Your father, I mean? If so, why do you call him by his first name?”


  “I see how that can sound odd. Pax is actually my cousin,” Vivienne said. “After I was orphaned as a teenager, he took me in and raised me as his own. He was all the family I had left after my parents passed away, and this trip is my way of fulfilling his wish for me to be as light as possible, to be without baggage, to be at peace with his passing, with my past, with all of me. I’ve been traveling the world over the past year in honor of his memory, and Ancoria is the final destination. It’s the one country he wanted us to visit together.”


  “It’s an honor to find out he held our kingdom in such high esteem.”


  That was one way to put it, but Vivienne didn’t need to expound on why Pax had so longed to visit the island kingdom. “He had a deep love for Ancoria, that’s for sure. His mother was Ancorina.” So were Vivienne’s parents. So was Vivienne. Of course, the queen didn’t need to know all the nitty-gritty details of Vivienne’s lineage. Pax had hidden her identity and connection to Paxnisi for a reason, and she trusted his judgment for doing so even at that moment, over a year after his passing.


  The queen reached out and gripped her hand. 


  Despite her grief, the gesture sent all of Vivienne’s senses on full alert. The queen of Ancoria had just touched her! 


  “I’m sorry to hear about all you’ve been through,” the queen said. “You have an undeniable strength in you. It’s not easy to survive what you have and still be able to smile and to look at the brighter side of life. Losing the people you love is one of the toughest things anyone can go through, and yet you still exude so much hope.”


  Vivienne brushed her thumb against the queen’s skin. “Tragedy has a way of giving us a new appreciation for life. Pax never allowed me to feel sorry for myself, despite everything we went through together. He certainly never felt sorry for himself. Pax battled for his health for years before his sickness took him, and even after he passed, he found a way to take care of me, to make sure I wouldn’t feel alone.” Flashbacks of the smile on Pax’s gaunt face during his last moments on earth flitted through her mind along with highlights from her adventures throughout the past year. The bittersweet cup of Vivienne’s life. A cup she had chosen to drink to its very last drop, with a genuine “thank You” to the Lord after. “Pax wanted me to travel the world the way he was never able to. That’s what I’ve been doing this year. I was about to finish my year of adventure when Stasi asked me to visit Ancoria and work alongside her. Now, I’m here, honored to be speaking to you, your highness.” Vivienne blushed. “I had no idea she was working at the palace, much less that she’s related to the royal family.” 


  “It is a pleasure for us to have a cherished friend of Stasi among us. That she trusts you says a lot about your character, Miss Kristiansen. True friends are hard to find for people like us. We’re not accustomed to having new people in our inner circle.” 


  Inner circle. Was that where Vivienne was now? “I treasure the trust Stasi and your family are giving me, your highness.”


  The queen tilted her chin up as she angled her head to the side. “To be quite frank with you, Miss Kristiansen, I won’t be surprised if Philip is trying to decide whether or not to add you to the candidate list.”


  The blood drained out of Vivienne’s face, as her mind scrambled to comprehend what the queen had just said. “Your highness?”


  “I know my son. He doesn’t like any of the women on that shortlist, because he doesn’t trust any of them to prioritize Ancoria over their own agendas. As much as I would like to disagree with him, the truth is that most of these women will try to leverage the crown to their own advantage — theirs and their families’ or their businesses’ or that of whatever it is they value.” A sigh escaped the queen’s lips. “My Philip.” She then recited verses from the Bible, quite familiar to Vivienne. “O my son, O son of my womb, O son of my vows, do not spend your strength on women, your vigor on those who ruin kings.”


  “Proverbs 31,” Vivienne said.


  Queen Raina’s face brightened. “Correct. You know your Scripture. I prayed those verses over Philip when he was younger and always getting himself in trouble chasing after women. It appears the Lord heard my cries and answered my prayers, because now, Philip wants nothing to do with finding himself a wife.” A soft chuckle escaped the royal’s lips. 


  “I’m sure he’s just trying to be wise about his choice, your highness,” Vivienne said. “The same chapter implies that a wife of noble character is hard to find. Such a woman is worth far more than rubies.” 


  “Let’s pray he finds such a woman.” The queen’s eyes narrowed at her. “You have one thing none of the candidates have, Miss Kristiansen.”


  Vivienne wasn’t sure she wanted to find out the answer to her question, but she asked anyway. “And what’s that, your highness?”


  “The trust of a member of the royal family. Anastasia’s trust. That’s a commodity more precious than anything to someone like Philip.”


  “No offense, your highness, but I don’t want to marry the prince.” Her words came out breathless, as if the queen’s words were choking her. “I’m not ready to get married.”


  “You can say no to him should he ask you to marry him, but if he decides to add you to the candidate list, I’m afraid there’s not much anyone can do to stop him. He is well within his right to add whomever he pleases to that list. Whether you cooperate with what comes next is wholly up to you.” 


  Right then, Stasi’s laughter reverberated across the room. She was talking to the prince’s guard. The prince was nowhere in sight. 


  “It was lovely to chat with you, Miss Kristiansen.” The queen rose to her feet.


  Vivienne was quick to rise as well.


  Stasi bowed to acknowledge the queen. “I apologize for the wait, your highness.” 


  “No need for apologies. I had a pleasant time getting to know Vivienne. We may need to keep an eye on her. I’m certain she’ll be turning heads at court in no time.”


  “Believe it or not, my lady, she’s already doing that,” Stasi said. 


  “Is she?” Queen Raina’s brow lifted. “Perhaps I must keep a closer eye on this young woman then, but for now, I won’t take any more of your time. I’m sure you ladies have a lot of catching up to do. Until we see each other again, Miss Kristiansen.” 


  “Your highness.” Vivienne curtsied. 


  Stasi did the same. 


  Once the queen and her entourage left the room, Stasi grinned as she linked arms with Vivienne. “Well, look at you, getting invites to luxurious getaways from a duke and chatting like long-lost friends with the queen. For the record, I’ve never seen Queen Raina take to someone like that before. She’s always so cold toward the women in court. She’s only ever warm and sweet when dealing with family and friends.”


  “Maybe she tries to be softer and kinder to commoners like me.”


  “That’s possible.” Stasi walked her out of the screening room and into the palace hallways. “Then again, I wouldn’t know. Outside of telling the royal staff what to do, I’ve never really seen her interact with a commoner before.” She chuckled. “Either way, it’s a good thing. It never hurts to be in the queen’s good graces, especially considering everything that could happen while you’re here.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Stasi said it like it was the most normal occurrence in the world: “Philip has added you to the candidate list.”
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  beware of her, philip


  



  



  Dinner with the queen at the royal dining hall rarely was the liveliest of affairs, but the weight of the day’s events had further subdued the atmosphere between inna and son, both focused on their meals rather than any obligation to indulge each other in conversation. With the savory taste of roasted turkey on his tongue and the welcome sound of silence in his ears, Philip allowed his senses to stray from a kingdom in chaos to a line of lovely candidates who could be queen. One in particular brought him amusement, for reasons even he couldn’t completely peg, and he couldn’t wipe away the smirk on his face at the image of how Vivienne might have reacted upon discovering that he had added her on the list of candidates to become his bride. If only he could be around when Stasi told her! He could bet she didn’t expect something like that to happen when she signed up to become Stasi’s intern.  


  “What is it that’s so amusing to you, Philip?” 


  He swallowed his food and cleared his throat before addressing the reigning queen. “I just remembered the conversation I had with Stasi this afternoon, after we left the screening room.”


  “Could it have anything to do with the stunning young woman Anastasia calls her friend?”


  He could see no reason to deny it, knowing how futile the attempt would be, considering how well his inna knew him. “She is stunning, isn’t she?”


  “No more stunning than any of the women on that candidate list.”


  “Did Ingrid tell you?”


  “Tell me what?”


  “That I’ve added Vivienne to the candidate list.”


  “She has.”


  “And?”


  The queen laid her silverware on the folded linen napkins on either side of her porcelain plate. She tilted her chin upwards. “It’s been a long time since you acted this impulsively, Philip.”


  “The decision wasn’t impulsive at all. I trust Stasi, and by association, I trust her — far more than any other person on that list, as a matter of fact.”


  “She is a foreigner and a stranger. To put your full trust in her would be foolish.”


  “No one said anything about giving her my full trust. I said I trust her more than any of the other candidates. That, however, is not saying much.”


  “Fair enough. Just remember that your obvious physical attraction to her doesn’t warrant you making her queen.”


  “She’s there mostly for my amusement, Inna. The odds of her becoming queen are non-existent, but given my obvious physical attraction to her, as you say, can you blame me if I want someone on that list whom I have a genuine interest in? She is quite easy on the eyes.”


  “Beware of her, Philip. She’s of more substance than what you perceive from skin deep. Don’t mistake her as nothing but a naïve tourist. Something tells me she can be quite a force to be reckoned with.”


  “Why do you say that? Did something come up when you talked to her this afternoon?”


  “Call it an inna’s instinct.” His inna picked her fork up and stabbed it into a piece of meat, as if to drive her point. “Of all the women in that candidate list, she is the most dangerous.”


  “You like her, don’t you?”


  “I do.” Queen Raina placed the food on her fork inside her mouth, chewed quietly, and then swallowed, her eyes never leaving her son throughout. “That’s only one reason she can prove to be a danger to you.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “Miss Kristiansen has a disarming way about her. She’s the type of woman who can make any man or woman want to protect her, because she has a vulnerability about her that demands to be rescued, valued, and cared for. It’s those types of women you grow weak in the knees for, Son. They’re the ones who distract you from your purpose. Keep her on the list if you must — for your amusement, as you say — but if you don’t stay vigilant around her, it might surprise you how quickly she can get you to want to crown her queen.”


  “Would you object if I did just that? Crown her queen?”


  “Anastasia’s trust is enough to make her a candidate. It’s not enough to make her queen. For that, she has to earn not only your trust and mine, but a kingdom’s.”


  “Then you have nothing to worry about. Nobody in Ancoria knows Vivienne Kristiansen.”


  A knowing smile appeared on his inna’s face. “For now.”


  It was that smile of hers that made Philip twitch. Was Vivienne more of a danger than Philip had given her credit for? Stasi had made her sound more like a loyal sorority sister than a possible queen. Suddenly, his purposes for putting Vivienne on the candidate list proved more of a risk than he had initially thought.


  It was Vivienne’s face and his plans for her circling Philip’s mind as Marcel and Namia walked him all the way to his bedroom door at the east wing of the Vasilian. The men stayed quiet while Namia listed down all the things he needed to do the next day.


  The sight of the door leading to his quarters made Philip release a breath of relief. He couldn’t wait to get some privacy, to spend time in meditation and prayer, so he could roll over all the burdens of his position to a God Whose thoughts were higher than his. 


  “Ingrid turned over the profiles you asked for. Would you like to take them now or would you rather I keep them?” Namia brought out a leather binder containing all the information he needed about the women remaining on Philip’s shortlist.


  “Is Vivienne’s profile there already?”


  Namia shook her head. “We’re still putting it together. It should be ready by tomorrow.” Her eyes softened. “It seems she’s made an impression on you, your highness.” 


  “Only because she’s beautiful. Don’t you think so, Marcel?”


  “She’s not painful to look at.” Marcel shrugged. “None of the women on the list are.”


  “That’s what Inna said.”


  “Many of them can be good queens, my lord,” Namia said. “The trouble is none of them seem to be a good enough match for you.” 


  Philip threw his head back. “I would think it’s the other way around. Any of them can be a good enough match for me, but I can’t see any of them as queen. Except maybe for Galena; then again, I’m not sure how the public will react if I pick her.”


  “The public will pick apart anyone you choose to be their queen,” Namia said.


  Philip’s shoulders sagged. “This topic tires me.” He gave Marcel a nod. “Do you think I was wrong to take Madeline off the list?”


  The mention of his cousin made Marcel’s lip twitch, but he shook his head. “I understand why you can’t keep her there. What I wonder about is whether or not you still love her.”


  Philip flinched before shaking his head. “I care about her, but whatever romantic affection I held for her is long gone. Still, I can’t deny that if I choose her, there’s no doubt she would make a great queen.”


  Marcel nodded slowly. “Even if she doesn’t want to be.”


  They exchanged glances. Nothing else needed to be said for them to acknowledge the concern they had for Madeline’s safety. “She’ll come back,” Philip said.


  “She will.”


  “Until then—” Philip glared at the binder Namia was handing him “—this.” He took it from her. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Namia.”


  “Have a good rest, my lord.” Namia bowed and stepped back. 


  “Marcel.” Philip nodded his friend’s way.


  “Your highness.” 


  Philip entered his quarters to free them up to do whatever they wanted. The solitude of his room was a welcome reprieve to what had been a long and exhausting day. He removed his jacket and let it fall to the floor before pulling his tie off and undoing the top buttons of his shirt. He tossed the binder on his empty desk before kicking his shoes off and stepping onto the balcony to breathe in the fresh evening air. 


  As he pulled his socks off, familiar laughter echoed across the palace courtyard. Stasi’s high-pitched giggle was recognizable anywhere. Philip grinned. He dropped his socks on the floor as he searched for Stasi in the courtyard. He held on to the intricate metal banisters of his balcony and leaned forward when he caught sight of his cousin walking across the cobblestone pathways winding along the best landscaping the country could offer. Alongside Stasi was her. Vivienne. Yet another unknown in a day full of unknowns. Her eyes brightened as she spoke with animated gestures, her story eliciting Stasi’s laughter.


  Where had they been? They must be on their way to the Imperial.


  The sight of her stirred longing within Philip. He shrugged it away. Just base attraction, he told himself. Nothing but a natural masculine response to undeniable feminine beauty. Yet what was it about her that caused Stasi to so fiercely advocate for her worthwhile qualities? How was it possible that she had garnered the queen’s favor in the span of a short chat? What was it about her that magnetized his gaze to her? Was it really just her looks?


  Pretty meant nothing, he reminded himself. Yet, his own inna had called Vivienne a woman of substance. No doubt her presence would cause a stir among the noblemen in court.


  Stasi’s words from their afternoon stroll earlier rang in Philip’s ear. “I’m kind of hoping Viv will end up with Zoriel, to be honest. Do you think they’ll make a good match?”


  Philip hadn’t known how to answer, because something about this stranger ending up with Stasi’s brother didn’t sit right with him. Instead, he had diverted Stasi’s attention to a proposal brewing in his head — a plan they might need to keep in their back pockets just in case.


  Philip stared at Vivienne as the gears in his mind went to work. Was her brand of pretty enough to capture an entire nation’s fancy and divert their attention from the dangers surrounding them? If so, would she be cooperative? Easy to direct and guide? Unlike all the women in the binder he had to review. Every single one of them would drive him crazy second-guessing their motivations and whether or not they had some sort of agenda to leverage their social standing in Ancoria. 


  He had no idea what kind of person Vivienne was, but from what Stasi had told him, it might be easier to get her to do what he had in mind. She might just be the perfect candidate, put in place solely to divert the country’s attention. Should she grow an ego and some selfish ambition in the process, they could end the charade and send her back home. Yes. She might have come just in time for Philip to forgo the candidate selection process and get people to think of something else other than Paxnisi. Most people wouldn’t mind fixating on someone who looked like her. 


  Philip sighed. The way his brain was assessing her presence and how perfect the timing was, he almost felt sorry for her. Stasi had been mortified when he had mentioned what was going through his mind, but he had been quick to assure his cousin that it would only happen in case of an emergency, when they had no other recourse. That had been enough to placate his cousin.


  Philip let his gaze linger on Vivienne for a few more moments. It almost hurt when she and Stasi stepped out of the courtyard, away from his view. With a sigh, Philip returned to his bedroom and picked up the binder before sinking on his bed to peruse the profiles of these eligible Ancorinas. He needed to make a choice, and as much of a welcome diversion Vivienne Kristiansen was, she was nowhere near the queen his country deserved.
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  Stasi’s assurances percolated in Vivienne’s mind as she rested her head for the night. Her first day in Ancoria was over, and it was one for the books. On her bedside table, she placed the urn containing Pax’s ashes. What would he have said had he found out about everything that had happened over the past few hours? How had she ended up on the candidate list for queen on her first day in Ancoria? 


  Stasi had assured her over and over again that the prince didn’t have any intention of forcing her hand in marriage. She was on that list for show. It was all pretend. She was just another number to make the list longer, someone who might grab the attention of the public, because she was not only a commoner, but also a foreigner. Why there was any need for pretense, only the prince knew, but he had added Vivienne as a candidate simply because Stasi trusted her. Hopefully, Vivienne wouldn’t give them a reason to regret that trust. 


  With a strong resolve and a piqued curiosity over where her Ancorian journey would lead, Vivienne shut her eyes in an attempt to fall asleep, only to have the prince’s intense countenance fill her mind. She couldn’t quite figure him out. She couldn’t tell if he liked her or not, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to find out either way. How would he respond should he find out who she really was? Would her former identity alone be a breach of the royal family’s trust? Having been added to the candidate list, they were surely digging through her past for them to be able to create those profiles they had on each of the women on his shortlist. Would they dig past the forged documents Pax had acquired to erase all traces of her connection to her parents and Paxnisi? 


  Would it matter to them if they found out who she really was? An Ikari named Esther Cross, daughter of Mordecai and Anya Cross, leaders of the Paxnisi revolution that sparked the war between Ancoria and Qranth. Would it still matter now that Paxnisi was Qranth’s and no longer Ancoria’s? Technically, she would be Qranthi, not Ancorina, even if her loyalty would always be to Ancoria rather than its neighboring nation in the south. If only Paxnisi was still Ancoria’s. Her heart ached at the freedom her home island had lost when Ancoria had handed it over to Qranth. Had her parents lived, had they not been cut into pieces by the blades of the heartless terrorists who had ransacked Sagrada, would things have turned out differently? Would she be a daughter of this kingdom and not a stranger on its shores? 


  Ancoria should have come to her parents’ rescue, like their king had promised, but they had abandoned her village, abandoned her parents, abandoned her. Torn between the love she had for Ancoria and the renewed agony brought about by the memory of what had been taken from her, Vivienne lay in her bed and said a prayer. Lord, forgive me as I forgive those who have sinned against me. Even those who had given her and her loved ones over to violence and terror. “I forgive them,” she whispered. 


  Her heart remained heavy, but the visions of her mind shifted from the traumas of her childhood to the uncertainties of her present. One uncertainty in particular was that of a brooding prince whose cold glare seemed stuck on her even when he couldn’t possibly be looking. Despite how ill-versed she was to the workings of the man’s mind, her heart softened at the idea that he thought her worthy of even the smallest amount of trust. Every good thing she had read about him over the years suddenly demanded her complete attention. His philanthropy, his military service, his passion for the kingdom he would soon rule. All the things that made him attractive beyond just his stature and physical appearance. Her heart skipped a beat. That alone gave Vivienne quite a fright, because she recognized in that skip a willingness to forgive him for almost anything. That made him dangerous. 


  Why was it then that with forgiving Prince Philip in mind, Vivienne’s heart had somehow become light?
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  she’ll be safe with me


  



  



  The sultry embrace of the summer air enveloped Philip, causing a thin sheen of sweat to form on his brow as he moved with purpose toward his awaiting limousine, parked at an enclosed area of the domestic airport of Portavera. The thunder of the royal chopper’s rotors faded into the background the closer they got to the vehicle. Unfortunately for Philip, nothing could silence the roar of his spinning mind.  


  The events of the past days mixed with the uncertainty of the future, yanking Philip’s mulling farther away from selecting a queen and closer to keeping his kingdom intact.


  A riot had broken out in the northern isles after protests had been held in the streets of Santas Occidental, demanding the abolition of the monarchy. Who had instigated the violence was still a subject of speculation, but Moira had been quick to display a show of force to suppress the chaos in her isledom. In the process, she had also plastered her face all over the news to express the Saints’ continuous support for the monarchy. She had emphasized that she spoke for Anton, as well, which only piqued the media’s interest as to Anton’s whereabouts. The show of support for the crown as well as her immediate control of the situation in her territory had only made Philip wonder if the marquésa had instigated the riots herself. After all, the move had curried Moira favor among the people as a strong contender for queen. At the same time, she had gotten herself a platform to harp about her missing brother. 


  Unbeknownst to her, the situation had only cemented Philip’s resolve never to make her queen. The added pressure she kept placing on Philip — whether unintentionally or not — only made it harder for Philip to see her as an ally, much less a partner. He dreaded the possibility of the other candidates pulling stunts to further their chances of becoming queen. 


  Following the riot, under the advisement of General Ludolf and the Peregrines, Philip had called for an emergency meeting with the military leaders of the country at the Corthain Convent, a secluded sanctuary built on the rock cliffs of Illera. Three days had been spent strategizing over every scenario they might face regarding the trouble brewing in Paxnisi and how the country might respond to it. The worst case scenario would be for war to break out between Ancoria and Qranth and for insurgents within the country to use it as leverage against the crown.


  As much as Philip wanted to maintain an optimistic mindset about the country’s current situation, it was that worst case scenario percolating in his mind as he made himself comfortable inside the royal car. Next to him, Namia was on the phone with Stasi, who had remained in Luxersom to handle the press while he had been away. 


  “You’ll just have to buy us time, Stasi,” Namia said, her voice devoid of emotion. “Let them wait.”


  Philip’s jaw tightened. They would have made it on time had Philip not insisted on visiting Chapel Vasilian to ask prayers from his pastor that morning. He could almost imagine Stasi fielding questions from the press about his whereabouts. As professional as she was when it came to the role she played in his team, in private, she would still probably cast him a glare for being late. It didn’t seem to matter in the grand scheme of things. The annual royal regatta seemed to be a frivolous affair compared to the state of the kingdom. Philip’s need for some form of guidance had taken precedence, so he held no regrets, but he still instructed the driver to hurry to spare his cousin from further stress. 


  Stasi, however, looked the farthest thing from stressed when they arrived at the Portaveran Pier, where the boat race was to be held. An image of perfect composure, she addressed the media in attendance. Like they were under her trance, she managed to easily placate them before she whispered something to the lovely photographer next to her. Vivienne. 


  They laughed, the two of them, before Stasi caught sight of him and let out a breath of relief. Side-by-side, the ladies remained where they were on the wooden jetty, waiting for him to approach.


  Philip swallowed hard even as he moved with purpose down the sunlit pier, his steps measured and unhurried. The muffled sounds of sails fluttering and the distant call of seagulls filled the air. His steady gaze zoned in on the intriguing figure before him. He hadn’t forgotten about Vivienne even through the intensity of the past few days. She had flitted across his memory once in a while, especially when discussions at the convent had made him aware of his need for time and space to deal with what was happening in the kingdom. She was the ace up his sleeve, his backup plan, his shot in the dark should anything go out of control.


  “Your highness.” Stasi bowed her head to him, with Vivienne doing the same. “We’re glad you made it.” She gestured toward the dinghy on the dock waiting to take him to his yacht at the starting line of the regatta. “Shall we start the race?” 


  Philip couldn’t help but smirk. “Thank you for organizing this charitable event, Anastasia.”


  “Anything to keep the crown in the public’s good graces, Sir.”


  Philip moved forward to pass by Stasi. He stopped when he was shoulder-to-shoulder with her. He squeezed her arm and whispered in her ear, “Thank you for holding things down while I was gone. I’ll make all this up to you somehow.”


  “You better.” 


  He glanced at Vivienne who had stepped away from them to give them privacy. Distracted, she was waving at a little girl in the crowd lining the shore. “How is she?”


  “She’s handling things well, given how little information I’ve given her about what you might ask of her.”


  “She trusts you.”


  “I hope we don’t give her any reason not to.”


  “Whatever happens, she’ll be safe with me. I promise you that, Stasi.” 


  “I’ll hold you to that, but let’s hope nothing happens right now other than the race you are late for.” Stasi’s eyes widened at him. “Now, go.”


  Philip grinned before making his way to the dock. With a practiced hand, he stepped onto the waiting tender. Marcel secured the spot behind him, before both men rowed toward the royal yacht. The oars, expertly polished, glided through the water smoothly, a rhythm he’d grown accustomed to over the years. The gentle lapping of the water against the dinghy’s hull seemed almost a whisper of encouragement to leave his anxiety on the shore and allow himself to enjoy a day out in the open seas.


  As he and Marcel rowed toward the starting area, the air grew thick with expectant energy. The cheers of the crowd reverberated like echoes in the distance, their excitement over watching the regatta lifting Philip’s heavy soul. He glided the tender alongside the yacht and made a graceful transition from one vessel to another. His crew, poised and awaiting his arrival, gave him a nod of acknowledgment.


  “Sorry I’m late,” he said. 


  Whatever frustration they held at his tardiness was masked by their eagerness to start the race.


  The countdown began. “Five… four… three…” The tension in the air was palpable. “Two… one… Go!”


  Philip steadied himself as the wind caught the sails, and the yacht surged forward. The sea spray kissed his skin, a reminder that he was at the mercy of nature’s elements even amidst the luxury that surrounded him. He cast one last glance at the fading shoreline and caught a glimpse of Vivienne snapping a picture on her camera, its lens directed toward him, or his yacht, or the scenery behind him. Stasi leaned her head on Vivienne’s shoulder as she waved Philip goodbye. 


  Something about seeing the ease and calm Vivienne’s presence brought Stasi made Philip miss his own best friends. Would all that was happening be much easier to bear if Anton and Madeline were around? It had to be. After all, only they knew everything that had happened to Philip in Paxnisi ten years ago. No one else but Anton and Madeline could fully understand why the island would haunt him for the rest of his life. 


  Philip blocked the unwanted memories away before the ghosts of the past could get their grip on his already riddled mind. He pried his eyes away from Stasi and Vivienne. Once again, he surrendered Anton and Madeline to their fates, because right now, there was nothing Philip could do other than to entertain the kingdom by trying to win this race. 




  



  



  



  



  [image: c001border_chapter]eleven


  photograph what inspires you


  



  



  The royal regatta from two days ago was still fresh in Vivienne’s mind as Stasi’s Luxia weaved its way from the westernmost part of Luxersom City — where the Vasilian was — to its easternmost part. There, a memorial was to be held at the old city ruins known as Ashen.


  She hadn’t seen the prince since the race, but the triumphant smile on his face as he returned to the pier victorious had etched itself on her mind. His mirthful expression had been a pleasant change from his usually somber countenance. Then again, she couldn’t quite blame him given everything that had been happening over the past week. 


  Vivienne sighed as she fidgeted with the strap of her camera bag. 


  “Is there a way she can be an exception?” Stasi pleaded to Ingrid on the phone. “She’s here to be with me.” 


  Vivienne’s ears perked up at the muffled response from the other side of the line. Were they talking about her?


  Stasi huffed. “Right. Of course. I understand.” She pressed a button on the gadget and pushed back its antenna before replacing the device in its bag. She then bit her lip and gave Vivienne a pointed look.


  “Stasi?” 


  “You’re not going to like this.”


  “What is it?”


  “As an official candidate for queen, you will have to move in with the other candidates at a secluded estate in Aristo Heights.” 


  Vivienne froze. “Stasi.”


  “I know, I know—” she nodded “—but I’m afraid we don’t have much of a choice. This is how it’s done. The candidate house will be ready in a few days, and unless Philip chooses someone to skip the entire selection process, you will have to move in there with the other women on the shortlist.” 


  “What are the chances he’ll choose someone?”


  “You were present when we formed that list. What do you think the chances are?”


  Vivienne squirmed in her seat. “What am I getting myself into, Stasi? I still can’t wrap my mind around why he needs me to be a candidate in the first place.”


  Stasi’s lip twitched. Her bright brown eyes dimmed as she tossed her dark hair behind her shoulder.


  “What aren’t you telling me, Stasi?”


  The Ancorina didn’t respond immediately. Instead, Stasi stared outside the window, an uncharacteristic melancholy dimming her usually bright countenance. 


  Vivienne fixed her gaze on her friend to make it clear she wasn’t about to just let this go. 


  To her relief, Stasi finally spoke up. “I’m honestly not sure what’s going on in his mind right now. It’s not just the riot. I think something else is happening, something he can’t tell me about, which means it’s most likely a huge deal. They don’t just spend that much time in Corthain for nothing. Believe it or not, he’s not normally this intense. He’s just under a lot of pressure.”


  “While I understand that, you’re not exactly answering my question. If he’s not seriously considering me as queen, why exactly does he need me to be a candidate?”


  Stasi sighed. She took hold of Vivienne’s hand. “I’m not supposed to tell you, but I hate keeping things from you, especially something this big. The guilt has been eating me up the past week, and when I woke up this morning, I couldn’t take it anymore. If they’re going to move you to the candidate house, then you need to know what Philip’s plans are for you.”


  Vivienne held her breath. Stasi’s tone was making this sound so much more serious than Vivienne had anticipated. When Stasi finally blurted the truth out, it only served to confuse Vivienne even more. 


  “Philip wants to propose to you.”


  “What?” Nothing about that sentence made sense. “Why?”


  “It’s only in case of an emergency. It’s a Hail Mary, so to speak. Should something happen to necessitate a diversion, he intends to propose to you and make you his favored candidate, the one most likely to be his queen.”


  “The more you talk, the crazier it sounds.”


  “You’re right.” Dry laughter spilled out of Stasi’s lips. “It does sound crazy. I thought he was joking when he told me, but he’s dead serious, Viv. He wants you to pretend to be his fiancée.”


  “I don’t get it. What good will that do?”


  “Philip doesn’t want to go through this entire selection process. He sees it as a nuisance, another thing on top of all the things he already has to deal with.” Stasi lifted a shoulder. “I can’t blame him. To be honest, I can’t see him marrying any of the women on that shortlist. If you agree to do this, the focus of the people will be on you instead of him.”


  “Isn’t it the same thing if we just go through with the candidate process? The focus will be on the women, won’t it?”


  “In a way, yes, but all those women will revolve around him and whom he might choose. He would have to be present in all the galas, the parades, the TV appearances. It’s a national event, the selection process, and it’ll take weeks, if not months, depending on how long Philip takes to pick someone.”


  “Meanwhile—” a little more clarity came over Vivienne “—if he just picks one, the focus will be on making her queen. He won’t have to participate as much.”


  “Exactly. The attention will be on how to prepare her for the role. He might need to do a few interviews, a few appearances with her, but not to the extent and pageantry required of the selection process. It’s one reason King Edward picked Queen Raina not long after the process started. Then again, rumors were that he had already set his mind on her even before the process began.”


  “Stasi, you know me. I’m not the type to want to be the center of an entire kingdom’s attention.”


  “Viv, that’s what makes you perfect for the role. Unless you have a deep dark secret you’re hiding from me, you’re unlikely to use the influence inherent in a role like that for some ulterior motive or personal agenda.”


  Vivienne winced, even as her deep dark secret came to the forefront of her mind. The truth she had sworn to Pax she would never reveal to anyone. What would Pax tell her to do given her current predicament? Should she say yes to this? Did she even have a choice?


  “Look.” Stasi squeezed her knee. “Don’t let this get to you too much, okay? The odds of us reaching this extreme are low. Philip isn’t one to be given to impulse. He usually thinks things through before acting on it. You’ll be all right.”


  Vivienne didn’t know how to respond, only because Stasi hadn’t sounded too convinced. The car slowed down and the legendary ancient ruins came within view, enough to distract her from her own anxiety over the insane scenario Stasi had just laid out before her. “I trust you, Stasi,” she said to conclude their conversation, her eyes glued outside the car window.


  Her awe took over as they stepped outside, surrounded by a gathering crowd, eager to celebrate the day Alexander Sideris toppled down the last Saint king and solidified the rule of the Sideris clan over Ancoria. During a century of revolutions worldwide, Ancoria’s greatest revolution had happened on the grounds where Vivienne now stood. 


  Ashen.  


  Overgrown foliage intertwined with crumbling walls, creeping through crevices and wrapping around eroded pillars. Broken buildings surrounded what had once been a bustling city square in the years leading to the dawn of the Industrial Revolution. Ashen was the site of a legendary battle that liberated this great city from tyranny. 


  Surrounded by the ancient ruins, with her camera in hand, Vivienne held the gadget against her chest while she drank in the memorialized glory of Ashen. Her imagination came alive as she recalled the Ancorino tales of ages past that had once only been something she had read in history books. At such a historic site, she could almost imagine Alexander Sideris, the first among the sons of Sideris to take the throne, riding on horseback, laying siege to the city in righteous revolt against a deranged tyrant. 


  Vivienne gulped. The full depth of the hallowed ground’s significance hit her. Ashen was a monument of bravery and sacrifice, a place where the past and the present converged to create a narrative that would impact the future — whether for better or for worse was up to them. 


  How had she gotten to this place? Humbled, she was vaguely aware of the tear running down her cheek as she thanked God for the opportunity to be there. 


  “You all right?” From behind her, Stasi stepped to her side, handing her a spotless white raincoat. “You might need this.”


  Only then did Vivienne notice a slight drizzle sending microscopic droplets of water from the overcast sky to cool her skin. “I’m more than all right.” She took the raincoat from her best friend. “I can’t even begin to express how grateful I am.”


  “It’s just a raincoat, Viv.” Stasi’s lips twitched into a small smile. 


  Vivienne laughed. “I meant for the opportunity to be here.” 


  “I know, I know. You’ve thanked me hundreds of times at this point. Seriously, Viv. Thank me when this whole candidate thing is over.” 


  Vivienne squinted an eye as she put the raincoat on. “For the record—” she lowered her voice “—I’d rather pretend to be just another candidate. I prefer that over—” she sighed “—well, you know.”


  “I hear you loud and clear.” Stasi patted her cheek. “Let’s just pray it doesn’t get to that point, okay? For now, enjoy today.” She muttered something under her breath.


  “What did you say?” 


  “Nothing. I’m sure everything will be fine.” Stasi didn’t sound so convincing. “Try to have fun, no matter what happens.”


  “No matter what happens?”


  Stasi huffed. “Ashen memorial days are always a bit contentious. It brings up a lot of history for various political factions of the country. The Sideris Revolt was a pivotal moment in Ancorian history, and—” She narrowed her eyes at Vivienne and smiled. “You probably know about it more than I do.”


  “I’ve read up on the revolt.” Vivienne nodded. “I can see why it would ruffle some feathers, though I can’t imagine why anyone would be thinking about all this political stuff when standing in a landmark like this. It’s so humbling to be here, fully aware of the price paid for the freedom of Ancoria. You should be brimming with patriotic pride right now.”


  “I am.” A bittersweet smile crossed the raven-haired aristocrat’s face, her eyes glistening as she nodded. “I love this kingdom so much, and I believe in its potential. There’s so much hope within me when it comes to the betterment of the country as a whole, so I always find it disappointing when I encounter people who prefer power over the greater good, division over unity.” 


  Vivienne’s shoulders sagged. She squeezed Stasi’s hand. What was going on? Why was there so much tension in the air when this day was supposed to be one of celebration?


  A ram’s horn resounded from Ashen’s arched entrance, signifying the arrival of the queen and the prince. The sound spread goosebumps all over Vivienne’s skin, only because it depicted the same call to war the soldiers of olden Ancoria had heard as a signal to commence a history-making battle. At the arrival of the royals, the building crowd’s energy immediately shifted. All attention honed in on the queen and the prince. People began to jostle their way to the front to get as great a view as possible.


  “I have to go,” Stasi said. “If you need me, I’ll be at the tents.” She pointed toward a line of spacious, white canopy tents in a segregated area of Ashen, away from the crowd.


  Vivienne lifted her camera. “Is there anything you want me to photograph in particular?”


  “No. Not really. I trust you know what’s worth capturing. As usual, photograph what inspires you.” 


  “All of this inspires me.” 


  “Capture all of this then.” Stasi squeezed her hand before moving past the crowd to get to the convoy of limousines waving the purple and gold flags of Ancoria. Vivienne scanned her surroundings to find a good spot to take her first batch of photos. A high perch among the ruins caught her eye. Perfect. She backed away from the crowd and climbed the crumbling wall of what was once a thriving Ancorian establishment. What had it been before the revolt that reduced it into nothing but a high wall that would give her a great vantage point for her pictures?


  Vivienne shook away the curious musings about a time gone away, now only revisited in the chronicles of a kingdom that had captured her imagination not too long ago. She sat comfortably on the highest point of the broken wall, her legs dangling over it and her heels bumping against the weathered stone. She started snapping photos of the crowd parting to make way for their queen and future king. Her breath hitched at the sight of the prince, whose eyes carefully scanned his surroundings like he was searching for something or someone. She zoomed in on him and smiled at how handsome he looked even despite his broodiness. She snapped a photo. And then another. And another.


  In case Stasi questioned her focus on one subject, Vivienne could always shrug and say that she found the prince inspiring. Who wouldn’t be inspired by Prince Philip? It wasn’t just his good looks but also his love for his own country. He reminded Vivienne so much of King Solomon, but without the hedonism and the one thousand wives and concubines. In that area, he seemed to be the most disinterested. Was he not interested in finding a wife at all? Why? 


  Vivienne almost wished that she had paid attention to the gossip columns about the royal family, because encountering the prince in person had awakened a curious piece of her soul that she hadn’t even known existed. It was a part of her that came alive at the sight of him, like she wanted to find out more, get closer, somehow become among his trusted few. 


  Vivienne snapped another photo before dropping her camera. What was she doing? She was going to be in this country for a year. She couldn’t spend all that time acting like a crown-chaser, absolutely obsessed with the prince. Becoming the prince’s fangirl would be the quickest way to lose his trust. She laughed at herself and shook her head. Her interest in the man would wear off in due time — the prince, after all, was just that. A man. A great man, perhaps, but still… just a man. 


  Vivienne’s gaze swept across the crowd to find something interesting to photograph. She had already taken several shots of the people present when something caught her eye. Surrounded by soot-covered walls in a burned-down area of the ruins, a huddle of people circled a hooded figure. Her brow quirked up. Nothing suspicious at all. She used her camera to zoom in on them. She lifted her head and tried to spot any of the men belonging to the royal security detail. Was anyone seeing this? She doubted any of them could, because the walls were keeping them hidden. The only reason Vivienne could see them was because she was high enough to get a glimpse of them from above the broken walls. How did they even get there without anyone noticing? Had they been there all along? 


  A man separated himself from the huddle and walked away to head for an exit leading him out of the four dark walls surrounding them. Clutched between his hands was a canister similar to those Vivienne used as lunch containers when she had still been working at a corporate office. 


  Was someone distributing food or something? If Vivienne went there with her own set of Tupperware, would the woman in the hooded coat provide her with lunch? Vivienne snapped a photo of the man. Nothing about this was inspiring, but it sure was strange and intriguing. The man disappeared into the growing crowd. Vivienne lost track of him so she re-focused her camera back on the walled huddle only to find the dozen or so people dispersing into the crowd, each of them carrying some sort of container for food. A few minutes later, only the hooded figure remained within the burnt walls. Who was she?


  Vivienne’s attention couldn’t linger on the mysterious figure to find out, because her curiosity over the others took precedence. They had all gone their separate ways, mixing into the crowd. Something about this felt off, because she could spot several of them heading for the center of Ashen’s former city square. There, the queen and the prince were getting ready to take the stage and address the crowd. 


  Vivienne gulped. She needed to find Stasi or any of the guards to tell them about what she had just witnessed. Maybe it was nothing — just some kind lady distributing food to a select group of people — but what if it wasn’t? Better to be sure than sorry. Vivienne climbed down the wall as fast as she could without breaking her neck. Thunder reverberated across the ancient ruins, almost as if it was nudging Vivienne to hurry up before it was too late. What was too late? There was no way for her to know, but a sense of urgency grew within her as she fought her way through the crowds to get to the center. Upon reaching her destination, her heart dropped upon finding no sign of Stasi. She must be in one of the tents. Spotting a guard outside one of the pitched tents, Vivienne headed toward that direction. Before she could get there, however, she caught sight of the man with the round metal canister, his eyes set on Prince Philip who was walking right past Vivienne to head for the stage. The man opened the canister to reveal its contents — something thick, red, and liquid. Vivienne’s jaw dropped. Was that blood? From the crowd, a few more people emerged with their food containers containing the same thing. Several of the guards had already noticed and were apprehending the perpetrators but there were more than just two or three, Vivienne knew for sure. When she saw one running toward the prince, she realized what was about to happen.


  Pure impulse drove Vivienne to drop her precious camera, pull her raincoat off, and jump toward the prince to shield him from the blood red liquid these strangers were about to throw at him. An audible gasp from the crowd resounded in her ear when her palm connected with the prince’s arm. His surprise was evident as well, because as steady and composed as Prince Philip was, the shock of being tackled by a woman made him lose his balance. He fell to the ground, making Vivienne, still gripping his arm, fall on top of him while using her pure white raincoat to cover both of them. He grunted as his back hit the ground, his hands gripping her waist. A scattered splat followed as red liquid tainted Vivienne’s raincoat. Despite her best attempt to shield both of them, several droplets of the red liquid still managed to hit his cheek. 


  Blazing gray eyes cooked up a storm as Prince Philip locked gazes with her. Terror filled Vivienne. What had she just done? She was a foreigner, a commoner. No one was allowed to touch the royal family unless given prior permission to do so. Not only had Vivienne touched him, she had practically thrown herself at him! For the first time in her life, Vivienne had committed a crime, and she had done it in a foreign land, out in public, with thousands of witnesses, in broad daylight. And the crime was against the future ruler of the country!


  Before she could yelp out the beginning of an apology, someone yanked the raincoat off her. A pair of large, gruff hands laid hold of her and pulled her away from the prince. The sudden motion knocked the breath out of her as she tried to acclimate herself to what was going on around her. Whoever had taken her was pulling her hands behind her back at a painful angle. Cold metal circled her wrists. Handcuffs. They were placing her in handcuffs. Vivienne let out a panicked breath as her brain scrambled for information on what the possible punishments were for what she had done. She had just accosted the prince. But she had only done it to protect him! They would understand, wouldn’t they? 


  Desperation took hold of her as her frantic eyes locked with the prince’s. His expression was unreadable as he stood there. A muscle in his jaw twitched as they dragged her away. Was he not going to say anything? Would he let them arrest her? 


  “You cannot be king!” A loud baritone voice made her whip her head at an impossible angle. Who was foolish enough to say such a thing? “You cannot be king! The blood of Ashen is on you and your ancestors, and just like your ancestors were for Ashen and Paxnisi, you will be our ruin!” 


  The crowd stirred and more yelling followed. One after another, spreading across the crowd, a voice or two yelled out statements tantamount to treason. There were several too far away for Vivienne to decipher what they were shouting, but the ones she did hear made her blood turn cold.


  “What is happening in Paxnisi?!”


  “Stop hiding the truth! Will Qranth attack Ancoria?!”


  “You never should have abandoned Paxnisi!”


  “The king is a coward!”


  The statements triggered whispers across the crowd, curious over the inflammatory cries.


  What were they doing? What did they hope to accomplish through this? Was the point simply to end up in prison? Vivienne couldn’t wrap her mind around why anyone would do something like this, but their cries triggered her soul, because some of what they were saying resonated with her. What was happening in Paxnisi? How many Ancorinos believed — like her — that Ancoria should never have turned over her home island to Qranth?


  The guard kept pushing her forward, past a listless crowd, trying to figure out, just like her, what was happening around them. 


  Vivienne complied. She was barely aware of the discomfort of being manhandled as the crowd of spectators parted to make way for her. What was going through the mind of all these people staring at her, assessing her, perhaps detesting her for breaking their laws? She couldn’t dwell too much on it. She needed to reassure herself that she could get out of this in one piece — hopefully, unscathed. 


  Chills climbed Vivienne’s spine and settled on the nape of her neck when she heard someone say, “Blood. They wanted to cover the prince in blood.”


  A young woman pointed at Vivienne before the guard pushing her forward could shove her into a tent. “She rescued him! She saved the prince!” 


  A wave of curious whispers crashed over the crowd and drowned out the public declaration of rebellion the insurgents were hurling at the prince. The tide shifted to favor Vivienne and what she had just done.


  Vivienne shuddered as the attention of the crowd turned to her just as the guard pulled her inside a vacant tent. The last thing she wanted was to draw attention to herself, but that’s exactly what she had done. 


  “You’ll be all right,” Stasi had said earlier, but how could that be true? How could Vivienne get past that day either labeled a criminal or worse yet, the object of a troubled prince’s fake proposal?
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  Hatred oozed out of the man whom three of Philip’s security detail were holding down to the ground. Like a man possessed, the assailant who had gotten closest to Philip thrashed out and resisted arrest with all his might. If it hadn’t been for Vivienne, this man would have succeeded in smearing Philip with what looked like a container of animal blood — at least he hoped it was the blood of animals, and not evidence of a much greater crime.


  The instigator’s eyes rolled up, and with pure derangement, he shot Philip a glare and yelled, “You cannot be king! The blood of Ashen is on you and your ancestors, and just like your ancestors were for Ashen and Paxnisi, you will be our ruin!”


  Philip’s worst fears spoken out loud. It took everything for Philip to keep standing straight, without a single flinch or twitch. There was no way he was giving this man any sign of weakness. He gave Marcel a nod as a show of authority. His head of security understood and spoke instructions to his people via his radio. Philip took the chance to scan the crowd to try and find out what they had done to Vivienne. She was nowhere in sight, at this point. He would have to deal with her later. What had happened anyway? Had she been a part of this whole thing? Or had she tried to save him? Every fiber of his being wanted to believe it was the latter rather than the former. For now, he couldn’t find her, and he couldn’t keep looking. There were other matters he needed to attend to — like the queen who was now approaching him. 


  “What is happening at Paxnisi?!” someone yelled from the crowd. 


  “The blood is crying out from the ground over all the crimes of the Sideris crown against this country!” Another one from another part of the crowd. 


  “What kind of king will you be?! You coward!” 


  “The king sold out Paxnisi and now our kin are suffering under Qranth! Where is the king? Is he hiding out of shame and guilt?!”


  Each spitefully uttered word reverberated the sentiments inside Philip’s already riddled mind. “How did this get past security?” 


  “We don’t know, and we don’t care. They’re just trying to stir up the crowd.” Queen Raina wiped away liquid on Philip’s cheek. “Our people know better than to listen.” 


  “I don’t even want to think about where that came from.” Philip asked in a low tone as he held his mother’s wrist to find her white lace handkerchief tainted red. “Blood.”


  The queen let out an indignant huff, like what had happened was nothing but a meaningless nuisance they needed to dismiss and ignore. “These are most likely extremists hoping to sway the crowd by spreading falsehoods about our family’s legacy. Maintain your frame and ignore them. Let your security team handle everything.”


  “I can’t just let this pass, Inna. It will make me look weak.”


  “No. It will make you look dignified, unshaken, and in control. If you keep your composure, it will look like you have nothing to hide. We will address the situation in our time, not theirs. Remember what your amma always says. As rulers, we dictate the terms of engagement, not them. We don’t negotiate with terrorists.” 


  Philip winced. The king had negotiated with terrorists once. He had been forced to because of Philip.


  Queen Raina linked arms with him. “Let’s go somewhere private. It’s best to get you out of the crowd’s eye.”


  The queen twisted him around, so they could head back to the tent. Philip pulled his arm away from the queen’s grip. “Inna, no. I believe I know what I have to do.” His heart skipped a beat. Did he? Was this the right move? “You won’t like it, but I hope you recognize that I’m doing what I think is best for the kingdom.” 


  “Philip, I trust you, but are you sure you’re thinking straight right now?”


  “Now, more than ever.” He tried to sound more confident than he felt.


  To his relief, the queen backed off. “Go ahead then. Rule.” 


  Marcel approached, Stasi trailing behind him. They bowed their heads in deference to the queen who gestured for them to proceed to Philip while she retreated toward one of the luxury tents meant to be a refuge for them in case of bad weather or a public disturbance like this. 


  “Security is currently subduing all insurgents,” Marcel said. “Everyone caught will be driven directly to the Aerie for investigation.”


  “Good.” Philip gave him a nod. “I want a full report as soon as we get enough information about who these people are and what we’re dealing with here.” 


  “Of course,” Marcel said.


  “Where’s Vivienne?” Philip asked no one in particular. 


  “A guard took her away in handcuffs,” Stasi said. “Protocol. Only you can pardon her.” 


  “I understand why she did it, but she shouldn’t have touched me, Anastasia, especially in such a public setting.” Philip emphasized the edge in his tone upon saying her name to make it clear he was addressing her as standing ruler of Ancoria and not as kin. His mind racing to process what he was about to do, he turned away from Stasi and walked toward the platform to prepare himself to address the crowd. 


  She kept in step with him, making it clear she wasn’t about to just let this go. “Your highness, you’re not seriously implying that you would hold that against her, are you? She acted on impulse and instinct to shield you from a coordinated assault.” Stasi’s breathless tone betrayed her anxiety over the matter. Never before had he seen his cousin act with such loyalty to any of her friends. “My lord, you can’t—”


  A woman emerging from the crowd stole Philip’s attention from Stasi. His gut flinched. What was she doing here? Moira waved at him. Marquésa Saint herself making an appearance right in the midst of brewing trouble. Why wasn’t he surprised? Did she have anything to do with what had happened? 


  “She saved the prince!” someone in the crowd, far from him, yelled out. 


  “Release the photographer!” 


  “Who is she?!” 


  “Reward her!” 


  Suddenly, in a glorious instant, the atmosphere shifted when the crowd silenced the dwindling voices of the insurgents seeking to stir up trouble with their desire to discover the identity of the woman who had dared touch the untouchable. 


  Philip held back the smile threatening to spread across his face. He couldn’t forget that he had just been accosted — by Vivienne, more than anyone else. He couldn’t stand there smiling, even if the shift of the statements being passed around the crowd was a delight to his ears. This was perfect. The crowd’s demands to give Vivienne the pardon she definitely deserved was shifting the situation in his favor quicker and easier than he had expected.


  Stasi’s panicked expression turned into a flicker of curiosity when he gave her a curt nod. “You can’t be serious.” She shook her head. “She’s been here for a week!”


  “What is happening here?” Namia spoke from behind him. He hadn’t even noticed her presence there. Where had she been all this time? His assistant’s eyes darted between the royal cousins. “What are you about to do, your highness?”


  Marcel pointed at the crowd with his thumb. “We may need to release Miss Kristiansen if we mean to silence this crowd.”


  “I’m asking you again, Stasi. Can we trust Vivienne?”


  Stasi blinked in rapid succession, like she couldn’t believe he was asking her that question. “Yes. We can trust her, but my lord, you can’t—” 


  “How much does she know about our customs? Our history? Our culture?”


  “Honestly?” Stasi let out a nervous grin. “Probably a lot more than I do.” 


  Her response gave him pause. Questions flooded his mind about why Vivienne would know so much about their country. Was she a crown-chaser? He clenched his jaw. He had to make a decision and quickly. 


  “Very well then.” Philip glanced at Moira, who was still standing in front of the crowd, her arms crossed over her chest. He smirked at her before addressing his staff. “We can turn the tide to our advantage if we play this right. We will need Miss Kristiansen, if we’re to accomplish that.”


  Stasi’s eyes widened. “Your highness, this is too much to ask of her.”


  “I’m asking anyway,” Philip said. 


  “I can’t believe you’re putting her in this position. She was trying to save you!”


  “I know, Stasi.” He softened his voice, images of Anton and Madeline in Paxnisi, as well as the riot up north, flitting across his mind. “I will find a way to thank her for that. I need you to do as I say. Tell her I need her to agree to my backup plan. If she does, I will announce here and now that she will most likely be the future queen of Ancoria.”


  Marcel let out a whistle. Stasi’s face drained of all color.


  “Namia, the engagement ring. Do you have it?”


  Namia bobbed her head, the taut angles of her face tightening in shock. “Yes, of course. Everything is ready in case of an emergency, like you requested.”


  “Stasi.” Philip nodded toward his cousin. “Please.”


  “You promised me she will be safe with you.” 


  “You know I make good on my promises.”


  Stasi’s lip twitched, but her eyes cleared as she backed off. “I’ll get her on board.” 


  “Thank you,” Philip said before climbing the platform and taking the stage to address his subjects and create a show that would distract them from the reality Philip was trying to ignore. War was brewing, and it seemed the greater danger was happening not outside, but right within his kingdom’s territories.


  It had come sooner than he had hoped or expected, but it had all played into his hands like a sign that he needed her. He could only hope that Vivienne would agree to what he had in mind, because from here on out, all his plans centered around her being his beautiful diversion.
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  we need you to say yes


  



  



  The entrance to the tent flapped open to reveal Stasi, whose face was as ashen as the ruins around them. Outside, the prince’s voice boomed from the speakers as he spoke into the microphone. Vivienne couldn’t make out what he was saying given the way her heart was pounding against her chest, filling her ears with white noise.


  Stasi nodded at the guard. “Uncuff her. Prince Philip summons her presence.”


  Vivienne let out a sigh, but it was more out of a gut reaction to the instruction than it was a sign of relief. The cries of the crowd on her behalf were still ringing in her ear. She couldn’t believe what was happening. Once her hands were free, she rubbed her wrists, bruised from the cuffs that had been latched on too tight for comfort. 


  “Are you okay?” Stasi knelt in front of her and took both her hands to check on her. 


  “I’m fine.” Vivienne nodded. “A bit shaken. I lost my camera out there, and I— There are a lot of pictures that—” Vivienne’s stomach churned. What if someone had found her camera and all the pictures she had taken of the prince’s assailants? “How much trouble am I in?”


  “What you did out there was brave. Crazy, but brave.”


  “I’m sorry, Stasi. I was acting on impulse, and I didn’t even—”


  “We all understand.” She motioned for the guard to leave. The man quickly obliged by walking out of the tent, leaving only the two ladies inside. “His highness understands, and don’t worry about your camera. We’ll get it back to you.”


  That was enough balm to ease Vivienne’s worries. “Good.” She nodded. “The prince will pardon me then?”


  Stasi’s face fell.


  Vivienne flinched. Stasi was making it seem as if the prince was about to ask for her beating heart as penance for her crime. “What’s going on?”


  “He’ll pardon you, but—” Stasi sighed. “Viv, about what we talked about in the car this morning…” 


  The tent flap flew open and in came Namia. “The prince is ready to propose.” 


  Vivienne’s vision blurred. “Stasi? You said that—”


  “I know what I said. I didn’t think it would come to this.”


  “We need a decision,” Namia said. 


  “Stasi, I can’t just say yes to something like this, especially when I’m not sure what I’m saying yes to.”


  “Miss Kristiansen, if you don’t say yes to this, you will face the consequences for the crime you committed. You shouldn’t have touched the prince. The only way he can pardon you is if you have enough of a social standing to warrant a pardon. By agreeing to be his favored candidate,  that standing is yours.”


  “Stasi, this is starting to feel like blackmail. I—”


  Stasi gripped her hands. “Viv, it’s a lot. I know. Don’t listen to Namia.” She cast a glare at the older woman. “She’s being too over-the-top right now. No one is blackmailing you. This is a request Philip is giving you, and he has promised me multiple times that he will do everything in his power to keep you as safe and as comfortable as possible throughout the entire process.”


  “Anastasia, enough with the pleasantries. We—”


  “Give us a minute, will you, Namia?”


  “The prince requires her presence as soon as possible. We still need to make her presentable.”


  “A minute, Namia. Please.”


  Namia’s shoulders sagged. “One minute. Hurry.” 


  With Namia stepping out of the tent to give them some privacy, Stasi gripped Vivienne’s wrists and looked her square in the eye. “When you are pegged as the favored candidate, it means that among the shortlist of possibilities for queen, you are most likely to be chosen. The favored candidates in the past four centuries all turned out to be the queen. I want to make it clear, however, that you’re not actually going to marry him. He is asking you to pretend. We will make up a story about how I introduced the two of you at some point and that you’ve been communicating for months, and now, you’re here as the leading candidate for queen. By doing this, he will forgo all the rigmarole that comes with the public display of the candidates slated for queen. He will do away with all pageantry, the parades, the galas, and the social engagements involved in the whole process. It’s never happened this early in the process before, but he’ll basically announce that he has chosen you without the input of the public or the press or the royal court. This is the most radical thing he has ever done, and he is putting a lot of trust in you by asking you to say yes to this.”


  All Vivienne could do was stare at Stasi in response. What had sounded like a ludicrous request earlier had morphed into reality, and Vivienne was struggling to keep up. 


  “I understand how outlandish this sounds,” Stasi said.


  “Good, because you’re talking crazy right now.”


  “You know I’m dead serious. This is what he wants. Viv, as your friend, trust me when I say we need you to say yes.”


  Through all the insanity of that morning’s events, Vivienne had stayed steady and calm, but this threw her head in for a spin. Dizziness clouded her senses. Why would they ask something like this of her? It made zero sense. She was a nobody! Was this some elaborate prank? An initiation to Ancorian culture? 


  Namia entered the tent once again. “The minute is over. Does Miss Kristiansen have an answer?”


  Vivienne bristled. “I— Uhh—” She took several deep breaths before slowly nodding at her best friend. “If you think it will help, Stasi, but—”


  “Is that a yes?” Stasi asked. “We need a yes or no, because if you say yes, we will need to get you on that stage immediately.”


  “It’s a yes, but the stage? Now?” 


  “That’s good enough.” Stasi yanked her up. “Let’s get you out there.”


  “To do what?”


  Stasi’s soft hand somehow had an iron grip coiling around Vivienne’s wrist. “Do everything you can to look relaxed and composed. Stop looking so panicked. Once you’re on stage, just follow the prince’s lead. You understand?”


  Vivienne nodded.


  “You just saved the prince,” Namia said while brushing Vivienne’s hair with her fingers. “You’re not scared, because you’re with the man you might marry someday, which means you’ve always had permission to touch him.”


  “I’m not sure I want to lie,” Vivienne said. 


  “Then tell as much of the truth as possible while still pushing the necessary narrative.” 


  “Stasi, what have you gotten me into?”


  “To be honest, Vivienne, I don’t know. Now, be careful what you say, okay?” Stasi stood up and opened the tent flap and in came three women with an assortment of luggage. 


  Suddenly, someone was yanking her clothes off while another patted her face with makeup and yet another brushed her hair. 


  “Is this necessary?” Vivienne asked. “Shouldn’t we just tell the people that we were keeping it low-key, so I was supposed to just stay in the background in plainclothes?”


  “Stay still, my lady,” the woman styling her hair said. 


  Vivienne winced.


  “Sure, but you sensed danger, so you had to step in and rescue a man you deeply care about,” Stasi said. 


  The makeup artist giggled. “So romantic!”


  Vivienne winced when the other woman yanked her jeans off. 


  “We wanted to keep you safe here—” Namia winced at the drab tent “—until the prince could decide if he should reveal who you really are to everyone, so here we are now. We can’t quite officially present you as the prince’s favored candidate without making you more presentable.”


  Vivienne couldn’t even talk anymore, because the stylists were all over her. She couldn’t believe it when they finished in record time — barely five minutes — and transformed her into someone who looked like she knew what she was doing. The purple knee-high dress with a gold belt and a matching white coat was a lovely touch. Especially with the brooch of the crown imperial lily — the national flower of Ancoria — over her chest. Vivienne wrung her hands to ease the tension brought about by the thought of how that brooch had been put into place. In the flurry of activity, she hadn’t even noticed when and how they put it on her. The mere thought of the pointy end of its pin so close to her skin made her grit her teeth. She didn’t have time to fuss about brooches, however, because one of the stylists was already bending down to slip high heels on her feet. Thankfully, they were more comfortable than Vivienne had expected. 


  “Sorry that we don’t have a mirror, but trust me when I say you look like you were born an aristo,” Stasi said.


  “I concur,” Namia said. “Now, let’s get her up there.”


  Stasi held the small of her back and pushed her forward to face the people of Ancoria. The moment Vivienne stepped out, those who saw her cheered and applauded. The warm welcome spread like wildfire throughout the entire square of the ruins. A group of men suddenly surrounded Vivienne. None of them touched her, and they made sure none of the crowd would, as well, as they ushered her to the stage. Philip clapped along with the crowd as the guards led her to the platform. He made his way to the stairs and extended his hand towards her.


  Vivienne lowered her gaze out of habit. She stared at his hand. 


  “You have permission,” he said, “like you always have.”


  Vivienne swallowed hard. She placed her hand in his. At the contact, a jolt of something blissful traveled through her trembling frame. The prince led her to the front of the stage, where a podium stood. The crowd was no longer applauding. Their celebration of her presence had transformed into curiosity, especially when Prince Philip leaned over and pecked Vivienne’s cheek. 


  “Thank you for saying yes,” he whispered before laying his palm on the small of her back and nudging her forward so she was standing right beside him. 


  “Forgive me,” Philip spoke into the microphone. “I’m sure a lot of you are confused or perhaps wondering about the identity of this lovely woman beside me. Before I introduce her, I’d like to finish what I was saying earlier.” He glanced at Vivienne as if to ask for her permission.


  She nodded, expecting him to let go of her and speak into the microphone.


  Instead, he coaxed her forward, so she was standing right beside him, his hand never leaving her back.


  “We don’t tolerate the kind of insurgence displayed in our midst today,” Prince Philip said. “Blood has been shed in the ruins of Ashen, yes. We all know this to be true, and that is why every year, we recognize the hallowed ground of the city that fell so that the rest of Ancoria could rise. The Sideris Revolt was never for power, and any lover of this kingdom, its history, and all the principles it stands for will attest to that. Ashen fell because so many of our forefathers desired an enduring peace, and they were willing to pay the dearest of prices — their own lives — for the worthiest of causes: this country’s freedom. We value peace in Ancoria, because it was bought at a heavy price. That’s why this woman is here. In the middle of so many unfounded whispers of trouble or unrest, it is the crown’s desire to bring about a certain amount of stability. The king, queen, and I have been actively seeking out a betrothed, one who could be my future queen.”


  Gasps and whispers filled the area. 


  Vivienne bristled when thousands of eyes shot toward her. Were they all wondering — just like she was — what business someone like her had in vying to be their country’s queen?


  “Vivienne Kristiansen is someone I deeply care about and respect,” Prince Philip announced.


  Even if she knew the statement was false, it still sent her heart aflutter to hear him say it out loud. 


  “She is a commoner and a foreigner, but she is also the dearest friend of Lady Anastasia Sideris of Sinuesa, kin to the crown and one of the most trusted members of my own royal staff. Vivienne and I met not too long ago, and it has been my selfish desire to keep her hidden for as long as possible, but today’s events have forced my hand, and now, I must share her with the rest of you. Miss Kristiansen is currently the leading candidate to be the future queen of this country, and should she say yes to me this morning—” he let go of her back and brought out of his suit jacket’s pocket a round, purple, velvet box “—she will be my betrothed, my future wife, Ancoria’s queen. I hope you give her a chance.”


  There was no way she was hearing right. The words sounded strange to her ear, but no more than the ruler of a country bending on one knee before her and opening a box that contained the most stunning piece of jewelry Vivienne had ever seen. The large orchid diamond on a golden vine band took her breath away. He was offering her not only an engagement ring, but a symbol of Ancoria.


  “Vivienne Kristiansen, will you marry me?” the prince asked, and for but one breath, Vivienne almost believed all of this was true, but she forced herself back to reality and reminded herself it was all a lie — one she had said yes to.


  She shut her eyes. I’m sorry, Pax, but I can’t back out now. How he would disapprove of what she was doing! But a prince was kneeling on the ground proposing fake marriage to her. There was no way she would humiliate him in front of this crowd, so she forced a smile and nodded at him. “Yes.”


  The moment the word came out of her lips, complete silence followed — whether out of disbelief, awe, or indignation, she couldn’t tell, but as Prince Philip slipped the ring on her finger, not a murmur could be heard among the crowd. For a second, there it was. The slightest twitch of his chiseled jaw, signaling a tremor of doubt in what seemed moments earlier like unshakable confidence on his part. He placed his fingers beneath her chin and raised her face to meet his gaze. “I might need to kiss you,” he whispered. 


  Her smile faltered, but she forced it back to keep his show going. She gave him a gentle nod of her head to consent, her chin quivering as she did. How would he know that she had never even been kissed before? Why would he care that it felt to her like he was taking something precious by becoming her first kiss? 


  A small smirk appeared on his face, seemingly pleased by her cooperation. The ache in her heart grew as he came closer. She fought the urge to push him away. She had agreed to this.


  He leaned forward. She closed her eyes.


  Expecting his lips to brush against hers, she kept her lips shut. Instead, his fingers brushed hers, and he planted a kiss on the back of her hand. Her eyes shot open. 


  “It doesn’t feel right,” was the only explanation he gave. His thick brows met in scrutiny of her. What was it about his constant perusal of her that left her on edge? Did he find some sort of pleasure in making her uncomfortable? 


  “Thank you,” he mouthed to her, before taking her hand in his and facing the crowd. 


  Only then did Vivienne recognize the roar of the crowd in celebration of their engagement. All of it was far too surreal. She blinked her eyes several times to make sure she wasn’t just imagining the smiles on the sea of faces before them. They were applauding, cheering, celebrating what they had just witnessed. Were they not angry at all that their prince had just chosen a nobody to be their future queen? 


  Prince Philip cleared his throat as he prepared to address the crowd yet again, his grip on her hand tightening, as if to make sure that she was still there. He glanced at her before speaking to his people. “I understand this comes as a surprise to many of you. It’s unconventional for a crown prince to forgo the typical pageantries and processions that come with picking a queen from the candidate list. Miss Kristiansen wasn’t aware that I would do something like this during her visit to our country, but how appropriate that I say this while we are here—” he gestured toward their surroundings “—at Ashen, where out of its ruins, Luxersom City came to be. Here we stand, at the birth place of the kingdom we know today on a day when some of our own sought to cause ruin. In it all, she had the courage and willingness to risk herself to protect me — just like the warriors of Ancoria once did long ago for this city. I hope that today, we will not dwell on the ruins, but on the beauty that has come out of it.”


  The applause once again broke through the crowd. They were loving every minute of this, reveling in the choice their prince had made, not knowing how impulsive this choice had been. 


  Prince Philip knew exactly how to work the crowd, because he took a step away from her, so he could keep his eyes on hers, while he spoke. “I believe none of us would mind if out of all the ruins this kingdom has experienced and will experience, a beauty like my new fiancée will emerge.”


  Vivienne gulped. How had they roped her into saying yes to this? Even as she tried to keep up with him, she felt like nothing but the prince’s pawn, a piece he could move around whichever way he wanted, someone he could sacrifice if the strategy called for it. In her determination to protect him and gain his trust, she had somehow become part of a game only he knew how to play. 


  But how could she back down now? An entire kingdom was about to know her name. The question was would they ever find out that she was more his trusted lie than his beloved fiancée? 




  



  



  part two


  radiant
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  I sought the Lord, and He heard me,


  And delivered me from all my fears.


  They looked to Him and were radiant,


  And their faces were not ashamed.


  Psalm 34:4-5, NKJV
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  they will go wild over this


  



  



  Philip gulped at his own intense yearning to kiss Vivienne. He wanted nothing more than to go through with it, but his gut was telling him that he had no right to ask something like that of her. He couldn’t ignore his unease — and hers — so he settled for his lips pressing against the back of her hand instead. 


  Her eyes shot open in surprise at the gesture. 


  “It doesn’t feel right,” he explained to her.


  The tremble of her soft lips made his own lips prickle from the kiss he had chosen not to claim. What she must think of the predicament he had pulled her into, he could only guess, but he had nothing but gratefulness for her willingness to cooperate. The blush of pink against her cheekbones drew his brows together. 


  It was Philip’s experience that many things in life became less beautiful when looked upon more closely and placed under intense scrutiny. The crown sparkled under the glint of the sun when viewed from afar, but once placed on someone’s head, the bearer’s awareness of it often shifted from its shine to its weight. Yes, some things were less beautiful, less interesting, too detailed in their flaws, when viewed up close.


  The same could not be said about Vivienne Kristiansen. 


  Proximity only highlighted her flawless features, so much so that Philip wondered how she had remained undiscovered all these years. Surely, such beauty begged to be seen, acknowledged, and appreciated.


  Pretty meant nothing, but he remained yet a mortal man and wasn’t immune to the allure of the woman standing before him, her cheeks flushed and her chin quivering, yet still somehow maintaining that heart-stopping smile.


  “Thank you,” he mouthed to her. He lowered his hand so it could seek hers and secure her in his grasp. Something about holding her hand heightened his awareness of the madness he had thrust her into. After strong-arming her into taking part in this charade, he had a responsibility to ensure her well-being throughout this chaos. A tinge of guilt pricked his soul at his own thought process. He had strong-armed her into this. He had to make amends for putting her in this uncomfortable spot, if that were at all possible.


  Philip tightened his jaw. Yet another thing on top of his already heavily-laden shoulders. A quick prayer ran through his mind. Broaden my shoulders, God. His knees were beginning to buckle under the pressure, and the woman beside him was a reminder of all the reasons he couldn’t crumble. Same as his family and country, she was now depending on him to stay steadfast. So, Philip lifted his head and faced his people. He needed to see this through.


  He cleared his throat and addressed the crowd, his grip around her hand tightening, like he was holding on to her for support, to assure himself he wasn’t on his own. “I understand this comes as a surprise to many of you...” He gave the speech he believed the people of Ancoria needed to hear. The goal was to make them forget about the insurgence that had occurred earlier, but also to direct their attention to the beauty beside him. Almost as a way to promise himself he would keep her safe, he locked gazes with her before finishing his speech. “I believe none of us would mind if out of all the ruins this kingdom has experienced and will experience, a beauty like my new fiancée will emerge.”


  The crowd’s response left him breathless. He couldn’t believe it. From the looks of it, just as he had hoped, the people were welcoming Vivienne with open arms. There would be no way of knowing for sure how all of Ancoria would take this announcement, until the evening news and the morning papers would release their coverage of this event, but for now, the crowd was loving Vivienne, and all Philip had to do was continue to stoke the fire of patriotism in them. 


  “To Ashen’s fallen!” he exclaimed.


  “Salute!” they responded.


  “To the beautiful future awaiting Ancoria!”


  “Salute!” 


  “Today, we remember those we’ve lost and honor the peace for which they fought. May we all depart from this gathering with peace in our hearts and an awareness of beauty—” he squeezed Vivienne’s hand “—coming out of the ruins. Gratitude, my beloved Ancorinos.” 


  He gave one resolute nod to the crowd to indicate the end of his speech. Like a ripple, the sea of people bowed their heads in deference to their future king — including the woman beside him, who somehow maintained an image of composure and grace despite the peculiarity of her predicament.


  Philip leaned closer to her and whispered in her ear, “You’re doing so well.”  


  Vivienne’s long fingers trembled in his grasp, as he led her down the short steps leading from the platform to the ground. The moment they stepped foot on the broken paths of Ashen, members of the press swarmed them. Like a reminder of how much scrutiny they were under, the dull rumble of a chopper hovered over them, taking footage of one of the most unexpected events in recent Ancorian history.


  Security barred the reporters from reaching them as Philip ushered Vivienne past the unwelcome cacophony of questions fired and curiosities piqued. Stasi began to field the press’s questions — all of which revolved around who Vivienne was. Not a single question about the earlier chaos. Their diversion was working. At least for now. 


  Philip held Vivienne’s shoulders protectively as they made their way to the tent where his mother was waiting.


  They stepped inside to find Queen Raina rising to her feet from a cushioned chair, her back straight, her expression indignant. “What happened out there? I expected you to get the situation under control, not to further fan the flames of intrigue by announcing—” She cast a sharp glare at Vivienne. “Please tell me this is some sort of publicity stunt. Son, it’s one thing to add her to the candidate list, but to forgo the entire process and make a public proclamation that she will be future queen is unacceptable.”


  “I am allowed to pick whomever I wish, Inna.”


  “Arghanto, Philip! Exaspera mira.” He could always tell that his inna was especially upset with him whenever she started blurting out colloquial Cilarchi. “This is not the way to go about this. She is a stunning young woman with a lot to offer—” she gestured toward Vivienne “—but we barely know her!” 


  Philip stepped back. He had been a child the last time he had seen his inna lose her cool and raise her voice that way. 


  Shaken by her own slip in decorum, Queen Raina straightened her shoulders and cast another glance at Vivienne, whose hand continued to tremble in his. This momentary look of hurt flashed in her eyes, as if she had been betrayed by both of them. “We will discuss this at the palace. For now, we need to get out of here before they mob you both.”


  Philip could only guess what was going through his inna’s brain as she turned on her heel and left through the back exit of the tent, her entourage following her trail. Guilt gripped him, but she was right. This was not the place to make any attempt to appease the queen. The sooner they were out of there, the better. Philip once again laid his hand on Vivienne’s back and led her out of the tent so they could get to the cars waiting outside. He glanced behind him to find Stasi, Namia, and Marcel trailing behind. With the press out of sight, he breathed out a sigh of relief. They were going to survive this.


  “Princess! Princess!” A little girl was running toward them with a camera between her small hands. Her eyes grew wider and rounder as she approached. One of his bodyguards was quick to get in the way of the girl, but Vivienne grabbed hold of Philip’s wrist. 


  Despite having told her that she had permission to touch him, the gesture still surprised Philip — more out of how good her willing touch felt rather than out of indignation that she would forget her station and break protocol. 


  “I think she’s trying to give me back my camera,” Vivienne said. “I would like a moment to speak with her, if possible.”


  Philip nodded. “Go ahead.”


  Her delight was unmistakable given the grin that brightened her face as she walked past the royal guard and approached the little girl. “Is that my camera?”


  The girl bobbed her head up and down, her dark ponytail swaying as she did. “My amma picked it up from the ground when you dropped it. We’ve been waiting here to give it back to you.” She handed Vivienne the camera. 


  Philip locked eyes with Marcel, who immediately nodded. They would need to get a full background check of the little girl and her family. There was no harm in making sure the story checked out. Of course, Vivienne didn’t need to know that. Then again, she seemed to be well aware of the need for security checks, because she immediately passed her camera on to the nearest guard, nodding as if to give permission to put her belongings under inspection. 


  “Thank you for returning it to me,” Vivienne said. “What’s your name?”


  “Anya.”


  Vivienne’s brows twitched, but her smile didn’t falter. “That’s a lovely name.”


  “Are you a real princess? Does that mean I can’t touch you?”


  “Just like you, I’m only a princess in here—” Vivienne patted her chest. “That’s the kind of princess little girls like you can definitely touch. Can I have a hug?”


  The little girl threw her arms around Vivienne’s neck. “I hope he marries you,” she whispered in a voice loud enough for everyone present to hear.


  “That’s up to him.” Vivienne’s soft laughter caressed his ears and warmed his heart.


  The idea of marrying this woman would be an endless source of amusement to Philip through the coming weeks.  


  Marcel cleared his throat.


  “Vivienne,” Philip said. 


  That was enough for her to get the message. 


  “We have to go now,” Vivienne said to the little girl. “Thank you again for bringing my camera to me.”


  “Goodbye, Miss Vivienne!”


  “Goodbye, Anya!” Vivienne’s voice broke a little as she waved at the girl before returning to Philip’s side, with a soft smile on her lips.


  Without a word, they walked forward. They probably didn’t need to hold hands anymore, but Philip found himself craving her touch, so his hand sought hers once again. “It’s like you were born for this,” he said. “You’re already capturing their hearts.”


  “It’s more likely we only captured their attention. Something like this would steal my focus, if I were in their shoes. I’m the one standing next to you, and I’m just as curious about what’s happening as they are.” 


  “To be honest, I’m not sure what’s happening either,” Philip said, “but we’ll figure it out as we go.”


  By the time they reached the royal car, the queen’s ride was already nowhere in sight. Marcel opened the door for them. Philip motioned for Vivienne to get inside before him. He followed after, sitting next to her. All the while, their hands remained clasped together. Namia got in as well, but Stasi hesitated. She had her own ride, so she was probably at a loss on whether she should stay with her friend or go.


  “Stasi, join us,” Philip said. 


  Stasi nodded and slipped in next to Namia, facing Philip and Vivienne. Marcel took the seat next to the driver. “Where are we headed?”


  “The Aerie,” Philip said at the same time Namia said, “the palace.”


  Philip shot a look at his assistant. “I need an update on what’s happening in Paxnisi.”


  “Your highness, they will inform us straight away if there’s something to inform us about; besides, the queen expects our presence at The Vasilian for a debriefing on what happened at the memorial.”


  Philip groaned at the dread that came over him. A confrontation with the queen was inevitable. It would be in his favor not to put it off. “Fine. Let’s go to the palace then.” 


  The limo started moving. Philip gently let go of Vivienne’s hand. 


  She laid her hands on her lap, her fingers fidgeting with her skirt.


  “I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” Philip said. 


  Namia’s shoulders sagged, like she had just completely deflated. “All of us do, your highness.”


  Stasi shook her head at Philip, almost as a sign of disapproval. He grinned at his cousin, hoping to lighten the mood, but she just rolled her eyes at him before casting a concerned look at her friend.


  Philip wanted to lean back in his seat, but Vivienne’s stiff posture made him feel like he couldn’t relax until he could put her at ease. “I apologize, Miss Kristiansen,” he said. “I know this is a lot to take in. If it’s any consolation, if you want to back out at any point, you may do so. Just say the word. It wouldn’t sit well with me if you are in any way uncomfortable with this setup.”


  “We just lied to your subjects, your highness.” Vivienne turned her head to lock eyes with him, but the moment their eyes met, she dropped her gaze — an indication that she was once again Stasi’s intern, not the mysterious fiancée they had put on display in Ashen. “Are you not at all bothered by this?”


  Philip angled himself to get a better look at her. “To say I am would be a lie. Believe it or not, I’m doing this because I believe with all my heart this is what’s best for the kingdom right now. I am desperate for something to hold the kingdom’s attention. Did you see what happened back there? They’re already captivated by you.”


  “They will go wild over this, Vivienne,” Stasi said. “It has been generations since a commoner, much less a foreigner, has been anywhere close to wearing the crown. Whatever trouble is happening down south will fade into the background while everyone clamors to know something as personal as who your parents are or something as trivial as your preferred drink in the morning.”


  “What you’re giving me right now, Vivienne, is time and space,” Philip said. “Time to gather intel, space to breathe, take stock, and figure out what our next move has to be.” 


  “I won’t lie, your highness. I’m more than a little overwhelmed.”


  “For good reason. This is a lot to take in, but please rest assured that this is not something I decided on without thinking it through, even if it may seem that way. While we were going through the candidate list, Stasi mentioned that choosing a queen would captivate the kingdom and divert their attention from—” he clenched his jaw “—other matters. She got me thinking, because she was right. It would be something that the whole country would fixate on. The problem is I still have doubts about every single person on that shortlist. You, on the other hand, are new and unknown by most other than Stasi, who has vouched for your trustworthiness multiple times. From what she has told me, you have a love for our kingdom and a genuine interest in our culture. You came at just the right time, Miss Kristiansen. At a moment of need. Stasi and I had agreed—”


  Stasi raised a brow. “He made me agree.”


  “She agreed nonetheless that we would keep you as the so-called ace up my sleeve for when we might need to redirect the focus of the media and the masses. Neither of us expected what happened at the memorial. We didn’t think we would need to ask for your help so soon, but here we are.” 


  He couldn’t stifle a smile when she relaxed and leaned back on the seat. This time, she looked him straight in the eye. “What exactly are you requiring of me?”


  Philip’s smile widened. From the looks of it, Vivienne was on board. The pleasure that surged within him at this realization came as a surprise. Was he in danger of enjoying this too much? He retracted his smile and straightened his shoulders. This woman might be a danger to him in her own way. If he wasn’t careful, he might end up believing his own charade. Vivienne was there to divert the kingdom’s attention, not his. He had to stay focused and not forget that two spies remained missing and his country was still on the brink of war. Whenever tempted to fall for Vivienne’s charms, he needed to remember that pretty meant nothing.


  The people of Ancoria could go wild for Vivienne, but not him. He would care for her as much as he needed to, but the priority would always be the country. Not her. That was a hard lesson Philip had learned from Knight, Flint, and a stunner known to Paxnisi as Ruby.   
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  you’re with friends


  



  



  One moment, he had her relaxing and feeling more at ease; the next moment, he was on edge again and so was she. All it had taken was one question for the prince’s smile to fade and his countenance to darken: “What exactly are you requiring of me?” 


  In a snap-second, he had checked out from his conversation with her, and Vivienne could only guess why.


  Had she said something wrong? How? Was she allowed to look him in the eye now? Or did she have to constantly flip roles? His favored candidate in public; Stasi’s hireling in private. Could she even do that? Was that what the prince expected of her? Should she apologize?


  Stiff and cold, Prince Philip shrugged at her. “I’d have to think about it, Miss Kristiansen. Everything is happening so fast.” He stared out the window like he had suddenly lost interest in her.


  Silence filled the vehicle. 


  Stasi grabbed her hand and mouthed, “Relax. You’re with friends.”


  That was enough for the tension in her muscles to loosen. Vivienne scooted closer to the door, farther from the prince. Hopefully, the space between them would enable her to think straight, because his proximity was short-circuiting her brain. As soon as she leaned her head against the leather padding around the car window, Philip spoke up, his focus on his staff, but his words pertaining to Vivienne.


  “Follow up with Ingrid on Miss Kristiansen’s profile. Make sure it is as up-to-date as possible,” he instructed Namia. “All her info, background checks, everything about her. Give Stasi and me a copy, and if she so wishes—” he glanced at Vivienne “—give her a copy as well. We need to know if there’s anything in her past that the media might dig up and use against us.”


  “This is standard procedure,” Stasi explained to Vivienne. “The files are confidential, though I’m sure you have nothing to hide, right?”


  “Like what?” The tension suddenly returned, with Vivienne once again sitting on attention, her mind reeling. “What’s an example of anything that needs to be hidden?”


  “Anything scandalous,” the prince said. “Secret love affairs, a child born out of wedlock, anything these sharks can sink their teeth into to taint the crown with blood.”


  Vivienne gulped at the recollection of the blood splattering against her raincoat. Everything was so surreal, she pinched the skin on her hand to make sure she wasn’t in a dream. She winced at the sting and remained wide awake. No. This was actual reality. Her reality. How?


  “Viv is a straight arrow,” Stasi said. “The odds of her being involved in tabloid fodder is non-existent.”


  Vivienne appreciated her friend’s vote of confidence, even if her mind scrambled from the splatter of red on a white raincoat to earlier memories of the blood-soaked floor of their church in Paxnisi, the grave of the parents she had never been given the chance to bury. Should she reveal to them that she was the daughter of Mordecai and Anya Cross, labeled by Ancoria as revolutionaries of Paxnisi? Even if Pax’s words of caution — hammered into her psyche for years — were now coming to the forefront of her mind? “Never tell anyone who your parents are, Vivienne. It’s better they don’t know your heritage. You are no longer Esther Cross. Remember that.”


  “Is that the case, Miss Kristiansen?” Prince Philip asked. “I understand you are new to this, and I do apologize that an entire country is about to dig into your private life, but this is the way of things when you say yes to possibly becoming a queen. Remember that as much as this is pretend for us, it’s real to them. You will be placed under a microscope within the next few months, so if there’s anything we need to know, it’s better you tell us now, so we can prepare for it once the media finds out.”


  “If I remember anything, I’ll let you know, your highness,” Vivienne said. Was that a lie? Had she lied by not telling them the truth? Was she being a hypocrite for calling him out on his lie earlier only for her to hide the truth of her past from him now? 


  “That’s good enough for now.” The prince once again addressed his staff. “She and I will need to get our story straight. How we met, how long we’ve been communicating, how all of this came to be. Stasi, spin this narrative to our favor. Come up with a story that’s believable.”


  Stasi nodded. “I’m on it. Vivienne and I will sit down and get the facts straight once we are able. The sooner, the better. It will be easier for me and for both of you if you agree to an exclusive interview — a tell-all that will answer all the questions floating around.”


  “Of course, but not within this week.” Philip shook his head. “Also, I would personally prefer print over a televised interview. The more mysterious we make Vivienne out to be, the more it works in our favor. We want them pining to know more about her. The longer we tease them and let them create their own speculations about her, the better.” 


  “Mysterious, it is then.” Stasi nodded.


  “Why was Moira at the memorial earlier?” Prince Philip asked. 


  “Both security teams — yours and the queen’s — are already checking if she’s tied to the incident,” Namia said. “We doubt anything will show up, if she is. You know the Saints.”


  Philip grimaced. “Never had a fingerprint anywhere, even if they’re everywhere. Assign a Peregrine to track Moira, anyway. I want reports on what she’s up to, who she meets, where she goes.”


  “Marcel, hear all that?” Namia asked.


  “Copy. We’ll be on it.”


  The lightning speed by which they were deciding upon issues was giving Vivienne whiplash. No question, she was surrounded by a strong unit. How much had these four gone through together? How had they developed the trust they had for each other? What had Namia, Marcel, and Stasi done to prove their loyalty so they could have the access they had to the prince? 


  “We need a clear game plan,” Stasi said. “As much as the crowd’s interest in Vivienne overshadowed the more unfortunate incidents that preceded it, we don’t know what the media will remember or focus on or what the masses will latch on to when coverage of the Ashen memorial airs on the news tonight. We’re hoping they focus on Vivienne, but we don’t know who we’re dealing with and why they’re trying to spread panic about Paxnisi.”


  The mention of the island that had once been her home gripped Vivienne’s chest. Who was trying to spread panic? Why? She clenched her fists in an attempt to keep at bay the surge of emotion rushing within her. What were they trying to hide? Horror consumed Vivienne. By agreeing to the prince’s charade, was she somehow endangering Paxnisi?


  “If the Saints are in on this,” Philip said, “then they have enough connections among the media to turn the tide and make the insurgence the focus. Even if it’s not them, if we’re dealing with any of the activist groups that could have pulled that stunt, I’m sure we haven’t heard the last of this.” He glanced at Vivienne. “Even Miss Kristiansen’s looks wouldn’t be able to distract anyone, if we let these people get away with another stunt like that.” His stare on her lingered. His lip twitched.


  Vivienne squirmed but didn’t break eye contact. Was this right? Was it acceptable in God’s eyes for a ruler to lie to his people like this? Prince Philip hadn’t even batted an eyelash when confronted about the deception. He even openly admitted to Vivienne that he saw nothing wrong in what they had done. Was Vivienne of the same mind? Should she go along with this? How would she feel if she found out that the leader of her country had been lying to her and using some sort of ruse to divert her attention from other matters? And what matters were they even diverting the public’s attention from? What was happening in Paxnisi? Was she allowed to ask?


  “Make sure Vivienne is ready,” Prince Philip said, derailing Vivienne’s train of thought and yanking her back to conversation with them. 


  What was she supposed to be ready for? What had she missed? The car slowed down to a stop. They were already at the Vasilian. 


  Stasi nodded. “She’ll be ready.”


  “Good.” Prince Philip took hold of her hand. It would take some time for her to get used to him touching her. “Thank you, Vivienne. You are doing this country a great service by agreeing to go along with this. Stasi will take care of you. Listen to her. Everything will turn out fine.” He turned to his cousin. “Two hours, Stasi. I’ll pick her up at the Imperial in two hours.”


  He alighted the limousine and walked away. 


  Only then did Vivienne release the breath she had been holding in. Her best friend gave her a sorry smile. She shook her head. “This wasn’t what I had in mind when you asked me to be an intern.”


  “No one had this in mind, amoré.” The glint of mischief in Stasi’s eyes was unmistakable. “But would you have it any other way?”


  Despite how much she tried to hold it back, Vivienne cracked a smile. “This is crazy, Stasi.”


  “Maybe so, but I did promise you an adventure, didn’t I?” 


  Vivienne rolled her eyes. She turned so she could get out of the car, but Stasi grabbed her hand and pulled her back.


  “Viv, this only works if it’s pretend. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Vivienne wasn’t sure she did.


  “I’ll be blunt. Don’t fall in love with him. I know my cousin. As much as I love him, this is one of his greatest faults. Certain type of women strike his fancy, and he would be obsessed with them for a time. He was this way with Moira when they were teenagers, then the model, Raquel, then finally, Madeline. Almost all of us were convinced that he would end up with any of those three women. Most especially Madeline. But something always happens. He sees something that disqualifies them in his eyes, and he completely loses interest. I see the same spark in his eyes when he looks at you. He’s intrigued by you, and he’d have to be blind not to take notice of you, but don’t allow yourself to believe that this is anything but a publicity stunt. Guard your heart, Vivienne, because you can be sure that his heart is already locked up in a safe somewhere and the only key is held by the people of Ancoria. He will choose a queen not out of love but out of his loyalty to this country.” 


  Vivienne absorbed every single word and allowed the warning to seep into her subconscious. “Don’t worry. I know my place in all of this. I can respect that he is putting the welfare of his kingdom over his own desires. And thank you for letting me know a little about his past. I won’t fall in love with him, I promise.”


  “Good.” Stasi nodded. “Now, come on. You have a long day ahead of you.”


  “My mind actually drifted off earlier, so I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be getting ready for.”


  Stasi laughed. “I can’t blame you. Car rides with Philip can be intense. I can think of times when a law has already been written and enforced throughout the country within the first mile.”


  They alighted the car and made their way to the Imperial where her team of stylists was already waiting to prepare Vivienne for the rest of the day. As surreal as all of it was, Vivienne surrendered herself to the process. She became their willing diversion, as she tried to ignore this unsettledness within her. What exactly was she diverting the people’s attention from? And why was she fighting so hard to gain the prince’s trust when the question she should be grappling with was why she should trust him?
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  The adrenaline rush fueling all his decisions in Ashen and on the ride back to the Vasilian died down the moment Philip stepped into the hallways of the palace and found the queen in the courtyard. Philip squared his shoulders as he strode toward the center of the immaculately landscaped garden. Seated on one of the ivory benches along the fountain by the statue of Alexander Sideris, his inna was the picture of regal rage, with her posture straight, her ankles crossed, and her brow raised.


  Philip would have given anything to escape this inevitable confrontation, but he knew better than to try and skirt his way around what his inna wanted. Queen Raina was a force to be reckoned with, and it would do him well to get her on his side. After all, it wasn’t him she would most likely tear to shreds. It was Vivienne. Poor woman. He had pushed her into this mess. It was up to him to make sure she would get out of it unscathed.


  “Inna.” Philip took her hand and pressed his forehead against her ring. “I’m sure you have questions.”


  The queen patted the space on the bench next to her. Both their entourages and security teams backed off to give them their privacy, as he sat next to his mother. 


  “Help me understand, Philip.”


  “You told me I can pick whomever I want, and you’ll help make her ready.”


  “Yes. I said that in reference to the women that Ingrid and I have been vetting for months.” The strain in his mother’s voice betrayed how much self-control she was exerting so as not to blow up on him. It made everything she said all the more intimidating. “Miss Kristiansen is a fine young woman, as far as I’ve seen, but that doesn’t mean she is fit to be queen.”


  “Why not?” Philip flexed his jaw. “Is it because she’s a commoner? A foreigner?”


  “Do you think me so shallow? Give me more credit than that.” Queen Raina shifted in her seat to express her indignation. “I question your decision, because we’ve known her for barely a week, and you have chosen to trust her with the possibility of ruling our kingdom. Do you not see how rash your actions are? Are you that blinded by a pretty face?”


  “Inna, I know all of this is sudden, but if you can’t trust her, trust me. I gave you what you wanted by picking a queen. This gives the kingdom something to lavish their attention on, while I focus on the role Amma gave me — a role that we can both agree will consume me until his full recovery. Help me by placing Vivienne under your wing. She will do everything you ask of her, and—” 


  Marcel cleared his throat as he approached. “Pardon the interruption, your highness.” He nodded toward the queen. “My lady.”


  “What is it?” Philip asked.


  “A word in private, Sir?”


  Marcel wouldn’t have interrupted his conversation with the queen if the matter he wished to discuss wasn’t important, so Philip turned to his mother. “A minute, Inna.”


  “We’re not done here, but go.” She waved him away with a flick of her wrist.


  Philip and Marcel stepped beyond the queen’s earshot, where Marcel gave him an update on a matter that, to Philip, needed his attention far more than finding a bride.


  “There’s talk of an insurrection happening in Paxnisi,” Marcel said. “Lord Cirillo is asking for an emergency meeting with the Royal Council tomorrow.”


  “Do we have any proof that an insurrection is happening within the isle?”


  “Fishermen sailing from Cortharros have reported sightings of explosions in Paxnisi. Fighter jets hovering above the island. Missiles have reportedly been fired on the island. All from Qranth.”


  Philip clenched his jaw. Were the people of the island revolting against their government? Why else would Qranth start attacking their own territory? “Any intel from our operatives assigned there?”


  Marcel shook his head.


  Philip couldn’t afford to lose hope when it came to Anton and Madeline’s precarious situation. They were alive. He needed to believe they were. “Ask Alpha to prepare an extraction plan for any Ancorino still on that island. Get them out without Qranth thinking that we’re aiding in this insurrection, if there truly is one.”


  “For us to get them out, your highness, we might need to drop people in.”


  “Do what must be done. Drop people in, climb city walls, dig underground tunnels, do everything in the dark of night — I don’t care. Figure it out. The more we know about what’s happening inside, the better. Also, I want to make sure our people are safe, before we make any moves that may trigger a war we don’t want to participate in.” Philip motioned for Namia to approach. She hurried to him to receive his instructions. “Clear everything on my schedule tomorrow, and set up an emergency meeting with the Luxersom Lords and the Royal Council. Also, get General Ludolf on the phone.”


  Namia nodded. “And today, your highness?”


  “Today will go on as scheduled. Have anonymous tips sent to the press about where Vivienne and I will be all day. I want her face plastered all over the evening news and on the front page of every major newspaper and tabloid tomorrow. All eyes must be on Vivienne. We need them to be so fixated on her that all rumors of what’s happening down south will turn to static upon reaching their ears. Do you have Vivienne’s profile?”


  “Ingrid is on her way here to hand it over to us,” Namia said. 


  “Good.” Philip nodded them both away. “Get things done, while I try to get Inna on board with Vivienne becoming queen.”


  Namia and Marcel gave him sorry looks that only made the challenge ahead seem impossible. 


  Philip sat quietly next to his inna. An uneasy silence followed, but Philip didn’t want to be the one to restart their conversation, simply because he didn’t know what to say. 


  “I want to trust that you know what you’re doing, Philip.”


  “You can’t, because?”


  “Edward was delirious last night.” Her voice faltered, and for once in a long time, she was neither queen nor inna in Philip’s presence. She was a wife to a husband whose health was deteriorating far too quickly for the best available medical professionals to understand. “I’ve seen him sick before, but not like this. Never like this. He had always been so strong.” She gripped Philip’s arm for support.


  Philip bristled where he sat. He flexed his muscles almost as a way to assure himself that he was strong enough. For himself; for his amma and inna; for the kingdom. At least for now. Only until King Edward could regain his badly needed strength. “Amma will recover.”


  “That is our prayer, but we still must prepare you for the worst possible scenario.”


  “Inna—”


  “Philip.” Her grip tightened. “Let me speak.”


  Philip wasn’t ready for this. The last thing he wanted to hear was his inna telling him to prepare to rule permanently, but he was still a son to an inna in distress, and he dared not stop her from speaking out what she would eventually force him to hear.


  “Son, it is not my wish or intention to put more pressure on you than is already there, but in lieu of this morning’s events, I need to know that you understand the weight of your actions. Do not toy with this woman or this kingdom. A nation hangs in the balance, and you are walking a tightrope, but this is not a time for bread and circuses. If you are to proceed with this course of action, you better be sure this young woman is incapable of betraying us. She is an unknown.”


  “Stasi trusts her.”


  “That means something, I agree. Anastasia has always been an excellent judge of character, but don’t mistake Vivienne’s loyalty to your cousin as loyalty to us. Do not make a quick assumption that just because she loves Stasi, she cannot and will not use you and this family to her advantage. Whatever power you give her, be certain you are able to take the blow should she ever decide to use that power against you. There’s too much hanging in the balance for you to risk the security of this kingdom, so you can more often look at the lovely face of one Vivienne Kristiansen.”


  Philip’s silence heard her heart loud and clear. 


  Every word spoken had only echoed the sentiments of the frightened voices within him, the ones that constantly questioned his every move, his every decision. Would he be able to handle it should blood be shed — yet again — on his watch? Could he afford to repeat the mistakes of the past? 


  Would Vivienne end up just like Ruby? Would she be anything like the woman who had forged Philip’s friendship with Anton and Madeline in blood and sacrifice?


  “We are doing everything we can to vet Vivienne, to find all that can be found about her background. Who she is and why she is here. I know that isn’t enough. That’s why I need you, Inna. You would be able to tell if something about her is off, if there’s anything at all that would disqualify her from being my favored candidate. You would see past outside appearances and know her true nature.”


  “I will take Miss Kristiansen under my wing,” Queen Raina said. “But don’t mistake my decision to be driven by your flattery. I am doing this, so that it will be known to all — you, especially — that I am on your side through and through.”


  “It means the world to hear that from you. Thank you.”


  “Before you thank me, I do have one stipulation if I am to go along with this madness.”


  “Anything, Inna.”


  “You must present her to your amma at the soonest possible time. Tomorrow morning would be best. We need his wisdom regarding this matter.”


  At that, Philip bristled. “Is it wise to concern him about this?” 


  “You tell me, Philip. Was his well-being on your mind when you proclaimed Miss Kristiansen your fiancée to the entire world?”


  “Mother, that’s unfair. You were there. It was a tough situation.”


  “One you should have ignored, like I advised you to. Instead, you took it as an opportunity to undermine all the work Ingrid and I have done to find a worthy match for you.”


  “It was not my intention to undermine you in any way, but you’re right. Amma should have been on my mind when I made my decision to make Vivienne queen. I will have Namia arrange the introduction tomorrow. Do you want to be there once it happens?”


  “Yes. I want to hear what he says. I trust his instincts about people, and I’m quite curious to find out how he and Miss Kristiansen will interact. It will say a lot about her true nature.”


  Philip could only hope to have the kind of relationship his amma and inna had. Why did such a thing seem to him like such an impossibility? Especially now that the woman he was about to introduce to his amma was more his puppet than his fiancée. “Thank you for being open to this, Inna.”


  Before anything could be further said between inna and son, Namia arrived with her mobile device. “General Ludolf on the line.” 


  Philip took the phone and glanced at his inna who dismissed him and his people with a wave. By the time the phone call was over, all Philip could think about was how much he needed Vivienne to keep the public distracted, because the last thing he needed was an entire country demanding the rescue of an island that he wasn’t certain was worth saving.
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  For a possible future queen of Ancoria, preparation for an event seemed to be an event in and of itself. At Vivienne’s bedroom in Stasi’s townhouse at the Imperial, the stylists pulled, tugged, and rearranged Vivienne’s hair and clothes to make her look the part she was playing, while Stasi prattled on about everything Vivienne had to do with Prince Philip for the rest of the day. 


  Luncheon at the royal gardens. 


  A ribbon-cutting at the new hospital northside of Luxersom City. 


  The Lane Awards night at Oro Valle. 


  There wasn’t much Vivienne could say in response to anything Stasi was saying, because someone was always asking her to stay still or keep quiet, so they could fix her hair, do her makeup, or measure her body parts. 


  “The luncheon will include Philip’s spiritual mentor, Bishop Redmond.” Stasi paced the floor while one of the stylists pulled the strings of a corset tight around Vivienne’s waist. “He pastors Chapel Vasilian and is quite protective of the royal family. As with anybody in the king’s inner circle, the Redmonds and Siderises go a long way back.”


  Dread came over Vivienne as she gasped for breath, not only because of the stunning emerald green corset cinching her waist like it was trying to squeeze her stomach out of place, but also because of the implication that she had to get on the good side of all these strangers to play the part the prince was asking her to play.


  “Dahlia, she needs to be able to breathe,” Stasi said.


  “Okay. Sorry.” The stylist loosened the corset. 


  Only then did Vivienne realize that she still had no idea who the members of her styling team were. “I should be the one to apologize. It’s rude that I haven’t asked what your names are.”


  “That’s on me.” Stasi waved a hand at Vivienne. “I should have introduced them from the get-go, especially since they’re now officially part of your entourage. Dahlia is dressing you. Hyacinth is on makeup. Rosa is styling your hair.”


  “That’s easy enough to remember.” Vivienne tried to catch a glimpse of their faces as she repeated their names. “Dahlia, Hyacinth, and Rosa. Those are all—”


  “—names of flowers, yes,” Hyacinth said. “Now, please stop moving your face. We only have so much time remaining.”


  “We call them Triflora.” Stasi’s smug smile made it seem like the name had been her idea. Her cellular phone rang. She drew out the antenna of the communication device. “Please excuse me.” She walked out of the room inside her house at the Imperial, leaving Triflora to work their magic on Vivienne.


  Dahlia finished tying up the corset, so she stepped back to give Vivienne a complete lookover. “I’m not liking how that skirt fits. Let me fix that.” She walked away from Vivienne and returned with a pin cushion studded with pins, one of which Dahlia was biting between her teeth.


  At the sight of the sharp object, Vivienne balked. Her skin crawled as splatters of blood blurred her psyche. She flinched when Dahlia took one out to pin it on Vivienne’s skirt. She took a side-step away from Dahlia. In the process, Hyacinth’s makeup brush smeared her face, and the curling iron Rosa was using on her hair grazed her neck. Vivienne yelped at the searing heat on her skin. Anxiety took over as she backed away from the women, unable to explain her aichmophobia to them, because of the sudden inability of her lungs to draw breath. 


  Thankfully, Stasi barged back in. “What happened?” She took one look at Dahlia’s pins and knew. “Put those away. She doesn’t do well around sharp objects. Anything that can draw blood should it graze one’s skin would be best kept away from her. If you really need to use it, make sure she doesn’t see it.” 


  The presence of someone who knew about her deep, seemingly irrational fear eased Vivienne’s anxiety almost immediately. “I’m sorry” was all she could come up to say.


  “It’s good they know now,” Stasi said. “Please review Vivienne’s profile while you are waiting to prepare her for the Lane Awards tonight.” 


  “Of course,” Dahlia said. 


  The women were at first a little hesitant to return to Vivienne, but upon being reminded about the limited time they had, they were back in full, high-speed action, styling her, as well as fixing the mess she had caused with her makeup and the shallow burn on her neck.


  When they finished and showed Vivienne her reflection, she could barely recognize her appearance in the mirror. The corset cinching her waist over a fitted green floral dress merged a traditional and contemporary style that made her look elegant and sophisticated in a way she could never have pulled off on her own. 


  “I love it.” Vivienne swayed from side-to-side, the hem of the dress brushing against her knees. 


  Dahlia placed a pair of white heels in front of her — one of the prettiest pairs of shoes Vivienne had ever seen — certainly one she could never afford.


  “Like a princess.” Rosa tilted her head to the side before repositioning a misplaced strand of Vivienne’s hair. 


  “I don’t blame him for choosing you,” Hyacinth said. “It’s amazing that we get to be part of our country’s history by association to you. We’ve never had a commoner as queen before. Not since the Sideris Revolt when King Alexander picked his childhood sweetheart to rule with him.”


  “That doesn’t even count!” Dahlia straightened the skirt of Vivienne’s dress. “They were already in love before the Sideris Revolt. What I would like to know is if Prince Philip and Vivienne are in love.”


  “I was kind of disappointed that they didn’t kiss at Ashen earlier,” Rosa said, to which the other two girls agreed. 


  Vivienne blushed. What was she to say? 


  “Okay. Enough of this. We don’t have time.” Stasi came to her rescue. “Prince Philip will do whatever is best for Ancoria. That includes whomever he chooses to be queen. Whether they are in love or not is none of your business.”


  It was amazing to Vivienne that Stasi hadn’t spoken a single lie in her entire statement.


  “You are stunning, my friend.” Stasi’s posture relaxed as she perused Vivienne. “The country won’t know what hit them.”


  “That’s all thanks to these three talented women.” Vivienne gestured toward Dahlia, Hyacinth, and Rosa. “Thank you, ladies.”


  “I must say, my darlings,” Stasi said, “you have outdone yourselves.”


  “It’s our pleasure, Lady Stasi.” A fond smile crept over Dahlia’s lips. “You are about to become the most beautiful queen this kingdom has ever known, Miss Kristiansen.”


  Vivienne fought to keep her smile, because the lie she was a part of once again coiled around her chest and squeezed the breath out of her. “What Ancoria needs is a qualified queen, not just a beautiful one.”


  “Right.” Stasi huffed out a breath and linked arms with Vivienne. “We still have half an hour before he comes to fetch you. Care to take a walk with me in the gardens?”


  The notion of a qualified queen stuck with Vivienne. It wasn’t like she was about to become queen for real, but a sense of unsettledness was growing within her. Something wasn’t right about this whole scenario.


  “Vivienne?” Stasi nudged her. “Would you like to go on a walk while waiting for Philip? Outside?”


  It took all of Vivienne’s will power to push away the cloud brewing up a storm in her mind. “Yes, let’s go. I can use the fresh air.” She laid her palms on her chest, heaving a breath to try to diffuse the anxiety building within her.


  “Ladies.” Stasi nodded at Triflora. “Get some rest, and prepare for the gala this evening. I will have either Ingrid or Namia send you Vivienne’s complete profile. Make sure to read it when you have time to spare. It’ll be a long, but exciting day for all of us.” She motioned for Vivienne to follow her outside.


  They stepped out of the small gate of the Tudor-style townhouse and onto a pathway winding along cultured grass, a variety of flowers in bloom, gazebos, playgrounds, and fountains, leading up the hill where the Vasilian stood, proud and majestic. The Imperial was awake and alive around them, with everyone rushing either to or from their homes to take care of palace affairs.


  Yesterday, when Vivienne had passed through the same pathway, most everyone had greeted her with a smile upon eye contact, but besides a fleeting curiosity about her identity and presence there, they had barely paid attention to her. This time, she was a magnet for their stares, smiles, and waves. The prince had been right. She would be under a lot of scrutiny, with her every movement assessed, weighed, and measured.


  “I might not be able to keep up this lie, Stasi.” The truth burst out of her lips. “I went on this trip to honor Pax’s memory, and he wouldn’t approve of any of this. Are we doing the right thing here?”


  Stasi waited until they had gone several paces forward before answering. “Can’t lie to you, Viv. I don’t know.”


  “That’s not very reassuring.”


  “I wish I could tell you something different, but I want to be as truthful with you as I can throughout this process. You need to be able to trust me, and I won’t get that trust by lying to you. Vivienne, I don’t know what my cousin is up to or why he is doing this. What I do know is that Philip wouldn’t attempt anything as massive and as radical as this, if he didn’t believe it to be absolutely necessary.”


  “I need more than that, Stasi.” Vivienne winced. “What does any of this have to do with Paxnisi? What were those people at Ashen so angry about?” 


  “Only he can give you the answers to those questions, and to be frank, it would take a miracle for you to get anything out of him when it comes to this. If he can’t trust even Namia or me with the full story, it’s hard to believe he will say anything to you about Paxnisi.”


  At every mention of the island, grief resurfaced within Vivienne. Had she ever even been given a chance to properly grieve for Paxnisi and all the bloodshed that turned the once great island into ruins?


  “Vivienne—” Stasi gripped her wrist “—at this point, it will be difficult for us to repair the damage if you suddenly back out, so I hope you don’t, but to be honest, the earlier you back out, the better. The longer we go through with this, the more events you attend, it will get much more difficult to repair the country’s trust in my cousin should they find out about his ruse. Are you thinking of backing out?”


  “Yes,” Vivienne admitted. “I’m sorry, Stasi. It’s not that I can’t handle the pressure. I just need assurance that we’re doing the right thing. Who will give me that assurance? Also, the right thing for whom? I don’t even know what we’re trying to divert the country’s attention from, exactly. Do you?”


  Stasi shrugged. “Bits and pieces of it, yes, but all I have is trust in my future king. I know Philip. He’s a good man. If he can trust you because I say so, can you trust him because you trust me?”


  “I feel like I don’t have a choice.”


  “You do. We won’t hold it against you if you back out. It’ll be difficult, but we’ll figure out a way to spin the narrative. It’s what I’m here for. Still, better now than later, Viv. You understand. Do you want to back out?”


  Vivienne’s shoulders sagged. Would she want to complicate this scenario further for them? “I’m not sure what I want, Stasi.”


  “I understand. You consented under duress. What happened at Ashen was our mess, and you helped us clean it up. I’ll be the first to admit we coerced you into this, and I’m truly sorry for putting you through that. If you need time to think this through, we certainly want to give that to you, but are you able to help us out at least for the rest of today before you make a final decision?”


  “One day. I can live with that.” Did Prince Philip realize how much of an asset Stasi was to him? He most likely did, considering the amount of trust he had for her.


  “Thank you, Vivienne.”


  “So, what exactly do you want me to do?”


  The softness in Stasi’s countenance quickly sharpened as she shifted modes from friend to PR manager. “Right, so this whole afternoon is all about selling a story, showing people that what happened at the memorial wasn’t just some stunt. The goal is to convince everyone that this is real. We need them to buy into the idea that he truly believes you can be queen. Most Ancorinos have no delusions about love being a factor when a prince chooses a favored candidate. It’s always about appearances, whether she’s regal enough, respectable enough, even beautiful enough to be a representative of the country. You are already all of that, so honestly, Viv, all you have to do is to show up, pay attention to his cues, and be the beauty that you are.”


  “Okay?” Vivienne winced at all this emphasis on her physical appearance. “I’ll try my best, Stasi.”


  “That’s all we can ask for.”


  Vivienne swallowed back the unease that had anchored itself in her chest. God, if You want me to do this, I need You to give me peace.


  Her discomfort must have been evident, based on the way Stasi’s face fell. “Viv, you have leverage here,” she said. “You can negotiate. Knowing Namia, she probably already has a contract drafted and a more comprehensive NDA than what I asked you to sign. She and Marcel will have lawyers and investigators make sure this whole thing will not harm the prince or the royal family in any way.”


  Vivienne bit her lip. Would they find out about her past? Should she be more open about her true heritage?


  “If you decide to push through with this beyond today, I suggest you think about what you want in return. Don’t sign any contract Namia gives you unless there are stipulations to compensate you for agreeing to this charade. If there’s anything you want, anything that will help make this whole scenario easier for you, all you have to do is ask. Philip is aware of the gravity of what he’s asking of you. Right now, I doubt there’ll be anything he will say no to if it’s you who’s asking. If I were you, I would ask him to give me half the kingdom.” Stasi giggled. “He might say yes.”


  The familiarity of Stasi’s humor lightened Vivienne’s heart. “What would I do with half a kingdom? All I might ask for is a permanent residence visa and maybe also a lifetime of free airplane rides here, so I can come and stay whenever I want, for however long I want.”


  “Vivienne Kristiansen, this is the ruler of the entire kingdom we’re talking about. A visa and free plane rides? Viv, ask for land and a house. An entire estate with cows and horses, chickens and pigs, orchards and vineyards, a butler and a maid, even. If you don’t want that, don’t settle for one residence! Ask for a house in all fourteen islands. At this rate, he might consider giving you your own space here at the Imperial or Aristo Heights or Peregrine Cove. Prime real estate. Ask and you will receive.”


  “Does he know you’re suggesting this?”


  “Of course not.” Stasi chuckled. “It’s not only him I’m looking out for in this situation. I want to make sure my best friend gets her fair share from this deal as well. Viv, you have to believe me when I say I had no idea your trip here would turn out this way, but you arrived at just the right time, and I’m so grateful that you rose to the occasion. Our family will owe you for life. Think carefully about what you really want out of this, and ask Philip to give it to you. No one will think less of you, if you do. Least of all him.”


  “I’ll give it some thought.” Vivienne nodded. What did she want out of this? She wanted to make sure this was for the good of the kingdom and not just the prince lying to his people for whatever reason, but what could he do or say to make her confident that this was the case? The more she went along with this, the more Vivienne struggled to think clearly. Everything was going at lightning speed. How could Stasi ask her to come up with what she wanted when she still couldn’t grasp what she had gotten herself into? They took a turn and came upon a tall, white gazebo-shaped structure, with hanging vines twirling from its roof down to its poles, each column connected by clear glass panels. Vivienne pointed at the garden structure. “Can I go there? I want to see what’s inside, and I think I need time to pray alone.”


  Stasi nodded. “One of the guards will be standing watch outside. I’ll let the prince know where you are.”


  “Thank you.”


  Stasi walked her to the gazebo before taking her leave.


  Vivienne entered the structure to discover herself inside a greenhouse instead of a gazebo. Crown imperial lilies, which usually bloomed in spring, surrounded her. The pretty flowers were of the salmon pink variant — brahms — the kind that didn’t exude a musk so strong, it would frighten away rodents. The crown imperials of her childhood were of the more stinky variety. They were great for keeping crops safe from unwanted devourers. Amma used to call her his little crown imperial when she had been a child running home, all sweaty and stinky from play. She chuckled at the memory.


  Crown imperials were permanently bowing down, and it humbled her to see them. She had always found it odd that someone from long ago had chosen this particular flower to be one of the kingdom’s emblems. It seemed so weak compared to the power men like Prince Philip exuded. She brushed her fingers against one of the lilies, appreciating the bell-shaped blooms, crowned on top by small leaves.


  The blossoms reminded her of childhood afternoons along the cliffs and meadows of Paxnisi, of her inna’s small garden behind the cottage she had known as home. They reminded her of sacrifice, servanthood, and surrender — things her parents had exhibited throughout their lives, stolen from them, from Vivienne, too soon. This humble, but beautiful, piece of the Lord’s creation brought about a divine hush within the dome-like structure. God made up for His silence with His presence — unseen, but acknowledged by her spirit. He would never leave her nor forsake her. Even if she didn’t know which way to go, it didn’t matter as much as the fact that she would not go through this alone. In her mind’s eye, she could see Pax smiling at her, laughing at her, telling her she could do everything through Christ. Even this.


  The sun’s rays streamed past the glass paneling to caress her skin, and she lifted her face to the heavens, eyes closed, whispering a heartfelt prayer: “Let Your will be done, oh Lord. I surrender.”
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  Philip flinched, almost dropping the camera in his hands when he stepped into the greenhouse to find Vivienne basking in sunlight, surrounded by crown imperials of sweet pink. His mouth dropped out of its own volition at the image before him. It was too perfect, too beautiful. All of it. The floral green dress, the soft curls framing her face, the sun shining down on her like the heavens itself had decided to open up and express approval of her.   


  Vivienne’s lips moved to speak words he couldn’t hear.


  Was she praying? Philip’s brows furrowed. Why did the discovery that she was the type to pray fill him with so much pride on her behalf? Why did she look so exquisitely beautiful while speaking to God?


  If only he could freeze that moment and forever capture it in his memory. His grip tightened around the gadget in his hands. He was holding a camera. Her camera. He should use it. She wouldn’t mind, would she? After all, the picture would be of her. He had to be quick about this then. It was almost painful to take his eyes away from Vivienne, so he could spend several seconds figuring out how to snap a quick photo of her, but it was a necessity if he wanted a lasting remembrance of this moment.


  He lifted the camera, framed it, and put it in focus, before taking the shot. The loud click made her shoulders jolt. She turned to her side, and her radiant smile widened at the sight of him. 


  A pleasant ache spread across his chest at her welcoming smile. She certainly looked the part of a princess, but did she have what it took to become a queen? He captured the thought before it could run amok in his mind and infect his soul. This was all pretend. She wasn’t actually going to be his wife. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other to help steady himself before his rationality could falter. This moment had made it clear to Philip that he had to stay on guard around Vivienne.


  “Your highness?” She bowed her head, but it wasn’t out of deference. It was more like she was encouraging him to speak to her. 


  Only then did he realize. His mouth was still hanging open. He closed it quickly and gave her a nod. “Miss Kristiansen.” He lifted the camera. “We removed the film from earlier. All the photos you took are now being processed. The security team will need to go through it all before giving you your own copies.” He approached to hand the camera over to her.


  Hints of pink highlighted her cheekbones. Was she blushing or was that just her makeup? She took the camera from him. “Thank you.” She stared at it, seemingly not knowing what to do. The awkward block of synthetic black that was her camera did not go well with the elegance of her attire. 


  “Marcel can hold on to it for now. He will give it to Stasi, so she can return it to you later tonight.” Philip took the device from her. “For now, let’s take a walk, shall we? Stasi says you have a few things you want to discuss with me.” He offered his elbow to her.


  She hooked a hand over the crook of his elbow and let him lead her out of the greenhouse, where his entourage was waiting.


  Philip handed the camera to Marcel. “Give this to Stasi later. There’s a roll of film in it with one picture. Replace the roll with a new one. Have the image developed. I want two copies of the photograph.”


  Marcel nodded. “Of course.”


  Without another word, he led his pretend love interest through the pathways leading up the hill from the Imperial’s gardens to the Vasilian’s. His entourage trailed behind them, keeping themselves several meters away to give the pair an illusion of privacy.


  “Where’s Stasi?” Vivienne asked.


  “She’s already at the party, trying to get a scope on who’s there.”


  “Have you spoken to the queen? Will she be there?”


  “Yes. That.” Philip flinched. He had a feeling Vivienne wouldn’t like what he was about to say. “Part of why I wanted to go about things this way is—”


  “This way?”


  “You and me convincing the world we’re engaged.”


  “That.” Her lip twitched. “I see. Please continue.”


  “One of the reasons I’m doing this is to get the queen off my back. Should she ever find out that none of this is real, she will insist that we continue with the selection process, which I have no time for. That means—”


  “—we need to convince her that this engagement is real.” There was no mistaking the dismay in Vivienne’s voice.


  “Right. I understand you may have qualms about this?”


  “This lie seems to be getting more and more elaborate by the minute, your highness. The queen was kind to me. It doesn’t feel right to trick her.”


  “If it helps you feel better about it, Miss Kristiansen, this is all on me.”


  “No, it’s not.” She let go of his arm. Her soft hands formed into fists. “That may be the problem here, Sir.”


  Philip narrowed his eyes at her. “How so?”


  She stopped walking.


  He turned to face her. “Miss Kristiansen.”


  “Your highness.” She lowered her eyes, almost like she couldn’t stand to lock gazes with him, like her mind was scrambling for something to say as she shook her head. “You’re asking me to trust you, to trust that what we’re doing is for the good of the kingdom. You’re asking me to lie not only to your mother, the queen, but to an entire nation, the entire world even. This isn’t just on you, my lord. This is on me as well. I have to live with the consequences of saying yes to your request, and I don’t think I can do that unless—” She faltered.


  “Unless what, Vivienne?”


  “Unless you trust me as well. Do you trust me?”


  Philip smirked. “Miss Kristiansen, I just asked you to marry me in front of my entire kingdom. If I didn’t trust you, do you believe I would do such a thing?”


  “You trust me because of Stasi, not because of me.”


  “Of course. Is that not the same reason you trust me?”


  At that, her lashes fluttered. She lowered her gaze as if to give his point some thought. 


  “What are you really asking of me here, Miss Kristiansen?”


  “I said yes to this, and I don’t want to back out and put you and Stasi in a more complicated situation than you’re already in. So, I will agree to do everything I can to help you, my lord, but I have conditions.”


  His brow quirked up, his curiosity piqued. “Stasi did mention you might have a few of those. Half the kingdom, like Stasi suggested? Permanent residency in Ancoria? Your own land here? Cows and horses? A title perhaps? Duquésa, maybe? What can the crown offer you for your compliance, Miss Kristiansen?”


  “If you wish for us to push through with this, I need to know that we’re in this together, that I have a voice in all the decisions that need to be made. I understand that you know better than I when it comes to the affairs of the kingdom. I need to follow your lead in most things, of that I am aware, but Stasi told me to speak up about what would make me comfortable doing this, and after giving it some thought, I’ve decided that I want agency.”


  “Agency?”


  “I need to feel like I can speak up and have a say about the things we’re doing.”


  Philip bristled. “I will be straightforward with you, Miss Kristiansen, because I believe we need to be honest with each other to make this work. One of the main reasons I chose you for this is that you are more likely to simply obey and do as you are told. The ladies on Ingrid’s shortlist wouldn’t do that. They have too much of an ego, not to mention their own agendas and motivations, a lot of which I have no time nor desire to keep second-guessing. What I need in this scenario is a soldier who will follow my orders. Are you saying now that there is a possibility you will resist when I ask something of you?”


  "Resist? No. Voice out my concerns? Yes. Yours will always be the final say, your highness. You are ruler of this land, and I will defer to your commands. I'm not asking to lead, my lord. I'm asking to be heard, to be given a voice."


  He allowed himself several seconds to process through what she was saying. “A voice it is, then.” He nodded before offering his arm to her again so they could continue walking toward their destination.


  She didn’t take his arm; instead, she remained rooted to her spot.


  “Is there anything else, Miss Kristiansen? Any other conditions?”


  “I would like to know what’s happening in Paxnisi.”


  Her mention of the island made him second-guess this entire plan. “You heard what the insurgents at the memorial said.”


  “I heard a lot of things. What is the truth? Is the lockdown at Paxnisi a sign of possible war? Why do we need to divert the attention of Ancoria from what’s happening there?”


  Philip flinched. Her inquisitiveness about the state of Paxnisi was a red flag to him. To trust her with the full truth was not something he was willing to do. How could he answer her question without actually answering it? “Let’s just say that if the people find out what’s happening there, they will demand something of me that I cannot give. Not yet.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Vivienne, my amma ended centuries of conflict with Qranth when he turned over Paxnisi to them. We’ve enjoyed peace for the past decade because of that decision.”


  “A decision I don’t believe I can ever agree with,” Vivienne said.


  His brow rose. “Excuse me?”


  “I didn’t agree with his decision to turn over an entire island to Qranth. The peace of Ancoria came at the cost of the lives of the Ancorinos of Paxnisi whose only option had been to resist or to risk raising up the next generation under what I’m sure you’re aware is an oppressive government.”


  The more she spoke, the more his defenses came up. “You don’t know what you speak of, Miss Kristiansen. The matter is far more complex than what you might have read in newspapers or seen on the evening news. You haven’t the slightest idea the sacrifices we’ve made to ensure the safety of our people on that island.”


  “Your people? Does that include the people of Paxnisi who used to be Ancorinos? Were they not once your people too?”


  “Things would have turned out differently if the people of Paxnisi had trusted us. Miss Kristiansen, I caution you not to tread further into this territory, because I will not be questioned about the king’s decision to turn the island over to Qranth. It is a matter far too close to my heart for me to stand questioned by a foreigner who knows nothing about our country’s affairs beyond what she reads in books or sees on the news.” His tone had gone an octave deeper, and he had taken on a combative stance that had made many a man cower before him, but not her.


  Vivienne remained unflinching, her eyes raised to meet his, like she had already bought into the pretense that they were equals when they were far from it.


  Philip took a step forward so he could tower over her and remind her whom she was speaking to. “Weigh your next words carefully, Miss Kristiansen. Your voice has been heard, and it is my answer to you that Paxnisi is none of your concern. You are not to ask me about that island again.”


  The battle within her mind could clearly be seen in the way her jaw clenched and the angles of her face tightened. She then lowered her eyes and blew out a breath. “I apologize for my brazenness, your highness, but I cannot in good conscience continue to do this if what you’re asking me to do is at the expense of the people of Paxnisi. Can you give me your word that Paxnisi will not suffer further harm because I agreed to be your diversion?”


  Her words revealed the struggle of her heart, and it moved him to hear it, but how could he promise her such a thing? The people of Paxnisi should be of no consequence to him. The island was no longer a part of his domain, its people no longer his people. Why add another island to the fourteen that were already dangling the Saint Sword over his head? His jaw tightened. “Vivienne, what Qranth does to Paxnisi is beyond my control. I cannot give you a promise I can’t keep.”


  Her eyes glazed over as she backed a step away from him. Her gaze ran the length of his shoulders and his arms. “I’m not sure my conscience will be able to handle it if, whether here or in Paxnisi, people get hurt because of this lie we’re perpetrating.”


  “Maybe it will give you some level of assurance if I give you a promise that I can keep, Miss Kristiansen.” Philip stepped back and lifted her face, so he could look her in the eye. “You have my word that this ruse is buying me time to do the best that I can to help both Ancoria and Paxnisi.”


  Her eyes cleared. The strained angles of her face eased. 


  Somehow, all he could think about at that moment was how much he wanted to kiss her, but just like in Ashen, that still small voice prevented him from doing so. He let go of her chin. “Is that promise enough for you to agree to help me, Miss Kristiansen?”


  She lowered her eyes to give it some thought before she nodded slowly. “That would have to be enough for me.”


  “So, shall we proceed to the luncheon then? Do you have any other conditions? Any of the other stuff Stasi mentioned, perhaps?”


  Her laughter assured him that their standoff was over. A truce had been achieved. “Stasi is just looking out for me, your highness. My desire is to serve Ancoria while I’m here. It’s enough reward for me that I get to be a part of the history of this country in some small way.”


  Philip didn’t quite know what to make of her. Why did she have such a love for their country, to begin with? There were a lot more countries, also rich in history, that she could latch on to. Why theirs? Was it a good thing or a bad thing that she was so passionate about Ancoria? “Namia will draft a contract, which will include your stipulations as well as any other conditions you might think of. You will receive it by the end of the day, so if there’s anything else, feel free to tell me, so I can relay it to her.”


  “There is one more thing, Sir.”


  “What is it?”


  She could barely look his way as she spoke. Her embarrassment was almost endearing as she stated her request. “I said yes at the memorial when you asked to kiss me. I am grateful that you didn’t go through with it, but I’d still like to request that you don’t ask something like that of me again. Not when none of this is real.”


  Understanding came over him. “Of course. I will not overstep again, Vivienne. I apologize for putting you in that predicament. It is my genuine desire that you be as comfortable as possible with this entire process.”


  “There’s no need for apologies.” Her voice broke. “I’m glad we have that settled.”


  “Shall we go then? Are you sure there’s nothing else you want to ask for?”


  “There’s nothing else, my lord. That’s it.”


  “Let me know if you change your mind.” He offered his arm to her. This time, she once again placed her hand on the crook of his arm and walked alongside him.


  There was a pleasantness to the silence between them as they proceeded to the Vasilian’s private gardens. A satisfaction came over Philip over the agreement he had struck with Vivienne, and having her alongside him and totally on board with his plan made Philip feel something he hadn’t felt in a long time: like every step he was taking was a step in the right direction.
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  The lively chatter of their guests cultivated a festive atmosphere drowning out the soft harp music of the internationally renowned Ancorina musician. Her ivory stringed instrument rested diagonally from her left shoulder, between her knees, and down to the circular platform of reinforced glass in the middle of a man-made pond, where swans and lily pads were floating above imported koi fish. Oblivious at first of the prince’s arrival, the clergymen of Ancoria were savoring the spread of barbecued meat, roasted turkey, vegetable side dishes, fresh fruit, and a variety of Ancorian delicacies on their tables. 


  Philip’s mouth watered as the herald tried to get everyone’s attention to announce the arrival of the prince and his future bride. Before the herald could speak, hearty laughter boomed from the table of the queen. Vivienne’s eyes widened at the sound that could only have rippled from Bishop Redmond’s belly.


  Philip leaned closer to Vivienne so he could whisper in her ear. “He’s the pastor of Chapel Vasilian. He’s one of the king’s advisers and my primary spiritual mentor.”


  Vivienne’s curt nod made it appear as if she had known this information all her life. “Should I be on guard?” 


  “You should always be on guard.” 


  Vivienne bared her teeth in a brilliant smile as the herald finished announcing their presence. How was she so composed? She could almost convince him that she had prepared her entire life for a role like this. It was hard to imagine that her job description when the day started had been Stasi’s intern turned photographer. 


  The guests rose as Philip guided Vivienne forward. More than a few gazes followed her all the way to the queen’s table. No evidence of the apprehension she had before their arrival was present. She was a vision of calm, almost ethereal and as graceful as the swans on the nearby pond. 


  His heart warmed at the smile the queen gave his willing accomplice as they both bowed to acknowledge the ruling monarch. The queen motioned for them to take their seats, with Philip sitting between Vivienne and the queen. 


  Once they were settled, everyone else sat back down. When the chatter once again filled the atmosphere, the queen leaned over to have a hushed conversation with him.


  “She certainly looks the part,” his inna said. “You make a stunning couple.”


  “Thank you, Inna.”


  “My recognition of surface appearance is not a sign of approval, Philip. We’re not there yet.”


  “I didn’t think we were. I trust you will stand by what we agreed upon earlier.”


  “Have I ever been one to go back on my word?” 


  “Never. You are the kind of queen I wish Vivienne will someday be.”


  “I pray whoever becomes your queen will do far better than I, Philip. The country deserves as much.”


  The tenderness of his inna’s voice betrayed her sincerity, and it was a caress to his soul even if a slew of doubts and accusations assaulted his senses as he made his request to the queen. “Take her under your wing and find out for yourself, if she can become what you pray for.” 


  His inna’s stare was a clear attempt to understand the workings of his mind and soul. “Still full of surprises, my son. Much has changed, but that hasn’t.”


  “Don’t count on it to change any time soon, Inna.”


  Her smile was enough to ease his concerns about how she was handling his sudden engagement to a woman who had been a stranger to them only a week ago. She waved her hand to dismiss him and shifted focus to the bishop’s wife beside her. Whether that was a sign that she had turned him over to his own plans and purposes was yet to be determined, but for now, Philip had his reprieve. 


  His stomach demanded attention, so he first filled his plate with enough to sustain his strength and satisfy his cravings. He then ate his food in silence while giving ear to Vivienne’s banter with the elderly bishop.


  “It has been a dream of mine to visit Chapel Vasilian.” Vivienne spun her plate around — three turns, to be exact. Her focus, however, was completely on the bishop. “I’m sure the pictures do it no justice. It’s such a glorious testament of how much this country still holds its faith close to heart.”


  “Let’s hope it stays that way.” Bishop Redmond’s animated eyes tilted down, his silver-streaked beard brushing against his full chest. “I fear the days to come will only usher in darker times. That’s why we need leaders who are willing to stand for righteousness and stay in the light, no matter how much the dark rages.”


  “You believe King Edward is that kind of leader?” 


  “Hmm...” The bishop stroked his graying beard, his dark face crinkling as he considered her question. “I believe he is God’s chosen leader for the country. That is why I will support him and his family to my dying breath.” 


  The almost unrecognizable shudder of Vivienne’s fingers as she tucked her knife in between her folded linen napkin made Philip raise a brow. What was she doing? The grilled steak on her plate remained uncut. How did she intend to eat her meal? Eyes narrowed, he focused on his own food as Bishop Redmond’s deep, gravelly voice took over the conversation. 


  “The king is by no means perfect. Even I, as one of his staunchest supporters, can attest to that, but I believe his highness is sincere in his desire to serve God and do what is right by Ancoria. I don’t always agree with the choices he makes, but I’ve never doubted that his heart is in the right place. We must keep in mind as citizens of this country and supporters of the king that the throne of this kingdom is powerful, but not at all comfortable. We live in a day and age that chooses independence over service. I’m afraid the crown will only grow heavier for every king who inherits the throne.” Bishop Redmond leaned forward to give Philip a pointed look. “I have no doubt our beloved prince is already feeling the weight of it. Am I wrong, your highness?”


  Philip swallowed his food and cleared his throat. “Not at all, good sir. My head feels its weight now even as we speak.” He gestured toward Vivienne’s untouched meal, her plate containing only a large slab of uncut steak and buttered vegetables. “You should eat, Vivienne. We have a long day ahead of us.” 


  The slight movement on her delicate throat indicated a gulp as she perused her food. She picked up the fork and took a stab at the vegetables. 


  Why had she taken the meat if she had no intention of eating it? There were so many other food choices on the table. Philip caught himself. Why was he obsessing over what she would or would not eat? He should leave Vivienne to her peculiarities and focus on the bishop instead. 


  Bishop Redmond, however, had his full attention on Vivienne. “The palace chef makes the best steak. I’ve traveled across the world and have never tasted anything better than this.” With gusto, he sliced through the steak on his plate and popped a large serving of the food in his mouth. 


  Philip smirked. Was that why Vivienne had a huge steak on her plate? Had it been because of Bishop Redmond’s recommendation? He chewed his turkey salad slowly, curious to find out what Vivienne intended to do with her steak knife still hidden in her table napkin. His brows lifted when she took a spoon in one hand and a fork in the other and tried to use the spoon to cut the meat. Why wouldn’t she just use the steak knife?


  Her every move captured the attention of both men, and it took a good minute before Philip couldn’t stand it any longer. “Vivienne, give me your plate.”


  Her cheeks drained of color. “I—” There it was again. That hint of vulnerability about her that the queen had warned him about. How was it that she showed no signs of intimidation when he was trying to give her a show of strength during their conversation earlier, but she was cowering at the simple task of cutting a steak?


  Philip pulled her plate closer to him and picked up his steak knife. He caught on to her slight flinch as if she feared he would stab her with what was normally considered an innocuous object. He started cutting her steak. 


  Bishop Redmond chuckled. “Interesting. I can’t say I’ve ever seen the prince serve anybody this way. You must be quite special for him to do something like that for you.” 


  “Did you not hear the announcement earlier, Bishop?” Philip did quick work of the tender meat as he cut Vivienne’s food into bite-sized pieces.


  “What announcement?”


  “When the herald announced our arrival.”


  “I must admit I was preoccupied with the conversation I was having with the queen.”


  “Miss Kristiansen is my fiancée.” 


  The bishop’s eyes widened. He threw his head back before fixing his eyes on Vivienne. “You surprise me, young woman.”


  “That’s been happening a lot lately.” Vivienne’s nervous laughter only intrigued Philip further. Why was she, all of a sudden, acting so anxious? “Something tells me there might be a lot more surprises ahead.”


  “If the surprises are coming from you, then I’m sure they could only be beautiful.” The bishop was beaming. “It would be such an honor, should his highness permit, if the lady could come visit me and my family to dine with us in our home.”


  Philip made an effort to hide his own surprise, because he had never seen the bishop take to a stranger to the royal family as quickly as this. What was it about Vivienne that charmed everyone around him? 


  Vivienne glanced at Philip. Her expectant eyes told him she wanted to accept the bishop’s invite. 


  Philip pushed her plate of food back in front of her. The slight twitch of her lip when he put his steak knife away wasn’t lost on him. Did she have a problem with knives? When she focused on eating, he focused on addressing the bishop. “We need to take her schedule into consideration, but I’m sure we can accommodate the request within the following weeks. Namia will inform you once she’s able to visit, Bishop Redmond.”


  “Will you both be at church this Sunday?”


  “Of course.”


  The larger-than-life figure nodded. “I’d like to remind you, your highness, that my door is open to you any time.”


  “Thank you, Bishop. The demands of the state in Amma’s absence prevents me from paying you a much-needed visit, but I will find time. The Lord knows I’m in need of wise counsel.”


  “I understand, but I’m also just a phone call away, Philip. Ah, but I will not press you any further. I can wait until Sunday. Emma and I will be praying for Vivienne and you until then.” Bishop Redmond cast a glance at Vivienne. “Is this new relationship something to be kept under wraps?”


  “I wish I could say yes, but today’s events have forced an earlier reveal of our relationship,” Philip said. “You will see much of what happened on the news today, Bishop. We can only hope that the kingdom will respond well to the revelation.”


  “Most of us believe that you will choose wisely, your highness, and if my short interaction with her at this table is any indication, I do believe the kingdom wouldn’t find it hard to embrace her.” 


  Bishop Redmond’s response was nothing short of a miracle. To say that Philip didn’t see it coming was an understatement. The bishop had always been a kind and fatherly figure to Philip and the rest of the royal court. He was a source of comfort and spiritual counsel to them, even if he didn’t always agree with their decisions as rulers of the land. Bishop Redmond, however, was also tough and almost territorial in his commitment to protect the royal family, so new people introduced to their inner circle usually brought about a fierceness about him. Not Vivienne, though. Within the span of minutes, she had already managed to appeal to his warm and kind nature. Philip couldn’t wait to ask her how she had disarmed the bishop.


  “You are a revelation,” he told Vivienne after the luncheon wrapped up and they proceeded toward his car to get to their next destination. “I’ve never seen Bishop Redmond take to a person the way he warmed up to you almost instantly. He’s usually very testy when it comes to new people in our lives.”


  “That’s why Marquésa Saint used to hate him.” Stasi was keeping in pace with them from behind. “He never liked her.”


  “She probably still hates him,” Namia said. 


  “What did you do to get on his good side?” Philip asked.


  Vivienne seemed completely dumbfounded as she shrugged. “We mostly just talked about the food. I asked him what he would recommend I try. He put the steak on my plate and asked me what I did for a living. I told him I used to work as an executive assistant for a CEO, but took a leave of absence to honor my father’s dying wish. He asked who my father was, and the conversation flowed from there. We got to talking about Pax’s faith in God and how Pax had once made me watch one of the bishop’s sermons on video, and I’ve dreamed of visiting his church ever since.”


  While Vivienne’s response explained a lot about why Bishop Redmond had taken so kindly to her — the bishop loved people who love Jesus — the mention of her having already watched the bishop’s sermons on video a long time ago gave Philip pause. There it was again. Vivienne’s interest in Ancoria. What had brought it about? Why was she so familiar with their customs, their culture, their history? Was she a crown-chaser? Was her agreement to go along with his plan part of some ploy to become queen or, at the very least, to improve her social standing in Ancoria? To what end? Surely, she couldn’t be as pristine as presented.


  “Your highness?” Namia snapped her fingers to get his attention. “We lost you there.”


  “Sorry. I have a lot on my mind.”


  “Marcel was saying that he just received word that the press is swarming the ribbon-cutting — not the usual type you expect for these events. We’re getting all kinds of media people out there. News about what happened at Ashen is making its rounds, so there’s a larger crowd than usual as well.”


  “Let’s take it as a good sign that they’re curious about Vivienne. I doubt any of them are there to ask about what the insurgents were shouting about at the memorial.” He turned to Vivienne. “They’re going to throw questions at you.” He was about to instruct her not to answer, but remembered her request for agency. “What do you want to do?”


  Vivienne didn’t even flinch. “You said you thought it best if they know less and if we kept an air of mystery. Would it be rude not to answer at all? To just stay in the background?”


  Philip was almost proud of her. “Not at all, but I’d rather you be at the forefront and not the background. We do things together, remember? We will cut that ribbon together as a show of unity.”


  The small smile of approval on her face made him feel like he’d just won something. “As you wish. Together then.”


  He offered his hand to her, and she placed her hand in his, but something had begun to disturb Philip’s peace.


  Vivienne was perfect. Too perfect.


  She was indeed a revelation, but what would time and a bit of earnest digging reveal about Vivienne Kristiansen? He couldn’t wait to get hold of her profile, her background, everything that could be discovered about her, because he couldn’t afford to have her be a mystery to him the same way he wanted her to be a mystery to the rest of the world.
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  not everyone is your friend


  



  



  Cameras had been flashing at Vivienne all day long, but she still had to adjust to the constant and numerous flashes of light aiming to frame and picture the glamorous stars on the indigo carpet of the Lane Awards. Celebrities surrounded her — actors and actresses she had only seen in Ancorian movies recommended to her by either Pax or Stasi. Vivienne had never been as star-struck, humbled by the opportunity to be among the brightest stars of Ancoria’s burgeoning film industry.   


  Being there made her all the more aware of the stature of the man she was standing next to. While even the A-list stars of Oro Valle had to stand around waiting for their turn to walk the indigo carpet, the moment Prince Philip and Vivienne arrived, they were given immediate priority, skipping stars like Valor Andino and Ava Allaire to face the photographers, who seemed to have doubled the moment they had arrived. Despite their refusal to entertain interviews, questions were still being fired at them as the press snapped photo after photo of the so-called royal couple. 


  “Why have we never heard of Miss Kristiansen before?” 


  “Who is she?”


  “Prince Philip, may we have a few shots of only her?”


  An audible gasp could be heard across the line of photographers, but before Vivienne could even start to get tense, Prince Philip immediately obliged and stepped back to give Vivienne the spotlight. He had been adamant about her being on the forefront of the day’s events, and he had certainly taken every opportunity to highlight her as much as he could. Vivienne tried not to get too overwhelmed by the situation and set her focus on smiling for the cameras and drawing from the images she had in her head from photos of Queen Raina attending gala events. The cameramen kept shouting words of encouragement to her, complimenting her and instructing her how they wanted her to pose, where they wanted her to look. Vivienne could only try her best and hope that she hadn’t made a complete fool of herself. Once the photographers signaled that they were done, and she could move on, she turned to search for the prince only to find him answering the questions of an interviewer. She was about to go to him, when a familiar face caught her attention. 


  Landon Kent was approaching her. 


  “Miss Kristiansen.” He leaned forward, his lips close to her ear, his voice only loud enough for her to make out his words. “I would like to have a word with you this evening. In private.”


  “Lord Landon, I’m not sure if—”


  “Pax would’ve wanted you to talk to me.”


  The shock of hearing her father’s name on his lips left Vivienne speechless. How could he possibly know about Pax? 


  “Lord Landon.” The prince’s hand found the small of her back. “Shall we head inside? We wouldn’t want to get in the way of our kingdom’s stars.” 


  “None seem to be brighter than you and your lovely guest, your highness, but of course.” The duqué stood to his full height before bowing his head to acknowledge the prince. He then stepped aside to let them go ahead. 


  Lord Landon followed as Prince Philip led Vivienne out of the indigo carpet and into the main building of Theatro en Valle. The lobby of the famed theater was already filling up with the stars of Ancoria conversing with each other or simply passing through to get to their seats. By the grand staircase, the prince turned to shake hands with the duqué. 


  “Quite a glamorous evening you’ve prepared for us tonight, Landon,” the prince said. “I’m sure this year’s gala will outdo last year’s.”


  “It already has. After all, we’re making history here as the first Lane Awards night our future queen has ever attended.” He raised a brow at Vivienne, who tried not to squirm even as the prince’s hand slipped to her waist. What did the duqué know about her background? Was he friend or foe?


  “You’ve met my fiancée before?” Philip asked.


  “I have, yes. Has she not mentioned that we crossed paths with each other upon her arrival here? We were on the same plane. I assisted the lady with her luggage.” Lord Landon narrowed his eyes at Vivienne. “I must say, it comes as a surprise to me that a week ago, she was here to be Lady Anastasia’s intern; now, the crown is heralding her to the rest of the kingdom as the prince’s favored candidate — the one most likely to be our future queen. What a whirlwind adventure you’re having in our kingdom, my lady. It must have left you breathless.”


  “Words cannot even begin to describe how true that is, Lord Landon.” Vivienne’s heart was pounding against her chest. Questions about the duqué were beginning to crowd her mind. 


  “What were you doing flying on a public aircraft, Landon?” Prince Philip chuckled. “Have the multiple luxury jets in your private hangar stopped flying?” 


  “Let’s just say I had a very specific reason to be on that particular flight.” The corner of Lord Landon’s eyes crinkled in amusement, despite him shooting a pointed look at Vivienne. “I also wanted to make sure our airline’s first class accommodations were to my liking. Were you satisfied with it, Miss Kristiansen?”


  “I was.” Vivienne nodded. 


  “Good to hear. My invite to you remains, should the prince allow it.”


  Vivienne froze. His invite? To talk in private about Pax?


  “An invite?” Prince Philip asked. 


  “I mentioned to her that should she ever wish to take a break from Luxersom City, she and Lady Anastasia are welcome to spend time in one of my properties here in Oro Valle. Only with his highness’s permission, of course. It also goes without saying that the invite extends to you, Prince Philip. I’m sure you could use some time off yourself.”


  “We all could, but we both know that kingdom matters will prevent me from taking a break any time soon. The same goes for Miss Kristiansen, unfortunately.”


  “Ah, yes. Such a shame.” Lord Landon gestured toward Vivienne. “At least you have by your side the prettiest of diversions, your highness. I have to say I’m a bit disappointed that you have chosen to forgo all the pageantry that comes with selecting a candidate in public. The country would have loved it, but we will have to be satisfied with keeping up with Miss Kristiansen’s progress as she prepares to be our queen. That does come with its own share of unending obligations.”


  “You understand then.” Prince Philip smiled.


  “Indeed, I do. Well, I will not hold you back any longer. Your private box is waiting for you. I hope you both enjoy the rest of the evening. Your highness.” Lord Landon bowed his head at the prince.


  “Lord Landon.” 


  “Lady Vivienne, I wish to see you again before the night ends.” The duqué bowed his head her way. “Always a delight to be in your presence.”


  “I’ll see you at the Librarium tomorrow, Lord Landon,” Prince Philip said.


  The men’s eyes locked and a somber acknowledgment of things unspoken passed between them. Vivienne could only guess what that was all about. As soon as the duqué left them, Stasi and Namia approached to lead them to their private box, overlooking the evening’s events. Only once they were settled did Vivienne notice Marcel lurking nearby. Had he been there all along? Like an incognito presence, always watching over the crown prince. 


  It didn’t take long after they settled down when the gala started. As much as Vivienne tried to enjoy every minute of her experience at the prestigious event, she couldn’t stop thinking about Duqué Kent’s request to meet in private. How was she to do that without the prince or his entourage knowing? Should she even entertain his request? Was it not too much of a risk? What would people think if they saw her having hushed conversations with a man after having been paraded as the prince’s fiancée all afternoon? 


  The hosts of the evening were already announcing the nominees for Best Actress when Marcel whispered something in the prince’s ear. Prince Philip immediately stood up and walked out of the private box with Marcel and Namia, without a single word of explanation to Vivienne and Stasi. 


  “What’s going on?” Vivienne asked. 


  Stasi shrugged. “Nothing that concerns us, I’m sure.”


  After Ava Allaire finished her speech, Namia slipped inside and tapped Stasi’s shoulder. “The prince is asking for you.” She cast a sharp look at Vivienne. “You stay here.”


  Vivienne nodded. She shifted in her seat uncomfortably once left completely alone. What was happening? It took barely a couple of minutes since the ladies left when someone else entered the private box. Vivienne wasn’t at all surprised to find Landon Kent in the shadows, motioning for her to come near him. 


  Overcome with curiosity but also wary for her own safety and concerned over the implications should anyone find her talking in private with the duqué, Vivienne remained in her seat, unsure what to do. 


  “Pax was a friend, Vivienne,” Lord Landon said. “You can trust me.”


  Vivienne couldn’t afford to say no to that, so she slid out of her seat and made her way to the duqué. As soon as they were standing in a corner of the box, hidden in the shadows, Lord Landon handed her a sealed envelope. 


  “We don’t have much time, Vivienne, so I will say what I need to say, and you must listen.”


  Vivienne nodded. 


  “When Pax found out about his cancer, he wrote a series of letters that he distributed to his most trusted people here in Ancoria. He always believed that you would one day return here, and in case he couldn’t be with you in person, he wrote these letters for you to discover everything that happened when you and he fled the kingdom. He wanted you to know what it was like through his eyes. Pax has entrusted your care to people who know about your parents and what they meant to the revolution of Paxnisi. Now, I don’t know what it is that you have gotten yourself into and how you came to be the prince’s fiancée, but it is of utmost importance that you meet with Bishop Redmond at the soonest possible instance. He will have another letter for you, I’m sure. Until then, hide this letter. Do not show it to anyone. Not to the prince, not to Stasi. Read it when you are on your own.”


  Her heart was pounding against her chest. She had so many questions, but the lump in her throat would have prevented her from speaking out even if she had time to ask. The idea that she was holding in her hand a letter written by Pax himself was overwhelming her with a multitude of emotions.


  “Your amma meant for these letters to be a way to surprise you, to make you feel like he is right with you as you visit places in Ancoria that are important to him. I intended to give this letter to you once you are more settled, but recent events — not to mention your engagement to the prince — have forced my hand. I feel this is the best time to set you off on this journey Pax has prepared for you, because if I’m to be completely honest, Vivienne, as much as I don’t want to scare you, you couldn’t have picked a more dangerous time to return to the kingdom.” A bitter smirk appeared on his face. “Then again, all things considered, even if Pax didn’t plan it this way, maybe this was actually how God intended it. Perhaps by being here, by being with the prince, by following Pax’s instructions, you can do something to save Paxnisi.”


  The pounding of her heart stopped. Her need for clarity silenced the questions filling her head. Only one question needed answering at that moment. “Why does Paxnisi need saving?”


  “That’s not for me to answer. All I can say to you right now is to be careful who you trust in the palace, Miss Kristiansen. Not everyone is your friend. Most especially, many at the royal court, or even the Imperial, will not take kindly to finding out that you’re a daughter of Paxnisi, especially if they find out who your parents are. Does anyone know?”


  Vivienne shook her head. “No. Not even Stasi.”


  “Keep it that way for as long as you can. If you ever need help, you have my card.”


  “Thank you, Lord Landon.”


  His eyes glazed over as he gave her a nod. “Call me Landon. Until next time, Vivienne.”


  “Until next time.” Her voice came out in a croak. 


  Without another word, the duqué slipped out of the box. Vivienne returned to her seat in time to discover that her favorite Ancorino actor, Valor Andino, had just won Best Actor. She held Pax’s letter in her hand like it was the most precious thing to ever be in her possession. She then slipped it inside the convenient pocket Dahlia had skillfully hidden within the folds of her ball gown’s skirt. 


  As she processed through everything that the duqué had told her, Vivienne’s smile grew even as she tried to hold back a tear from dripping down her cheek. Despite her concerns about the duqué’s warnings about being careful who to trust and about saving Paxnisi, Vivienne couldn’t help but feel a little braver, knowing that Pax had somehow found a way to be with her on this trip. 


  “What did I miss?” Prince Philip slid into the seat next to hers. 


  “Ava Allaire won Best Actress. Valor Andino won Best Actor.”


  “No surprise there,” he said.


  “Everything all right?” Vivienne asked. 


  His jaw twitched as he set his focus on stage. “As all right as it can be. For now.”


  Vivienne offered her hand to him. He slipped his fingers between hers and held on tight. A new sense of purpose filled Vivienne. They were together in this, she determined, even more so now than before, because something told Vivienne that she would need to do everything to put herself in the prince’s good graces if she wanted to have any chance at all at saving Paxnisi.
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  “Flint is back.”   


  Marcel uttered three words in his ear, and that was all it took to pull Philip out of the charade he had been orchestrating with Vivienne and back to the harsh reality of Flint, Knight, and the trouble brewing at Paxnisi. He stood up and headed for the exit while signaling for Stasi to stay with Vivienne and for Marcel and Namia to follow him. 


  Once at the hallway leading to their private box, he gave Namia her instructions. “Find Landon Kent. Get him here.”


  “Of course.” Namia bowed her head and left. 


  “What do we know so far?” Philip asked.


  Marcel scanned the hallway and gave his security team, as well as theater employees passing by, a pointed look. “Is this the best place to talk about this?”


  Philip’s jaw tightened. He shook his head. “No, it isn’t, but what can you tell me?”


  “Only what I’ve already told you. Flint is back.”


  “Alive?”


  Marcel nodded. 


  Philip let out a breath of relief. “Do you think Namia and Stasi should know more?”


  “They will find out soon enough. It’s up to your discretion when.”  


  “Your highness?” Lord Landon bowed his head toward Philip.


  An irrational sense of jealousy over Vivienne gripped Philip upon sight of the duqué, but he shoved it aside to give space to the far more urgent matters he was contending with. He leaned forward and spoke in a low voice, meant for only Landon to hear. “Is there a private and secure place where I can discuss a matter of great importance with my team? Flint has returned.”


  Landon’s eyes widened with understanding. “Of course. You can use my office. Namia knows where it is. I will inform my people that you intend to use it. I’ll join you there as soon as I’m able. There are other matters I must take care of.”


  “Go,” Philip said. “This is your event to oversee. Information on Flint can wait until tomorrow.”


  “Very well then.” Landon walked away.


  Namia led Philip and Marcel towards the opposite direction from where the duqué went. Upon arriving at Landon Kent’s office — a spacious room with a large desk in the middle, a swivel chair behind, and several other chairs facing it — Philip took a seat behind the desk and addressed mainly Marcel.


  “We should leave. I want to see her.”


  “She’s still in transit, as we speak. They’re flying her from Cortharros to the treatment center at the Aerie. Even if she’s already arrived by the time we get back to Luxersom City, she will be either on an operating table or unconscious in a hospital bed.”


  Namia listened but knew better than to ask who and what Philip and Marcel were talking about. 


  Philip’s jaw tightened as he weighed his options. “How was she found?”


  “She arrived on a fishing boat landing on the shores of a village southeast of Cardin.”


  “Alone?” 


  Marcel shook his head. He then shot a glance at Namia. He wouldn’t be able to elaborate any further unless Philip allowed his assistant access.


  “What are the odds that we might see this on the news?”


  “Stasi would have a better idea, but I would say the odds are great.” 


  Philip couldn’t stay double-minded about this any longer. “Namia, have Stasi come here.” 


  “Of course.” Namia bowed her head and left the room. 


  “Will you tell them?” Marcel asked.


  “I think we have to. Madeline suddenly washing up in a fishing village in Cortharros is too fascinating a story for the press to ignore. Who was she with?”


  Marcel shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Refugees from Paxnisi. Mostly women and children. Councilor Kane had a refugee camp setup to accommodate them in the outskirts of Cardin.”


  “And Conté Cirillo?” Philip asked about the conté of Cortharros. “Is he working with the councilor?”


  “We’ve tried to get in touch with him, but we haven’t heard anything from him.”


  “We’ll hear from him at the Royal Council meeting tomorrow, I’m sure. Was Madeline recognized?”


  “I don’t know, but the refugees know she’s Ancorina. About the refugees…”


  “What about them?”


  “They’re all Ikaris. Every single one of them.”


  “Exaspera,” Philip muttered under his breath. Relations between Qranth and the Ikari tribe had always been strained and volatile. Having Ikaris on Ancorian soil could be the very thing that would cause Qranth to declare war against Ancoria, especially when taking into consideration why these Ikaris felt the need to flee Paxnisi in the first place. “To be clear, Madeline and this group of refugees weren’t part of those extracted from the island by our operatives?”


  “Our extraction teams haven’t even left our shores yet,” Marcel said. “They were scheduled to deploy tomorrow morning.” 


  “Have the team wait until we’ve talked to Madeline before they leave. If she can give us more information to help them, all the better.” Philip’s jaw tightened. “This is worse than I thought. I don’t understand why she would do this. Why would she bring Ikaris here? She has placed the entire kingdom at risk.”


  “Madeline has been living undercover in the island for several months now. It isn’t too far-fetched to believe that she might have developed an affinity to the people around her.”


  “That’s no excuse. She’s a Peregrine. She should know better.”


  The door of the conference room creaked open and in came Namia and Stasi. 


  “What’s going on?” Stasi asked. 


  “Have a seat, both of you,” Philip instructed. 


  The ladies made themselves comfortable and listened as Philip told them about the warning they had received through undercover agents they had in Paxnisi. He told them about Madeline’s situation, as well as how she ended up in Paxnisi with a bunch of refugees. He kept out Anton’s involvement as well as their Peregrine identities as Flint and Knight. An electric silence filled the room when he revealed the implication of war. 


  “This is why I had to do something as drastic as to put Miss Kristiansen on display to avoid involving myself in the candidate selection process. This is what we’re up against, and it is what I want to put my full focus into. I am telling you this, because I trust you both completely, and I need you to understand the severity of what we’re facing, because if we don’t play this right, there’s a very real possibility we will be at war with Qranth again. That is what I’m trying to avoid.”


  A tear ran down Namia’s cheek. Philip’s heart reached out to her. At fifty, she had already survived two wars; no doubt she was not looking forward to experiencing another one.


  “Stasi, please work with the palace’s press secretary. Keep a close watch on how the media is reporting about Madeline and the refugees. I’m still holding on to hope that they will ignore Madeline and focus on Vivienne instead, but we’ll have to wait until tomorrow to find out.”


  Stasi nodded her head slowly. “I’m on it.”


  “For now, until we’ve received word that Madeline is available to visit, the show must go on.”


  They returned to the private box with Philip unsettled about the idea that more people knew about the real situation of Ancoria. As much as he trusted Namia and Stasi, he had wanted to spare as many people as possible from the knowledge of what was ahead. The need to tell more people felt like a defeat, an acknowledgment that it was getting harder to completely avoid the possibility of war. 


  Philip slid into the seat next to Vivienne. “What did I miss?” 


  “Ava Allaire won Best Actress. Valor Andino won Best Actor.”


  “No surprise there.”


  “Everything all right?” Vivienne asked.


   “As all right as it can be. For now.”


  Vivienne offered her hand to him. He stared at her open palm for a couple of seconds before slipping his fingers between hers and holding on tight. Had Vivienne succeeded in fascinating the country enough for them to ignore not only the insurgence at Ashen that morning but also a fatally wounded aristo arriving on a fishing boat full of Ikaris from Paxnisi? Philip brushed his thumb against the back of her hand as the host announced the nominees for Best Picture. In that moment, it mattered less to him whether or not his diversion worked. It just helped that she was there, a bright star among a sea of stars, holding his hand, in this, together with him. 
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  no longer untouchable


  



  



  The roar of the Vasilian Waterfall and the thunder of the chopper that had dropped them off at the Vasilian provided background noise to the trek from the royal gardens to Stasi’s townhouse at the Imperial. Behind them, Prince Philip, Namia, and Marcel were rushing off somewhere else, as if the day hadn’t been eventful enough. Beside her, Stasi was silent, her face almost ashen, seemingly in shock.   


  Vivienne debated with herself whether to ask Stasi what had happened, but she was almost certain Stasi was in no position to tell her; otherwise, Stasi would’ve spouted out the information already. The helicopter ride back to Luxersom City from Oro Valle had been silent. Not a word spoken between Prince Philip and his crew. There had been no trace of the levity and enjoyment the team had displayed while at the Lane Awards. On their way back, everyone had acted like they had just experienced something traumatizing.


  A cool evening breeze brushed against Vivienne’s skin as she strolled alongside Stasi. She wrapped her friend in a warm embrace. “You don’t need to tell me what’s happening. I just want you to know that I’m here for you.”


  Stasi responded to the gesture by wrapping her arms around Vivienne’s waist as they continued to walk, still hugging each other. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. I was just starting to wrap my mind around Philip’s engagement to you and this royal ruse we’ve been orchestrating, then something happens again. This day couldn’t have ended without another surprise? It had to throw another wrench in the works?”


  “It’s been a wild day, for sure.”


  Stasi loosened her embrace, so she could look at Vivienne’s face. “How are you holding up? Have you decided yet? Whether you want to back out or not?”


  “And if I told you I think I’d rather back out?”


  “I’m not gonna lie, Viv. After everything that happened this afternoon, I’ll be mad at you, if you back out. Everyone is eating this up. Not one person has questioned your engagement to Philip.”


  “Lord Landon questioned it.”


  “He what?”


  “He didn’t outright call us out, but he did mention how strange it seemed to him that I introduced myself to him as your intern last week, only to now announce myself as possibly the future queen of Ancoria.”


  Stasi squirmed. “I completely forgot that you already met him! After everything that’s happened, I feel like you’ve been here far longer than a week. We’re going to need to factor that detail in, once we release the official story of how you came to be engaged to the prince.”


  “You’re talking like I already agreed to stay.”


  “I’m talking like I wish you will stay and help us see this through. Now that I know a little more about what’s going on, I can tell why Philip would rather not go through all the rigmarole of finding a match and having a public selection. It’s too much to ask of him. He needs you, Vivienne. I need you.”


  “It’s a good thing I’m just teasing then, because as I said, I’m here for you, Stasi. I want to see this through. I’ll do what I can to help.”


  “Good.”


  “Were you really going to be mad at me if I backed out?”


  “Vivienne, darling, I wouldn’t have talked to you for at least a month. Mostly because I would be too busy doing damage control, trying to repair my cousin’s reputation. Can you imagine? What are we going to tell the press after having displayed you to the entire country today?”


  “You can totally spin it your way. Can’t imagine that you won’t come up with something.” 


  “I don’t even want to imagine it. What a nightmare!” Stasi squeezed her waist tight. “For all it’s worth, I’m so thankful you’re here. Didn’t think you would steal the spotlight the way you did within your first week in the country, but you can’t possibly know how much it means to me to have you with me. Also, he might not be able to say it out loud, because he does have a lot on his plate, but I’m sure Philip appreciates your presence here too.”


  “He has been kind to me throughout the whole ordeal. He even cut my steak for me at the luncheon when he noticed that I had hidden my steak knife under the table napkin.”


  “What were you doing with the steak? You could’ve just had a turkey sandwich.”


  “Bishop Redmond put a whole slab on my plate. Told me he highly recommended it.”


  “I have to say, Vivienne. I’ve never seen so many people connected to the royal family welcome a stranger the way they welcomed you, especially Bishop Redmond. That right there is a miracle.”


  “Speaking of which, he’s asking if I could have dinner at his home with his family. I would love to spend time with him.” 


  “Did you mention it to Philip?”


  “He’s aware, but I forgot to bring it back up. Can you remind him or Namia, so we can somehow schedule it? I’ll remember to tell him as well, but since I know nothing about my schedule until you guys inform me, it seems better for you to take care of it.”


  “I’m on it.” They turned a corner and arrived at Stasi’s townhouse. The aristo let out a huge sigh. “Can’t wait to get inside. We can both use some rest.” 


  Stasi released herself from their embrace and opened the front gate for both of them. They walked past the small yard and up the front steps to find a a shiny round purple box — about a foot and a half in radius and depth — with a golden satin bow around it. On top was a pink crown imperial and a sealed envelope with Vivienne’s name on it.


  “That’s his handwriting.” Stasi handed Vivienne the envelope. “Wonder when he found the time to write it.”


  “The prince has always had a penchant for letters written in longhand,” a feminine voice from behind said. “You should read the love letters he sent me back in the day.”


  Stasi rolled her eyes before turning around. “Marquésa. What gives us the honor of your presence this evening?”


  Behind the closed gate stood Moira Saint, marquésa of Santas Occidental, one of the northernmost islands of Ancoria. “Why so formal, Stasi? You act as if you don’t know me. Like we don’t have a long history together.” She opened the gate and fixed her eyes on Vivienne. “I just wanted to see her for myself. The woman the prince replaced me with.”


  “I would hardly call that fair. You broke the stipulations of your betrothal to my cousin when you cheated on him with multiple men. One of them even got you pregnant.”


  “He never could get over that, could he? It’s not like that baby was ever born, so I don’t know what the problem is. Also, must you always remind everyone that Philip is your cousin? Is it because you believe it’s the only thing that gives you worth in this kingdom?”


  “Unlike you, Marquésa, I have neither need nor desire to measure and flaunt my worth. It’s enough to me that Prince Philip sees my worth.” Stasi tilted her head to the side. “Let’s be honest here, my lady, what do you think you’re worth to him?”


  A sneer formed on the marquésa lips. “I will have my day with you, Anastasia. You will regret turning your back on our friendship.”


  “We’ve never been friends, Moira. After all these years, I can’t understand how you still don’t see that.”


  Vivienne’s jaw dropped. She had never seen Stasi act this way toward anyone — not even toward the most difficult women at their sorority back in college. Stasi had never hidden her distaste of Moira Saint, but Vivienne had always assumed it was only because of the long-standing rivalry between Saints and Siderises. Now that Moira was right there, Vivienne was better able to understand why Stasi had never been able to talk about the marquésa without a hint of disgust. 


  Lady Moira huffed and rolled her eyes at Stasi, before fixing her eyes on Vivienne yet again. “Welcome to Ancoria, Miss Kristiansen. Do forgive the way Anastasia and I banter with each other. It’s the way of our—” she sneered at Stasi “—friendship. I just wanted to drop by to give you a friendly warning. Never trust a Sideris. They’re wolves, every one of them, especially this one.” She pointed at Stasi. “They will use you, then once they’re done taking advantage of you, they will dump you like yesterday’s trash. I say this out of genuine concern for you, amoré.” She gave Vivienne a complete look-over. “Such an innocent lamb you are. No wonder the prince chose you. You’re so easy to sacrifice. Trust me when I say that the prince will sacrifice anything and anyone for his crown. That’s what he did to me.”


  “Enough.” Stasi held Vivienne’s arm and pulled her toward the door. “We don’t need to listen to this nonsense.”


  Vivienne didn’t budge from her spot. There was something about Moira that intrigued her, something that tugged at the strings of her heart. “I’m glad to have finally met you, Marquésa.” She bowed her head to show respect to the lady’s position. 


  “Someone who still has manners.” Lady Moira sneered. “You could learn a thing or two from her, Anastasia. I will see you again, Lady Vivienne, I’m sure of it. Oh, and remember—” she then echoed Lord Landon’s words from earlier that evening “—be careful who you trust in this palace, Miss Kristiansen. Until next time.” Having said her piece, the lady of Ancoria sauntered away and left the gate wide open behind her. 


  “I can’t stand her,” Stasi said. “She’s simply the worst. I can’t believe there was a time Philip wanted to marry her. Ugh. Let’s just get in. I need a palate cleanser after that.” Stasi let go of Vivienne’s hand and marched up the steps of her townhouse. She picked up the round box for Vivienne and proceeded inside her house. 


  Vivienne caught up with her, all the while wondering if the day had any other surprises in store.


  They headed for the living room, where Stasi placed the box on top of the glass coffee table. 


  Vivienne removed the seal from the envelope and retrieved a short note from the prince inside. 


  You didn’t ask for this, but you deserve this. Whether you choose to continue helping us or not, you are now given the freedom to reside in Ancoria for as long as you want. You may also have your own house and land wherever you choose — everything on the crown’s dime. I suggest Sinuesa. It’s gorgeous there. Ask Stasi. From now on, unless we are in a public or formal gathering, please call me Philip, and I do like your soft hands on mine, so though I think it need not be said, while we are in this together, I’m no longer untouchable to you. - Philip.


  “What does it say?” Stasi asked. 


  Vivienne handed her the note before untying the bow to open the round box. Inside, she found her camera on top of a pure white raincoat. She picked up the camera and checked if it was still in good condition. Perfect. 


  “I can’t wait to find the time to go house-shopping with you, Vivienne.” Stasi had just finished reading the note. “You will love Sinuesa, I swear!” She peeked over Vivienne’s shoulder to look at what was in the box. “That’s unexpected. His gift to you is the raincoat tainted by blood at Ashen?”


  Vivienne set aside the camera and lifted the raincoat. 


  “There has to be something else in the box.” Stasi ruffled through the stuffing paper. “It’s impossible that Philip would give you nothing but a washed raincoat.”


  “The raincoat isn’t even mine. Do you want it back?”


  “No, keep it. At this rate, you can auction it off for a fortune, if you say that it’s the same raincoat you used to shield him with.”


  Vivienne snickered as she quickly folded the raincoat to put it beside the camera. She peered into the box and below the stuffing paper Stasi was wading through, there was yet another present waiting for her. 


  “Told you there was something else,” Stasi said.


  From the box, Vivienne pulled out a gold metal frame with intricate carvings showing vines climbing to a carved crown imperial on top center. Framed inside was a picture of her at the greenhouse earlier, eyes closed, with the sun shining down on her. Written on the image in beautiful calligraphy was a verse.


  I sought the Lord, and He heard me, and delivered me from all my fears. They looked to Him and were radiant, and their faces were not ashamed. Psalm 34:4-5


  Vivienne almost teared up as she traced her hand against the words on the image. It was the perfect verse to describe that specific moment. Her time with the King of kings, while surrounded by the crown imperials. 


  “That’s more like something Philip would give,” Stasi said. “That shot is amazing. Who took it?”


  Something about the image and the situation she was embroiled in formed a perfect peace in Vivienne. It was assurance that God was in every single detail of her life. He was right there with her, and she was where He wanted her. 


  The duqué’s admonitions returned to memory. "Then again, all things considered, even if Pax didn’t plan it this way, maybe this was actually how God intended it. Perhaps by being here, by being with the prince, by following Pax’s instructions, you can do something to save Paxnisi." Vivienne’s heart lifted at the thought that God had somehow orchestrated all of this, that He had brought her to Ancoria at that specific junction of time for a specific purpose. 


  The letter in her lavender ball gown’s pocket was calling out to her, so when Stasi offered for them to retreat to their rooms, Vivienne was quick to say yes. Once in the privacy of her bedroom at the Imperial, she read Pax’s words and wept. 


  Despite all the turmoil of that day, Vivienne found confidence in the knowledge that Someone was watching over her. Vivienne could rest her heart knowing that God was in control. Pax believed that. She could too.
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  To my dearest Vivienne,  


  If you are reading this letter, it means I am already enjoying the eternal delights of being home where I’ve always belonged. It means that you are experiencing Ancoria for the first time without me. I would say I'm sad about that, but I would be in heaven, with your amma and inna, so I would most likely just be in a state of bliss, eagerly awaiting the day when we can once again be together on the other side of eternity. Don't be in a hurry to join us here, however. Our Father still has so much in store for you while you're there. I tear up whenever I think of the many ways God's greatness in you will be displayed to the rest of the world. 


  It is my prayer that this journey will help you discover that greatness. 


  I asked my friend, Landon, to give you this first note, because if it were not for his family, we never would have found a safe haven after the tragedy that befell us. You were still so young, and it was he and his family who did everything they could to give you and me new identities. It was their plane that we rode to America, their connections that allowed us to start a new life in a new land. 


  Should Landon offer you time in his estates at Oro Valle, I suggest you take it. He can show you the safehouse we lived in after we escaped home. He can also answer any questions you may have about the time we spent hidden in Oro Valle and how we were able to flee with their help. Beyond all of that, Oro Valle is beautiful and studded with stars. If you stay there, you might end up being the next Ava Allaire. You might even be cast in an Andino film. If you ever meet Valor Andino, tell him your father was a big fan. 


  I will leave it here, my precious crown imperial. There are more adventures in store for you, more letters for me to write. 


  Until Next Time, 


  Pax
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  The Aerie’s stark white walls seemed colder than usual as Philip, Marcel, and Alpha made their way through the state-of-the-art facility’s winding halls. Their destination was the treatment center, where all operatives in need of medical attention were treated by the best and brightest doctors Ancoria had to offer. As long, steady strides led them to their destination, Alpha gave a detailed report on the current refugee situation in Cortharros.   


  “We have placed the entire refugee camp under quarantine. No one is allowed to speak to them without our approval, until we’ve received further orders from you.”


  Philip’s ears perked up at this information. “Has there been any media interest around them at all?”


  “The last report I received from our contacts was a few hours ago,” Alpha said. “There have been a few nosy villagers poking around. Some people from the local news channel of Cardin. Nothing national, as far as I know. It will be difficult for them to get inside the refugee camp, at this point.”


  “Good. What’s being done at the camp? Are they properly cared for? Housed? Fed?”


  “Of course. We flew out professionals from the treatment center as soon as we heard. They’re well taken care of. Meanwhile, we’re at work verifying the identity of every refugee. From what we know so far, they are willing to cooperate with us and do what it takes for us to relocate them and give them safe haven in Ancoria under whichever identity we give to them. Their main concern is that we don’t send them back to Paxnisi and that we help the rest of their families, especially their men, get here.”


  Philip shook his head. “I’m not sure we can do that. It will be up to the Royal Council to decide, but if we keep them here, Qranth will consider that as an affront to their sovereignty over the island. These refugees are their citizens. For us to keep them is equivalent to breaking our peace treaty with Qranth. It’s an act of war. We have to return the refugees.” 


  “If we return them, they will put up a fight. They are convinced that they will be executed. According to them, Qranth has given the Blood Blades free rein over the island.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would Qranth give their territory over to terrorists?”


  “The best person to ask is Flint herself,” Alpha said. “Right now, only she can corroborate the information the refugees gave us. Hopefully, she’s awake now. She hasn’t been up since they wheeled her out of the operating room.”


  Something crashed inside one of the rooms, and there was no questioning Madeline Sullivan’s voice echoing from inside, right across the halls of the treatment center. “I need to get out of here! Get me Alpha, King Edward, General Ludolf, the defense minister, anyone who has the authority to set me free and get me back to the island!”


  “She’s awake,” Philip and Marcel said at the same time. 


  They hurried to her room and discovered Madeline sitting on the edge of the hospital bed staring at her IV line like it was the most wicked thing that had ever been invented. 


  “What? Are you mad at it for biting you?” Philip crossed his arms over his chest and tried to smirk despite the churning in his stomach at the sight of her bruised face. 


  “I have half the mind to just pull it off, but I remember reading somewhere that if I just yank it out, blood will start spurting out like I severed an artery. Enough of my blood has been spilled tonight, so I’m somewhat cautious.” She laughed and bowed her head at Philip. “Why’s a crown prince like you roaming around the city in the middle of the night?” Her easy smile helped his stomach settle after having been disturbed by the swollen half of her face. What had happened to her? 


  “You should be resting,” Philip said. “You’re in no position to be going anywhere, much less back to the island.”


  “It’s just a shattered face, a few broken ribs and some missing fingernails. Nothing that can’t heal while I’m on the go. Sure, they banged me up all forceful and deadly, but I escaped, and the fishermoms and fisherkids tried their best to fix me up while navigating the fishing boat back here.”


  “Fishermoms and fisherkids?”


  “Ancorinos from fishing villages, every last one of them.”


  “Yeah? How did they end up in Paxnisi?”


  “Fishing gone too far. You know how it is. One morning, you’re fishing out in the open sea; by night, you somehow ended up being the captive of a deranged cult-like terrorist organization.”


  “So it’s true then. The Blood Blades are on the loose?”


  Madeline scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Blood Blades. I hate that name. Can’t stand everything about them.”


  “You didn’t answer my question.”


  “If I tell you everything, your highness, will you let me go back to the island?”


  “You will tell us everything, but you are in no position to return.” 


  Madeline’s expression darkened and her voice lowered. The jovial, nonchalant attitude she had been displaying earlier disappeared as she gave Philip a look that could cut right through him. “People are depending on me to go back. Knight. Ruby.”


  “Ruby?” Philip said the name through gritted teeth, the glare he cast at Madeline sharper than hers. 


  “She’s one of us.”


  “Have neither of you learned your lesson?” Philip couldn’t believe his ears.


  “You know nothing about her or what she has suffered. All because of us.”


  “She’s a Blood Blade.”


  “She’s a hero. If we attack Paxnisi, we must keep her safe, or we will have another Mordecai and Anya Cross on our hands. Martyrs, murdered by our own folly.”


  Philip held back his tongue at the mention of the minister who turned out to be a notorious rebel, the same one who had once asked his help, only to die in the process of trying to meet with a young prince who had been in way over his head. 


  “I know you, Philip. I know the choices you will make once Qranth gives you their ultimatum.” 


  “What ultimatum?”


  “Just you wait. Paxnisi is shaken to its very foundations right now, because they all know blood will once again taint the grounds of their island, and you— You will always choose Ancoria over them. That’s why I need to go back. To give the ones you don’t choose even the smallest chance to live.”


  Her every word bruised him, but it also rang true. She knew him too well. They would always care for each other, but they could never be truly in love because of the jaded vision she had of him — a vision as tainted by blood as the grounds of Paxnisi. “If you want to help Paxnisi, tell us what’s happening, Madeline,” he said. “We have extraction teams ready to go. They will remove all citizens of Ancoria from the island.”


  “Don’t waste your time. They won’t go with you. Qranth has given Ancorinos ample time to leave and return to Ancoria. Those who remain do so because they would rather stay. I told you to forget us, because we were — and still are — willing to take a stand with the Ikaris.” The bittersweet smile on Madeline’s face broke Philip’s heart. 


  He had no doubt that she was currently being haunted by the same memories that were haunting him. 


  “Believe it or not, they fought to keep their homeland a part of Ancoria. The sacrifice of Mordecai and Anya Cross inspire those who are fighting to this day, the ones we abandoned to their deaths. For over ten years, they have fought for survival. They were the price we paid for our so-called peace.”


  “Flint, enough.” Alpha cast her a sharp glare. 


  “Have you not told him yet, Alpha?” Madeline said the words through gritted teeth as she tilted her head to the side, her expression taunting him. “Does he still not know what our king agreed to when he signed one of the bloodiest peace treaties in history?”


  “I said enough.” Alpha took a step forward. “Flint, remember you’re a Peregrine. Do not overstep.”


  Philip’s mind was racing to grab hold of every piece of information Madeline had been throwing his way. “What is she talking about?” He cast a glare at Alpha. “Is there something I need to know?”


  “You should hear this from the king himself, your highness,” Alpha said. He exchanged glances with Marcel.


  “Do you know anything about this?” Philip directed his question at his bodyguard.


  “We’re under orders from the king not to tell you, Sir.”


  “I am interim ruler of this kingdom.” Philip squared his shoulders and walked up to Marcel to look him in the eye. “For all intents and purposes, I am the king of Ancoria now. You will tell me everything.” When neither Alpha nor Marcel said anything, he turned to Madeline. “Tell me, Madeline. Now.”


  Madeline’s expression softened. “You might want to sit down for this.” 


  “No.” Philip clenched his fists. “Just tell me.”


  “Flint, I’m warning you,” Alpha said. “I am still your commanding officer, and—”


  “And I am yours, Alpha,” Philip said. “Unless King Edward has given you express instruction not to disclose this information to me as interim ruler, you and I both know that I am within my right as acting king of this country to demand this information from you. If you do not wish to give me the information I ask for, then do not prevent her from doing so.”


  Alpha’s jaw twitched. From the way his muscles flexed, it seemed like he was about to fight back, but to Philip’s relief, he backed down.


  Philip addressed Madeline. “Now, speak.”


  Madeline first looked at Alpha then at Marcel, who nodded at her. She then gave Philip what he was asking for. “Hidden in the fine print of the peace treaty King Edward signed with Qranth was that every citizen of Paxnisi upon the time of the signing of the treaty as well as every member of the revolution, including their offspring, must be given over to the jurisdiction of Qranth. All the locals of Paxnisi, but most especially the Ikaris, for the past ten years, were given second-class status in their own homeland, while the invading Qranthi forces took over the island. Countless have died during that time. On top of all that, a few months after the treaty was signed, Qranth produced a list of all the Ikaris who escaped the island at the end of the revolution. All of them had escaped with help from Ancorinos. Qranth demanded that if we wanted to keep the peace, we must return all the people on the list to them. For the past ten years, Peregrines have been hunting down and returning to Qranth every person listed. They occupy the ghettos of Paxnisi, the prison cells, the brothels, and the factories.”


  “That can’t be true.” Philip shook his head. “My father wouldn’t have agreed to something like that, especially if he knows that’s how they would’ve been treated.”


  “I have always loved and admired our king, but he is not without fault. He chose the peace and prosperity of Ancoria over the lives of the people of Paxnisi. Soon, there will be one final bloodbath to completely wipe all Ikaris from the face of the earth. The Blood Blades have promised to end their reign of terror against Qranthi territory if Qranth will turn over the rest of the Ikaris to them. They cast lots on the date to exterminate the Ikaris. Every last one of them.”


  “You’re talking about genocide,” Philip said.


  “Exactly.” Madeline nodded. “The date is set on the eighth of the eighth, just about a month from now. Until then, they are determined to force us to find every last person from the bloodline of the Ikari tribe, and return them to Paxnisi. That means they will ask that we surrender even the ones who came here with me.”


  “I thought you said they were all Ancorinos.”


  “They were, Philip. They were Ancorinos, before we gave Paxnisi to Qranth against their will.” Madeline shook her head. “I want to be there. Forget extracting us. We don’t want to be extracted. We will stay there and fight with the remnants on the day of reckoning, and I want to go back as soon as possible to prepare for that fight.”


  Before Philip could even begin to comprehend what Madeline was asking of him, Marcel cleared his throat.


  “There is one more thing Madeline has neglected to mention,” Marcel said. “A way we can spare the refugees and the few remaining who are on the list and have not yet been returned to Paxnisi. Qranth did give us one loophole.”


  “What is it?” Philip asked.


  “There is one person on the list that they particularly want returned. If we find her and give her to them, then we won’t need to return anyone else. They may even be convinced to free the people on the list who are still alive.”


  “Who is she? Do we have any idea at all where she is?”


  “That’s the thing. She’s the only one we have no information on. It’s like she disappeared into thin air. Her name is Esther,” Marcel said. 


  “Esther Cross,” Madeline clarified. 


  While the name did not ring any bells for Philip, the surname was one he knew all too well. “Is she—”


  “The very one.” Madeline nodded. “Esther is the daughter of Mordecai and Anya Cross.” 


  They were asking for the legacy of a couple who were the closest thing to king and queen of the Ikaris. One life for many. As much as Philip hated the implications of it, what else was left for them to do other than to begin the hunt for the princess of the Ikaris?
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  Esther Cross. Her name haunted Philip’s sleep and woke him up long before the crack of dawn. Seeking a distraction from the horrible choices laid before him, Philip pulled himself out of bed, abandoning the tosses and turns of a restless night for something more productive. 


  He picked up the profile Namia had handed over to him the night before, after they had gotten back from the Aerie. 


  Vivienne’s profile. 


  Philip smiled. She was the one bright ray shining throughout one of the most tumultuous days of his life. If she hadn’t been by his side the day before, he could’ve easily spiraled into despair, overwhelmed by the hard choices he had to make.


  But she had been there.


  They were in this together.


  Still, he had to discover who exactly this woman was whose company was bringing him so much delight. 


  Philip made himself comfortable in his reading nook, leaning back on his leather recliner, before thumbing through the pages of the spiral-bound dossier detailing Vivienne’s past. 


  He wasn’t quite prepared for the darkness he discovered within its pages, as her terrible past unfolded before him. According to her background investigation, at age thirteen, Vivienne had arrived home from school one day to find her parents, Hans and Anna Kristiansen, murdered by their sociopath neighbor. As a result, her one living relative, Hans’s nephew, Pax Kristiansen, had legally adopted her and taken her under his wing. He had dropped out of university and worked full-time in construction to pay for all her needs. 


  Philip read over the records of all the therapy Vivienne had to go through, as well as the private schools Pax had selected for her to attend. Her cousin — someone she had embraced as her father — had made sure to give her only the best help possible. 


  He had already sent her to university, where she had become roommates with Stasi, when the cancer diagnosis came. He had fought it on his own, hiding the truth from Vivienne until he had gone into complete remission on her sophomore year at university.


  Unfortunately, about a year after Vivienne’s graduation, the cancer had returned. At this point, Vivienne had already been thriving as the executive assistant of the CEO of Caine Corp, but upon finding out about Pax’s illness, she had filed a leave of absence to be by her father’s side. This time, the cancer had defeated him. He had passed away a few months after the diagnosis. 


  To honor his final wishes, Vivienne had traveled the world, using the humble inheritance Pax had left her as well as her income as a freelance photographer to fund her travels. 


  Her year-long journey had concluded in Ancoria, where she had somehow emerged out of the tragedy of her past to become a bright light dispelling the shadows surrounding him. 


  His inna had been on to something when she had told Philip that there was much more to Vivienne Kristiansen than what met the eye.


  Philip finished reviewing the records of her past with a deeper respect for her and all that she had overcome. Reading her story had lent him some of her strength and fortitude. If she could overcome after all that she had gone through, how could the same grace not be afforded to him by God above?


  With a prayer and a hummed hymn, Philip’s heart was a lot lighter by the time dawn came, and he emerged out of his room, ready to face the day. 


  An hour later, morning found Philip dead center of an octagonal ring, dodging the right hook Marcel was throwing at him. Quick on his feet, Philip weaved to the side of his bodyguard and threw a jab at the Luxersom Lord, who managed to block the punch with his arm. Philip was about to back up to recover from Marcel’s pushback when into the gym strode Namia, Stasi, and his faux fiancée. The momentary glimpse of Vivienne proved to be his undoing, because for the first time in a long series of daily sparring, Philip’s agility failed to protect him from Marcel’s brute strength. Before his vision blurred from the upper cut Marcel dealt his jaw, the last thing Philip saw was Vivienne’s gasp. Despite the pain, her concern warmed Philip’s heart and somehow made him feel like the punch was worth it, even if the force of it sent him crashing down. His back hit the padded floor, while he flexed his jaw to make sure it hadn’t been dislocated.


  Marcel’s face hovered over his, a grin on the man’s face. “Sorry?”


  “Sure, you are.” Philip groaned. Marcel’s rare smile often only appeared within that fighting ring. A thing of curiosity, Philip decided, as he gripped the hand Marcel was offering him, so he could get back on his feet. “I guess my streak of being able to dodge your hits is over.”


  “That’s what makes the hit all the more satisfying.” Marcel wiped the sweat on his brow with a towel before tossing a clean one toward Philip. “I guess I have Miss Kristiansen to thank for that.”


  Philip cleared his throat as he wiped the sweat off his face. “That’s accurate. As beautiful a sight as you all are—” he swept his gaze over them and stopped at Namia “—what brings you all here?”


  “Breakfast at the rooftop is ready,” Namia said. “The king and queen wish to meet with you and Miss Kristiansen right after.”


  Philip suppressed a groan. After the information he had received from Madeline, he found himself dreading the next time he would talk to his amma. How could he keep himself from bringing up Paxnisi and the deal with Qranth? How would he handle it should the king confirm everything Madeline had revealed? 


  “That doesn’t explain why you came here, Namia.” He glanced at Vivienne as the details of her past came to mind. “You could’ve waited at the rooftop. We would’ve gone there right after training.”


  “Your highness, we were on the way there from the Imperial, and—” Namia’s voice trailed off. 


  “I suggested we come here,” Stasi said. “I remembered that you and Marcel usually train here every morning, so it seemed like a good idea to drop and check if you’re here, so we can all walk to breakfast together.” 


  Namia covered her mouth with her hand as she let out a long yawn. Philip couldn’t blame her for being tired. They had made her wait outside the Aerie until the wee hours of the night. He made a mental note to be more considerate of Namia. She wasn’t getting any younger, after all. Especially after the news he had dropped on Namia and Stasi at the Lane Awards, he wouldn’t be surprised if the pressure was already taking a toll on her.


  Philip hopped out of the ring and approached the women. “I can’t complain, can I? This was a pleasant surprise. Good morning, Stasi. Namia.” He stopped in front of Vivienne, even as his promise to her about doing what’s best for Paxnisi flitted across his mind. If only he could locate Esther Cross, it would save all the lives of the Ikari women and the children taking refuge within their shores. “Vivienne, you are lovely as usual. Did you have a good night’s rest?”


  “I did, your highn— Philip— Sir.” Vivienne locked gazes with him for a split second, an amused smile forming on her lips, before her eyes flitted around from his face to his shoulders, to his arms, and then to his feet. Her cheekbones blushed rosy pink. “This will take a little getting used to.”


  “I see you’ve read my note.” Philip narrowed his eyes at her inability to look him in the eye. He exchanged glances with Stasi, who shrugged at him before pointing at his sweaty, post-workout state. He couldn’t help but smirk. Not many people in Ancoria or even at the palace had ever seen him wearing a singlet, boxing shorts, and sneakers. Was seeing him in a less than stately outfit making her uncomfortable somehow? Why did he find that so amusing? “It will be hard to convince the media that we are a couple, if we’re not on a first-name basis.” He offered his hand to her. “Walk with me?”


  This time, she succeeded in looking him in the eye. “Of course.” She placed her hand in his and walked with him. Reading about her background and all that she had gone through made her all the more stunning to him. Somehow, the simplicity of the blue gingham-patterned dress she was wearing that morning emphasized her beauty more than the lavender ball gown she had worn the night before. Then again, she would have looked stunning in anything.


  Philip gulped as he once again brushed his thumb against the back of her hand. The motion made her look his way. He smiled at her. “Good morning, Vivienne.”


  The smile she returned to him made it easier to shove Esther Cross to the back of his mind, so he could distract himself in Vivienne’s “Good morning, Philip.”


  His smile widened at how pleasant his name on her lips sounded, so much so that he was certain that he wouldn’t mind a lifetime of mornings spent with a woman like Vivienne Kristiansen.
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  They walked alongside each other, in no big hurry, as they weaved through the halls of the Vasilian to arrive at wherever breakfast would be. Vivienne took a few short breaths before forcing herself to look at his face and keep it there until she didn’t feel like she was violating the laws of the land. Sensing her stare, he met her gaze. She fought the urge to look away.  


  His thick, dark brow arched. “Yes?”


  This time, she let her eyes drop to the bruise forming below his chin where Marcel had hit him earlier. “Are you all right? I thought Marcel might have knocked you out cold.” 


  Behind them, they heard whatever was Marcel’s version of a snicker — basically snickers condensed into one short breathy syllable. 


  She brushed her fingers at the sensitive area. “Does it hurt? That’ll bruise.”


  “I’m fine.” Philip assured her. “Right now, what I would like to know is if you have received your profile, as well as the stipulations of our agreement.”


  Vivienne nodded. She had discovered the papers in her bedroom the night before. “Yes. I’ve reviewed them and have already signed everything.”


  He glanced back at Namia who gave him a nod to assure him that they had everything they needed. He cleared his throat. His grip on her hand tightened before he turned a corner and stopped in front of a lift with gold-plated doors carved with elaborate art engravings. The doors slid open after Marcel pressed a button, and they made their way inside the spacious interior of the lift that had a carpeted floor and convex glass windows that showed a magnificent view of Luxersom City. 


  Vivienne leaned against the gold-plated banister by the window to admire the view outside. “Beautiful,” she said, her voice sounding breathless. 


  “Wait until you see where we’re having breakfast,” Philip said. 


  As the lift moved, the only sound within was Namia and Stasi whispering to each other, most likely discussing schedules and where everyone needed to be that day. Marcel, on the other hand, was quietly leaning against the lift’s wall, his hands folded in front of him. 


  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to discuss your profile.” Philip leaned closer to her, his voice lower, his thumb still stroking her hand.


  “What do you want to know?” It hadn’t been easy for her to read that profile and recognize the hints of truth in the artificial background Pax had concocted to keep their identities hidden. It was, however, a relief that even the best intelligence units of Ancoria were not able to discover that she was Esther Cross. 


  “I wasn’t expecting you to have such a tragic back story.”


  Vivienne couldn’t help but smile. Pax used to laugh at that word. Tragic. He never quite allowed Vivienne to wallow too much in the tragedy of it all. He had done everything he could to pull Vivienne out of the darkness and into the light. This time, however, she had to concede to the prince’s assessment, lest he think her mad. “It is quite tragic.”


  “I’m sorry for all the loss you’ve experienced, especially the most recent one.”


  Despite the joy of knowing that she was exactly where Pax wanted her to be, sadness still pricked her heart at the mention of Pax’s passing only a year ago. “He would have loved being in this elevator. He would have adored this view.”


  “Pax must have been an amazing amma to you.”


  “He definitely tried his best.” Vivienne would have said he was the best if not for the conviction that Amma had been wonderful too. “Pax was my cousin, so it took a lot of getting used to for him to adjust to the father role.”


  “He was so young.” 


  “Pax lived life to the fullest. When the cancer was taking its toll on him, he kept telling me that God would take him at the exact moment he needed to go home. He lived a life of no regrets, and he wanted the same kind of life for me.”


  “He sounds like an amazing guy.”


  Vivienne nodded. “He was.” All the talk about Pax only reminded Vivienne of his ashes and how he wanted it taken to Paxnisi, the one topic Philip asked her never to bring up to him. How was she to help save Paxnisi if she couldn’t even talk about it to the one person who had the power to give her the information she needed?


  The ding of a bell let them know that they had reached their destination several floors above where they had been. Where were they going? 


  Marcel, Namia, and Stasi filed out of the lift, with Philip and Vivienne behind them, hands still clasped together. Had Vivienne seen themselves, she would’ve believed they were a real couple. The palace workers who bowed their heads to both of them certainly seemed to be buying into this new relationship. 


  They had reached a rooftop garden where a breakfast spread had been prepared for them — a table for four in the middle of the garden. Namia and Stasi took their seats while Marcel trailed quite a distance behind Philip and Vivienne. Without a word of explanation, Philip led her to the northeastern part of the rooftop to show her the amazing view of the sun rising over the Vasilian Waterfall, its roar as it spilled into the Great Luxersom Lake, heard all the way from their perch at the Vasilian. From where they stood on top of a palace built on top of a hill, Vivienne was certain she could see the entire city of Luxersom. 


  “It’s stunning,” Vivienne said. 


  “I never get tired of it,” Philip admitted. 


  They just stood there and enjoyed the view together for a few minutes, before Vivienne whispered a prayer of thanks for the experiences she had been having since arriving in Ancoria. Despite the strangeness of the situation she had found herself in, she was aware of the rarity of these experiences. Very few people in the world would ever get to do what she had been doing for the past forty-eight hours. 


  “I hate to bring this up,” Philip said, “but given the nature of our deal, it is something that I do believe we need to talk about.”


  “What is it?”


  “Your parents.”


  Vivienne couldn’t help the way her lips quivered at the memory of the lifeless bodies of Mordecai and Anya Cross in the middle of their church in Paxnisi. She had to remind herself that Philip wasn’t talking about them. He was referring to Hans and Anna Kristiansen, the couple whose tragic deaths Pax had used as a foundation for their new identities.


  “I can guarantee you that if they bought into this engagement, they will dig into your past. What happened to your parents will come up. They will find it too juicy a detail that the parents of the prince’s favored candidate had been murdered in their own home.”


  Vivienne nodded. “I’ve made no attempts to hide what happened to my dad and mom — my amma and inna.” The Cilarchi terms for father and mother sounded lovely to her, but she found it difficult to use them for anyone other than Mordecai and Anya. “It left me in a traumatized state for a while. The records are all out there. If the media finds it, then they will know that Pax took me in, and it can be an inspiring story that honors my cousin for stepping up. I took all of what the media might do with my life story into consideration when I signed that contract. My question is whether or not this is something that is of concern to you.”


  “Honestly, Vivienne, the more stories about you the media can lose all their attention to, the better it is for me. You are a Godsend, truly.”


  “That’s assuming we pulled it off.”


  Philip grinned. “Well, yes. There is that.” He twisted his upper torso to look at the breakfast table and all the newspapers piled on a rolling cart next to it. “I suppose it’s time to find out if we did.”


  Vivienne squeezed his hand before letting go and linking arms with him as they stroll casually toward the breakfast table. “Is none of this strange to you? This game of pretend we’re playing.”


  “I don’t know about strange, nor do I care. It’s what has to be done, and you are pleasant enough company. Even Lord Landon seems to agree.” He squinted one eye at her. “Do you think he fancies you?”


  Vivienne laughed. “Be careful now, your highness. I might get the wrong idea and mistake you for being jealous.”


  “Landon and I do have similar taste in women.”


  It was Vivienne’s turn to squint her eyes at him. “Are you saying you fancy me then?”


  Philip smirked. “Fishing for compliments, Miss Kristiansen?” He pulled up a seat for her — the one next to Stasi.


  “Just seeking out truth, good sir.” Vivienne slid on her seat and placed her hand on Stasi’s knee to acknowledge her best friend’s presence. 


  Philip sat in the empty chair next to her, checked the knife beside Vivienne’s plate, and returned it upon verifying how dull it was.


  Vivienne had to smile at his concern. He must have already read about her phobia. 


  “Join us, Marcel,” he instructed his bodyguard, who quickly obliged. “So what is the order of the day, ladies?”


  Namia listed off what she and Stasi had agreed upon for Philip and Vivienne to do that day. 


  Philip drank from his mug of freshly-brewed coffee before digging into a plate of eggs atlantic. “What are the headlines saying?” he asked before shoving a forkful of smoked salmon, poached egg, and toasted muffin in his mouth. 


  “Do you want to see for yourself?” Stasi pointed at the stack of newspapers on a tray nearby. The pictures on the front page already told him what he wanted to hear. The diversion had worked. None of these headlines were about anyone else other than Vivienne. But what were they saying?


  “First things first. Did yesterday’s evening news work in our favor?” He gave his cousin a big grin.


  Stasi mirrored his expression. “Looks like it. Everyone who covered Ashen focused on the sudden announcement of Vivienne as a candidate for the crown. They only mentioned the insurgence as a way to paint her as the photographer who saved the day.”


  “Speaking of the insurgence, have you seen the photographs in her camera?” Philip asked Namia.


  She nodded. “The photos should have already been developed. Marcel? Any updates?”


  Marcel shot a glance at Vivienne. “How did you get those photos?” 


  “There was a high wall in one of the ruins. I climbed it,” Vivienne explained. Marcel made it sound like she was in some sort of trouble.


  He snapped his fingers and one of the men from security approached and handed him an envelope. He retrieved photographs from there and handed them over to Philip, who started looking at them one-by-one before passing each photo to Vivienne. They were the images of a huddle of people hidden within burnt walls. 


  “Can we identify the perpetrators from these photographs?” Philip asked. 


  “Most of them, yes.”


  Philip stopped at one photo zoomed in on a hooded figure. Definitely a woman. He showed the photograph to Marcel. “Who is she?”


  “We’re still trying to find out,” Marcel said. 


  “Tell me the moment you figure it out.”


  “Got it.” Marcel nodded.


  Vivienne passed the photos to Marcel while Stasi handed Philip a copy of The Luxersom Post. Namia handed Vivienne a copy of The Ancorian Tribune. They exchanged newspapers after, but there was already no question about it. They had succeeded. All of Ancoria believed the very much unreal possibility that Vivienne could become their future queen.


  Vivienne couldn’t help but wonder if they would feel the same way should they ever find out who she really was, that she was a native of Paxnisi, a descendant of the Ikari tribe, daughter of rebels to some, heroes to her. 


  Would they embrace her as their queen if they ever found out that she was Esther Cross?
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  Fed, showered, clothed, and ready to face the day, Philip strode through the halls of the Vasilian with countless weighty subjects clamoring for space in the balance of his mind. If he was to get through the day, he needed a sharp focus to take care of one issue at a time before proceeding to the next. This had been the way of things before, and it was how he intended to proceed. Forefront on his mind was the conversation he was about to have with his amma regarding Vivienne. 


  He couldn’t help but feel a strong sense of responsibility over her, especially after discovering her past and how beautifully she had emerged from tragedy. Philip had Hans and Anna Kristiansen to thank for the woman that Vivienne was now, and of course, the man who stepped in when she had no one. Pax Kristiansen. It felt strange how he felt so connected to them, even if the only thing he knew about them had been what he had read in Vivienne’s profile. 


  Philip adjusted his cufflinks. So much for focus on what he had to do next. One thought of Vivienne was enough to derail his thought process into random paths revolving around her. 


  His breath hitched when he caught sight of her in a yellow midi dress with lace trimmings. Could anyone blame him if the woman who had captured the attention of an entire kingdom also had the power to capture his? Even more so when the sight of him caused her to bow her head and give him that dazzling smile.


  “Vivienne.” 


  Stasi raised her brow at him. 


  “What is it, Stasi?” He dragged his focus from Vivienne to his cousin. 


  She shook her head slowly. 


  Whatever she was trying to say was completely lost on him, so he ignored her and snapped back to where his attention should be: his inna and her entourage approaching. Once again, he offered Vivienne his hand. There was something satisfying about that simple gesture of unity. It had seemed like such an innocuous request from her when she had asked that they be together in this, but it was beginning to feel that way for him. He wasn’t alone. Vivienne was with him. 


  He led her to the queen whose face remained stoic as they bowed their heads to her, while she gave Vivienne a complete look-over. She didn’t say anything, but Philip could tell she didn’t approve, for whatever reason. Women and clothes. He would never understand. She offered her hand to them. Philip held it and pressed his forehead against her signet ring before Vivienne did the same. 


  “You and I can go inside first,” his inna said. “Once the king agrees to meet with Miss Kristiansen, we will call her in.”


  Philip had no objections to that, so he offered his arm to his inna, who placed her hand over the crease of his elbow. They headed inside his amma’s room, and Philip drew a short intake of breath at the sight that greeted him. Standing by his amma’s bed was the royal physician tucking his pen into one of his pockets. Sallower in complexion and much slighter in build than the king had been only a week ago, Philip could barely believe his eyes. What was eating at his father’s health so quickly? 


  The doctor exchanged glances with his mother and shook his head slightly. 


  Philip’s heart dropped. 


  Upon seeing him, King Edward stirred on his bed to lift his hand. The queen pressed her forehead against his signet ring, before Philip did the same. The feel of his amma’s bony hand made Philip all the more aware of the severity of the king’s condition. He would have waged war against the thought of losing his amma, but the king himself shattered any chance of victory when he smiled at Philip and said, “You will be king—” a series of coughs interrupted his statement “—much sooner than expected.”


  “Edward, don’t say that.” His inna’s broken voice shook Philip. 


  “You know it to be true, Raina.” 


  The doctor stood in a corner quietly, his head bowed. Was there nothing he could do? The queen dismissed him. 


  Once they were alone, the queen captured the king’s hand between both of hers. “Do not give up on us, Edward. There is yet too much we need to do before you can go home.”


  His amma stroked his inna’s hair. The gaze the king was giving his queen was one of pure affection. His eyes glazed over as he set his sight on Philip. “Forgive me, Son, for any mistakes I have made during my reign that might make yours more difficult.”


  Madeline’s revelations from the night before haunted him right then. He had tried so hard to compartmentalize it, to leave it in the dark recesses of his mind, so he wouldn’t have to give it an honest look, but the king himself had yanked it to the light. 


  “Edward—” the queen shook her head “—this is not the time for goodbyes. You are strong, still. You can recover, still. We are here, because we want you to meet someone.”


  The king blinked his eyes as if he was finding it difficult to comprehend what his wife was saying. “Who?”


  “Your son has selected a favored candidate, a woman he has asked to become his queen.”


  “Who is she?”


  “Her name is Vivienne Kristiansen. She is a friend of Anastasia from her time in the US.”


  “A commoner?”


  The queen nodded. “Yes. Her profile is ready. I can have Ingrid give you a copy, and—”


  “I want to see her.” 


  Philip stood to his full height and nodded. “Let me get her.” He headed for the door and opened it, so he could escort Vivienne inside the room. The moment the king caught sight of Vivienne, he gasped for breath. His face paled even more. His eyes rolled up as if he was trying to look to the heavens for assistance. Tears ran down his cheeks as he shut his eyes. 


  “Edward?” The queen stroked his arm. “What is wrong? Are you all right? Do you want me to call the doctor back?”


  The king shook his head and extended his arm to Philip, who reached forward to grab hold of his amma’s hand. As weak as he was, King Edward’s grip was unyieldingly tight. Gaze afire and face ablaze with conviction, King Edward looked Philip in the eye and said, “Whatever happens, you must protect Esther Cross.”


  Over and over, like he had entered into some sort of hallucination or trance, that was all the king had left to say. 


  “You must protect Esther Cross.”


  The repeated proclamation embedded itself in Philip’s psyche even as they left the bedroom of the king, who had just plunged himself into full delirium. Next to him, Vivienne was pale, her brows knit together, her lips sealed tight, and her eyes moist with unshed tears.  The last thing Philip wanted was to have her ask who Esther Cross was and why she would need protection. His mind grappled for a response that would not force him to reveal to Vivienne the choice Madeline had laid before him. 


  “Esther Cross?” Vivienne croaked out as a broken and hesitant question.


  Philip gritted his teeth. “To speak of her is to speak of Paxnisi.” He hoped she would get the message that this was a topic he did not want to talk about.


  “Will you protect her?” Vivienne asked. “Like the king asked?”


  Her question was the glint of the Saint Sword hanging over his head. Yet another person added to the lives dependent on the choices he had to make. Philip reached for Vivienne’s hand. For a moment, she withdrew at his touch, but her lip twitched and her expression softened, before she intertwined her fingers with his, holding on to him. 


  “I want to protect her, Vivienne.” He revealed his heart to her, hoping she would recognize the sincerity lacing his words. “But there’s only so much I can do.”


  She drew in a breath that sounded like it was part sob, part gasp. Thankfully, she had no space to ask any further questions, because the queen emerged from the king’s quarters, closing the door gently behind her.


  Inna’s eyes brimmed with tears, but they refused to fall, most likely due to her sheer strength of will. Their gazes locked together, as an understanding passed between them. There was clearly no approval, no wisdom to be taken from the king in this condition. With his hand clasping Vivienne’s, Philip drew strength from her presence and his awareness that she was still standing strong after all she had been through. He then fixed his gaze on his inna as a plea for her decision. Would she help them or not?


  Clearly, the queen understood what his quiet stare meant, because she nodded, and said, “Very well then.” Queen Raina sighed and gave Vivienne a pointed look. “We have a queen to prepare.”
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  Whether or not the queen’s silence held any resentment or anger in it, Vivienne couldn’t tell. She just missed Philip’s hand on hers as she walked alongside the queen to meet with Ingrid. As much as she longed to make amends with the queen, she also longed for the comfort of being around the prince’s team. The queen had even insisted that Stasi do her work and go with Philip instead. All Stasi had been able to say to Vivienne before they parted ways was, “I’m sorry. I only found out now.”


  What she had found out was Vivienne’s guess, but one thing was clear. Vivienne was no longer Stasi’s intern. She was under the queen’s watch now — understandable, given her engagement to the prince, but Vivienne was still at a loss on how to communicate with Queen Raina. Was she allowed to speak without being addressed? Where were they going? 


  Unsure of what to do, Vivienne took the silence as an opportunity to process what had just happened inside the king’s chambers. King Edward had taken one look at her, and his immediate statement was in regard to Esther Cross, the teenager Vivienne had once been. The very identity Pax had warned her multiple times she could never expose. Vivienne hadn’t heard anyone speak out that name in years. Had the king recognized her? Or had it just been Vivienne’s resemblance to herself that had triggered the king’s delirium? What had Philip meant when he had said that he wanted to protect Esther, but wasn’t sure he could? Why did she need protection?


  Why do I need protection? 


  Vivienne shuddered.


  Pax’s letter returned to memory. She had to find a way to get in touch with Bishop Redmond. Philip would not be willing to give her answers about Paxnisi, but the bishop might know something. At the very least, he could point her in the right direction. 


  Alarms went off inside Vivienne’s mind when they reached one of the exits of the Vasilian to find Ingrid and Triflora waiting by a black van. A woman in a pantsuit was standing between Triflora and a man with dark-rimmed glasses and a stylish gingham suit. Next to him were four men in black suits and sunglasses, clearly of the ilk of Marcel Sullivan. They were all lined up in one row, standing at attention until Queen Raina stopped walking. Vivienne stayed one step behind her, as the line of men and women bowed their heads to the reigning monarch. 


  “Magda, has everything been put in place?” Queen Raina asked. “All of Miss Kristiansen’s belongings are accounted for?”


  Vivienne stilled. Her belongings?  


  “Yes, your highness,” the woman in a pantsuit said. “Everything is ready for transport.”


  “Good. Miss Kristiansen—” Queen Raina placed a hand on the small of Vivienne’s back and pushed her forward to coax her to stand next to the queen “—with the exception of Ingrid, this is your entourage. I’m sure you’re familiar with Dahlia, Hyacinth, and Rosa.”


  The ladies of Triflora waved at Vivienne. They appeared to be giddy with excitement over something. 


  “Magdalena delos Santos will be your assistant and will fill the role Namia fills for Philip.”


  “You can call me Magda.” She bowed her head toward Vivienne.


  “Ask anything of her,” the queen continued, “and it is her responsibility to produce it for you. Fredrick Quintana, or Fred for short, is your press relations officer. Both of them were hand-selected by Stasi to work for you. Meanwhile, Marcel assigned these men as your security detail. They will drive you wherever you need to go and of course, see to your safety and protection. They can introduce themselves to you once we get to your new home.”


  “My new home, your highness?” Vivienne managed to croak out.


  “That’s where we’re heading right now.” Queen Raina gestured for her to follow with a flick of her wrist. “The palace has assigned a Luxia Phantom vehicle to you, which will be your primary means of getting around, but for now, Magda and Fred can ride there, while you stay with Ingrid and me.”


  Vivienne waved at everyone as she tried to keep up with the queen. She didn’t have the chance to ask about Triflora and where they were riding, because the queen was already talking to Ingrid. She had no idea how to feel about moving to another house. Her hope had been that she would be allowed to live with Stasi at the Imperial, with Philip having foregone the candidate selection process by proposing to her. Clearly, this would not be the case.


  Vivienne slid into the back seat next to the queen, while Ingrid occupied the seat behind them. 


  Once the queen’s van started moving forward, the queen addressed Vivienne’s concerns.


  “This all feels sudden to you, I’m sure,” the queen said. “We wanted to wait until we’ve talked to the king before telling you, but given my husband’s condition, we will need to make the decisions ourselves. As the prince’s favored candidate, you cannot stay at the Vasilian or the Imperial, as both are seen as the prince’s home. We uphold traditional values here in Ancoria and wouldn’t want any speculations of impropriety between the prince and you. For this reason, you are to stay at the candidate house in Aristo Heights. That’s where all the candidates would have stayed had we gone through the selection process; however, since we did not, it will be home to you and your entourage throughout the year of preparation for your wedding to Philip. Do you have any questions?”


  Vivienne shook her head. 


  “Is there anything you would like to know? Any requests you may have for your new home?”


  “There is something I’d like to say, your highness, if you will permit it.” 


  “Feel free to speak your mind, Miss Kristiansen.”


  “Your highness, you were kind to me, a commoner, when we first met. I am grateful for that, and that kindness has been a weight on my chest because of the way you found out about Prince Philip and me. I would like to apologize for that. It wasn’t my intention to blindside you or deceive you in any way.”


  The delicate angles of the queen’s face softened as she patted Vivienne’s knee. “I accept your apology, Miss Kristiansen, but I would like to be as blunt with you as possible. I like you, Vivienne. You have strength of character, but it is the trauma of your past that makes me question whether you are fit to serve as queen. We have yet to see whether you are. Understand that from this point onwards, you are under an entire kingdom’s scrutiny — mine and Philip’s included. I pray you will be a source of inspiration as we prepare you for the crown. I caution you to not take this role lightly, Miss Kristiansen.”


  “I hear you, your highness.” Vivienne’s chest ached to make an ally of the queen. Even if she was aware that this was all a farce, she still felt the weight of responsibility to represent the monarchy in a positive way. At the same time, she wanted to represent well the perspective of the masses to the royal family. The balancing act was proving to be quite a challenge. “It is my most sincere wish to bring honor to God, the royal family, and this country as I submit to this period of preparation.”


  “That’s all we can ask of you.” Queen Raina’s smile reflected approval. Vivienne could only hope to see more of it, and so she promised herself that she would do her best to prepare for a role that had never been hers to begin with. 
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  we're still in this together


  



  



  With the burden of finding a queen removed from his shoulders, the only thing occupying Philip’s mind was the war he did not want to have with Qranth. Given the king’s condition, the sooner they decided upon a plan that would most benefit Ancoria, the better chances they would have to avoid war with Qranth. But at what cost? Were they willing to sacrifice the Ikaris of Paxnisi in the process? 


  The Luxersom Lords huddled around a round table of fine mahogany inside the hidden chamber of the Librarium. In the middle of the table was a map of Ancoria and Qranth, on top of which were miniature submarines, planes, boats, soldiers, and flags, which Marcel and General Ludolf were moving around to explain the advances and precautions their military and naval units were undertaking to protect the country. 


  “With the information Flint gave us, we have a better idea of where we might find our people, so we can extract them before further attacks on Paxnisi from either Qranth or the Blood Blades.” Marcel moved a small figure of the flag of Ancoria onto a spot in the Paxnisi map. “Their main headquarters should be somewhere here. A brothel.”


  Philip’s jaw tightened. A brothel. Ruby’s domain, most likely. What had that woman fed Anton that had gotten him so enamored with her? Now, Madeline too? 


  “As far as we know, we have two active operatives there. Knight and Eagle. Flint has assured us that if we want to find all the Ancorinos still remaining on the island, that is the best place to start. Our extraction team left our shores this morning. If all goes well, they should be back by nightfall.”


  “Did Flint go with them?” Philip asked.


  Marcel shook his head. “Flint will remain at the Aerie until further word from the prince and the Royal Council.”


  Madeline was no doubt upset about that. She would just have to accept their decision; no other way to go about it. “General?” Philip asked. “What are we doing to protect our borders?” 


  The general started moving pieces on the map. “All our naval and military bases are on high alert across the country, most especially in our southernmost borders in Cortharros and Romsila. If Qranth does make a move against us, we are ready to defend our territories. If we ever need to make an advance against both Paxnisi and Qranth, we are ready for that as well.”


  “That’s unnecessary,” Philip said. “We will stay in a defensive position and be strong here. If we need to ask help from our allies in the north to send reinforcements, then that’s what we will do.”


  “I still don’t understand.” Zoriel’s grip on the edge of the table tightened. “Why is Qranth doing this? It makes no sense. The treaty ended years upon years of strife. We gave them the win they had so longed for throughout centuries of struggle. Paxnisi is theirs, and we have not made attempts to take that territory back. Have they become so strong since then? I hope I’m not overestimating our ability to defend our own territories, but how powerful are they really? Do they actually pose a viable threat?”


  As the general responded to weigh their military and diplomatic strength against that of Qranth, Philip and Marcel exchanged glances. No words needed to be spoken. Philip was sure their thoughts were flitting along the same lines. Should the Luxersom Lords know about the ultimatum? Did they already know about the list of Ikaris and the deal the king had made with Qranth? 


  Surely, at least some of them knew. 


  Lord Cedric had been especially somber since they had begun their meeting. How could he not know? He was the king’s dearest friend and closest confidant. 


  “I have a point of concern that we haven’t addressed,” Lord Landon said. 


  The conversations about a possible war with Qranth halted to give him space to speak his mind.


  “What about Paxnisi?” the mogul asked. 


  “What about it?” Zoriel flicked his thumb against his own jawline. “It’s not our territory. We have no business messing with that island.”


  “We both know it’s not that simple, Lord Zoriel.” Lord Landon’s jaw tightened. “We currently have a refugee camp in Cortharros full of women and children from Paxnisi.”


  “How do you know about this, Duqué Kent?” Philip asked. 


  “With all due respect, your highness, whose resources do you think you used to establish that camp so quickly? Councilor Kane got in touch with me before he ever got in touch with any authority. I was the one who alerted the Peregrines about the situation.” The duqué squared his shoulders as if to brag about his accomplishment. “If not for my intervention, even the sudden appearance of your future bride wouldn’t have been able to distract anyone from the arrival of a wounded Madeline Sullivan on a fishing boat full of Paxnisian refugees.”


  Philip clenched his jaw. There it was. All out on display. Madeline’s fishermoms and fisherkids. “Why didn’t you reveal any of this to us during the Lane Awards last night, Duqué?”


  “I informed the Peregrines. You were having a pleasant evening with your future bride. It hardly seemed like the best place to discuss a national crisis.”


  “Wait. Are you saying Flint has been Madeline Sullivan all along?” Zoriel asked. “I thought she was overseas all this time.” He cast Marcel a look. “Did you know about this?”


  Marcel remained his stoic self and wisely chose not to respond.


  Ignoring Zoriel, Lord Landon fixed his attention on Philip. “If I’m not mistaken, most — if not all — of the refugees are from the Ikari tribe. Need I remind you of all the times the Ikaris fought with us and for us for centuries before we gave them over to Qranth? We all know the Blood Blades want them wiped out from the face of the planet. What are we to do with the refugees? Why did they even flee Paxnisi? What aren’t you telling us?”


  Philip weighed his options. How much did he trust this group of men, all of which had proved their loyalty to the rule of Clan Sideris over Ancoria? He took a deep breath before placing two flags on the map of Paxnisi. One was Qranth’s. The other displayed a red flag with a white silhouette of a machete to represent the Blood Blades. “Right now, the battlefield is this island.” He explained to them the deal his father had made with Qranth to surrender all the Ikaris who had escaped during the time the treaty was signed. “Madeline — Flint — is certain that they will ask for the refugees back. According to her, they will send us an ultimatum in the near future. If we give over the Ikaris, as well as every Ikari on a list they had long ago provided to my father, the treaty stands. They will not attack.”


  “So we give them back then,” Lord Cedric said. “That was the deal we had with Qranth, and we must keep our end of the deal. This is what this circle agreed upon ten years ago, and the truth is we haven’t kept our end of the bargain. We haven’t given over all the people on that list.”


  Philip couldn’t believe his ears. They had all agreed? Had they known then how the Ikaris were being treated in the island? Did they even care? “Before we decide on that, there’s more. Again, according to Madeline, on the eighth of the eighth, next month, Qranth has allowed the Blood Blades to have free rein over the island. On that day, they will be allowed to kill every single Ikari they find, to wipe out the remnants of the tribe for good. In exchange, the Blood Blades will dismantle their group and never pose a threat to Qranth or to us again.”


  “That means—” Zoriel gulped.


  Lord Landon nodded. “We will be sending them back to their deaths. A genocide to satisfy the Blood Blades’ misplaced thirst for vengeance.”


  Silence filled the room, as everyone contemplated the information that had been given. 


  “How do we even know this to be true?” Lord Dorian broke the silence. “I can’t imagine Qranth would agree to such a thing. They hate the Blood Blades as much as we do.”


  “Perhaps they see it a small price to pay if they never have to deal with the Blood Blades again,” Lord Landon said. “I don’t see how that could be so unthinkable about Qranth when our kingdom gave over Paxnisi in exchange for never having to deal with Qranth again.”


  “Point well made, good sir,” Lord Dorian said as he patted his belly and rubbed the graying hairs over his temple. “We have quite a dilemma in our hands, gentlemen. What does the king have to say about this? Usually, we just go with what he thinks is best. His highness has always had wisdom about matters such as this.”


  Philip took a deep breath and shook his head. “The king is not well. It will take a while for him to recover, if he recovers at all.” 


  Again, grave silence filled the room, the atmosphere much heavier than it had been compared to when they had started. 


  “So what do we do?” Zoriel asked. 


  “We wait,” Philip said. “We don’t have to do anything until we receive the ultimatum. As far as I know, the Peregrines have always been looking for the people on the list. Everyone they find, they can bring to the refugee camp, which we have thanks to Lord Landon here.” Philip nodded to acknowledge the duqué. “We can decide what to do once Qranth verifies what Madeline said by sending us their ultimatum.”


  “Prince Philip is right.” Lord Cedric nodded in agreement. “Right now, we wait.”


  “Is there anything else we need to discuss?”


  “I personally want to know what happened in Ashen yesterday,” Zoriel said. “Have we forgotten all about that?”


  “Right.” Philip shot a look at Marcel. “Do you have any updates on the insurgents?”


  “Actually—” Zoriel interrupted Marcel just as he was about to respond “—I was referring to the Lady Vivienne Kristiansen. My sister has mentioned several times that her best friend was going to visit the country as her intern. Not once did Stasi mention that she was to be a candidate for queen, much less that she was the favored candidate, already chosen, to rule over this kingdom.”


  Philip barely flinched. If even Zoriel was more interested in Vivienne than the insurgents, then all was going as planned. “We will get to that. Right now, I want to know from Marcel what happened. Who were the insurgents?”


  “They’ve all been caught and interrogated,” Marcel said. “They all claim that they’ve been paid an exorbitant amount of money to do what they did. We did a background check, and the story checks out for most of them — except for one, that is. Most of them are in some sort of dire situation that involves some personal grudge with either the monarchy or the aristocracy. They have reason to hate the crown, but their reason for doing what they did comes more from desperation for money than any real conviction or attempt to stir rebellion. Every single one of them came upon a significant amount of money the day before yesterday.”


  “By whom?” Lord Cedric asked. 


  “It’s most likely Lady Moira Saint. The marquésa was at the event, and she’s always been after the crown, but apart from that, we have no evidence. She, of course, denies her involvement.”


  “Follow the money trail,” Lord Landon said. “Miss Saint has always been rich in influence and not in actual cash. If she is involved in this, find out where the money came from, because I assure you she’s not using her own money for any of this.”


  “I agree,” Philip said. “She’s never been the generous type.”


  “We will continue to investigate,” Marcel assured the group.


  “You said there was one exception.” Philip tapped his foot on the ground to ease his nerves. 


  “Yes. There was one man who also got paid, but he doesn’t need the money at all. His attack on you seems personal. He lost a wife and a child in Paxnisi ten years ago. They’re Ikaris. He was in Ancoria when the Blades attacked his village. He holds a grudge against the crown for his loss. We’ve taken him into custody, and—”


  “We won’t charge him with treason,” Philip said. 


  “Your highness—” Marcel shook his head “—the man is in pain, but that is no excuse to instigate rebellion.”


  “I’m inclined to show him mercy. Interrogate him to try and find out who he’s working with and what their future plans are. If he cooperates, we have intel. If not, take him to the refugee camp. Being among his people might redirect his anger toward us to the Blood Blades where it should be.”


  “Consider it done,” Marcel said. “I’ll inform Alpha.”


  “Now that we have that settled,” General Ludolf said. “We must discuss what we have all been curious about, your highness. Who is the woman you proposed to yesterday?”


  	To Philip’s surprise, he struggled to tell them the truth about Vivienne, but the Luxersom Lords deserved to know what he was up to, so he kept his eyes on Landon Kent to see if the duqué would be relieved to find out the truth about his engagement to Vivienne. “Miss Kristiansen has agreed to pretend to be my fiancée, so I can forgo all the pageantry and pleasantries of the selection. She is also a diversion from what’s happening in Paxnisi.”


  The smile on the duqué’s face told Philip everything he needed to know about how Landon Kent saw Vivienne. Philip’s gut reaction to seeing the duqué’s interest in his faux fiancée also told Philip everything he needed to know about how he himself saw Vivienne. 


  He was not in love, no. Neither was he infatuated.


  Protective, perhaps. Even a little jealous.


  Mostly, Vivienne had Philip intrigued. She was the object of his curiosity, more than anything. So, when the long day finally ended and Philip found some space and time for himself, he discovered a desire to spend his time with her.


  Philip picked up the cordless phone in his bedroom and dialed the number of her quarters at the candidate house. His pulse quickened as the phone rang. 


  “Hello?” Her sweet voice was peace to his restless soul.


  “Vivienne.”


  “Philip?”


  “It’s me, yes.” He sank into his bed, fully aware of the stupid grin on his face. Why was it so refreshing just to hear her voice? “I want to make sure you’re settling in well.”


  “It takes a bit of adjusting to. I was hoping I could stay with Stasi the entire time I’m here, but I understand why this is necessary.”


  “We’ll work your schedule out with Inna. I’ll make sure Stasi has time off, so she can visit you.”


  “I would love that.” Her relief made him feel like a hero. “I was afraid I would have to face all of this alone.”


  “Of course not. We haven’t abandoned you, Vivienne. We’re still in this together.” 


  “It means the world to hear that from you. Thank you, Philip.”


  His smile only grew the more he heard her speak. “So tell me about your new place. I hear my mother and Ingrid put a lot of work into it.”


  “It’s lovely here. Not as grand as the Vasilian, of course, but still so beautiful.”


  On and on, she went, telling him about her day and all she was thankful for. By the time they ended the call, Philip couldn’t deny it to himself any longer.


  He wasn’t in love with her, no, but a hope had taken root within him — one he had to watch out for — because should it grow, he might stop seeing Vivienne as his accomplice. Instead, he might begin to see her as his queen-in-the-making.
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  she will learn


  



  



  Each day bled into the next, one after the other, and Vivienne found herself barely aware of the passing of time, which she found strange, because her every minute was on schedule. Perhaps she had stopped paying attention, because her time was no longer her own. She didn't need to know the date, the day, the time, because all that was required of her was to obey and follow the schedule the queen had set for her. 


  It had been over a week since she had left the Vasilian and moved to the candidate house. She missed Stasi. She missed even Namia and Marcel. Despite Philip’s assurance that he would give Stasi time off and send her over, Queen Raina’s strict schedule had made it next to impossible for Vivienne to have any time with her best friend.


  The last time she had seen Philip’s crew was during the Sunday service at Chapel Vasilian. She had hoped to spend even a little time with them, but the queen had whisked her away even before the service could end to attend a garden party at the island of Marga. Vivienne hadn’t even been able to steal a moment with Bishop Redmond to ask about Pax's letters. 


  There was always another place to go to, another person to greet, another event to attend.


  Through it all, Vivienne’s soul was anchored by the nightly calls Philip made to check on her. Most nights, because of exhaustion from the rigorous royal engagements they both had been participating in, their calls were often short and sweet. Still, Vivienne drew as much strength from her little chats with the prince as possible.


  Stasi had also made effort to check in on her not only through phone calls, but also through Fred from Vivienne’s personal entourage. As much as Vivienne missed Stasi’s presence, she had no business complaining whatsoever. Pax would either laugh at her or scold her should a voice of complaint come out of her lips, given the experience she was having. In honor of the kind of life Pax longed for her to have, she submitted fully to the process she was undergoing. Vivienne absorbed all she could learn from Queen Raina. She took to heart every bit of wisdom the queen imparted to her, whether it be praise, instruction, or correction. She paid full attention to all her lessons about Ancorian etiquette, culture, and customs. 


  Every day involved a rigorous routine of beauty treatments, followed by either Ancorian lessons or a list of countless events Vivienne needed to attend. Charity events. Ribbon-cuttings. Pageants. Parties. One thing after another, there was always something to do, yet another custom or fact of history to memorize, someone else to meet.


  In it all, what surprised Vivienne the most was how lonely she felt when not in touch with either Philip or Stasi. 


  Magda, Fred, and Triflora lived in the staff quarters of the candidate house, and Vivienne had been surrounded by people most of the time, but their connection to her was mostly professional. There were even a lot of times when Vivienne felt as if her new assistant and PR officer didn't see her as worthy of the position she was in. Then again, she was just pretending to be in that position, so maybe they were on to something.


  Vivienne blew out a long breath as she stepped out of the chic, loft-style mansion that looked like it had come out of those new reality TV shows that was all the rage back home. Her skin felt stretched and smoothed from all the exfoliating, scrubbing, and cleansing she had gone through all morning. The massage had also made her back muscles a little sore. She groaned as she straightened her back and shoulders to maintain the posture the queen had taught her to always keep. 


  "We're right on schedule." Magda said, as she checked her wristwatch. "Everything okay?"


  Vivienne gave her assistant a smile. "I'm fine. Just a little sore from the massage."


  "That's not supposed to happen." Magda furrowed her brows. "I'll have a word with your massage therapist tomorrow to see if we can make adjustments."


  Vivienne was about to tell her it wasn't necessary, but she held her tongue instead. Magda was the one who had the details on how things should and shouldn't be. Vivienne bristled. She had more agency when she was with the prince than she had now that she had an entire entourage following her around. 


  Her Luxia Phantom pulled over in front of them. 


  "Finally, they're here!" Magda threw her arms in the air. "Off to the Vasilian, we go."


  "We're going to the Vasilian?" Vivienne's ears perked up at the piece of information. She walked alongside her assistant toward the vehicle. "Remind me what's on the schedule today, please?"


  Magda ignored her and waved at their driver, Yuri, who stepped out of the driver's seat to open the door for them. 


  "Miss Kristiansen." Yuri bowed his head toward Vivienne, to which Vivienne responded in kind to acknowledge him. "Magda."


  "We are so late," Magda said. "The massage took forever. I am starving."


  Yuri narrowed his eyes at the palace staff member who was a few years older than Vivienne. Magda waved at Fred who was already inside the car waiting for them. He was talking on the clunky mobile device similar to the one Stasi carried around everywhere. "We're about to leave. We should be there in half an hour." He waved at Magda and bowed his head toward Vivienne. 


  Yuri assisted Vivienne into her seat. Magda took the seat next to her, while Fred slid onto the backseat, still on his phone. A couple of minutes later, they were already on the road to the palace. Vivienne didn't even care anymore what they were doing there that day. All she wanted to know was whether she would find a friendly face upon arrival.


  Once Fred finally ended his phone call, Vivienne cleared her throat to get her assistant's attention. "Magda, you didn't answer my question. What's on the schedule today?"


  Magda flashed her a smile before mouthing to her to wait a second. She checked her leather-bound organizer before responding. "You have lunch with the prince and a television interview afterwards." 


  "That's today? Didn't I ask you to remind me about the interview?"


  "I'm sorry," Magda said. "It must have slipped my mind. You've reviewed all the notes Stasi sent over about what they might ask, right?"


  "I did, but I would have appreciated the reminder I asked for."


  "Miss Kristiansen, I already said I'm sorry." The edge in her tone was unmistakable. "I'll do better next time." Magda and Fred exchanged glances. 


  Vivienne ignored them for the rest of the ride, but she was getting tired of the attitude. Why had Stasi hand-picked these two of all people to assist her? What would Queen Raina do in a situation like this? 


  When the van rolled into one of the multiple hidden driveways of the palace, Vivienne was relieved to see Stasi already waiting for them. Finally, someone Vivienne needed — a friend. 
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  Philip handed the latest issue of Ancorina to his inna as the queen's Luxia Royal rolled out of the gates of the Aerie and hummed all the way to the Vasilian.


  The queen stared at the front page, showing an image of Vivienne in a wedding dress, a hedge full of dahlias in various shades of purple behind her. "What does it say? Is it good or not?"


  "Read it, Inna." 


  Queen Raina took the magazine from him and flipped right to the ten-page article Stasi had already bookmarked beforehand. 


  Philip leaned back in the car seat and crossed his arms over his chest to stare out the window. As his inna read the article, his thoughts drifted to the discussion he had just had with Alpha and Marcel at the Aerie. Qranth had just sent their ultimatum. Just as Madeline had warned, the ultimatum contained a list of twelve people they needed to return to Paxnisi before the eighth of the eighth. They also needed to return the people at the refugee camp. Either that, or they hand over Esther Cross, someone who seemed impossible to find. Should they fail to abide by the terms of the treaty, the War of the Crown Imperials would once again commence. 


  The ultimatum would loom over Philip for the next few weeks leading up to the day of reckoning when blood would surely be spilled in Paxnisi. The only question was would Ancoria be a part of the bloodshed in any way? It shouldn't have been a question. They couldn't just stand by and do nothing when such human atrocities were being committed in a place so close to them; so close, it had once been one of their territories. Yet, Philip still couldn't bring himself to make a decision. Had it been any other time when the monarchy wasn't so vulnerable and the political climate in the country wasn't so tense, it would have been less of a challenge to go to war. 


  It seemed the only good thing happening was the way the kingdom was embracing Vivienne. If they adored the woman they thought would be their future queen so much, then how could anyone succeed at trying to abolish the monarchy? Then again, how would the country react upon finding out that Vivienne wasn't actually going to be their queen? 


  Philip banished the thought. There wasn't much he could do about it, other than be thankful that his faux fiancée was still at the forefront of national news. 


  The Ancorina article had been Stasi's idea, and it was a master stroke of genius in terms of Vivienne gaining more of the public's fascination and sympathy. The article was a deep dive into Vivienne's profile and background. It included the dramatic retelling of her discovery of her parents' murder, as well as Pax's battle with cancer. In all of these trials, Vivienne had unwittingly struck a friendship with one named Anastasia Sullivan, whom she hadn't even known was an Ancorina aristo. Anastasia mentioned Vivienne to her cousin, and they had been exchanging letters to each other. That was how their romance had begun. Only when Vivienne arrived in Ancoria had she discovered that Anastasia was of noble blood, and Philip was a prince.


  It was something out of a fairy tale, and that was exactly what it was. A tale Stasi had masterfully concocted to capture the attention of the masses. They had written Vivienne as some sort of phoenix rising from the ashes of her dark past only find herself in a seat of power in the kingdom of Ancoria. 


  Even Philip was moved by the story, even if he knew how ridden with false and embellished narratives it was. The only question was would the article also convince the queen?


  Queen Raina closed the magazine and placed it on her lap. "They love her. She has captured their attention like no other candidate ever has before."


  "It's a sensational story. Hard not to be fascinated by it." 


  "How much of it is true, Philip?"


  "What do you mean, Inna?" 


  "It seems almost too sensational, too well-packaged." The queen narrowed her eyes at her son. "Almost like something Anastasia would write."


  "Are you saying Stasi made it all up?" Philip chuckled even as his pulse doubled at his inna's queries. "Inna, all the information we know about Vivienne came from the profiles Ingrid gave us. All the background checks were done by either your people or the Aerie's."


  "I don't question the verity of her background, Philip. I question how much you knew about all that before you read her profile. How did Stasi introduce you to Vivienne? Why have I never heard of her before? When did this exchange of letters happen? Where are these letters? Do you have any of them? What did they contain?"


  Philip shifted in his seat. "You can't mean to say that you want Vivienne and I to produce such personal letters for public consumption. I would still want to keep those private between Vivienne and me.” Despite his anxiousness over the queen’s scrutiny, his heart lightened at the thought of his evening chats with Vivienne. “Are you suggesting that we show the letters as proof?"


  "All I'm suggesting is for you to tell me the truth, Philip."


  He didn't have a ready answer, so to his relief, the car slowed to a halt in front of the entrance to the Vasilian closest to the courtyard. By the entrance stood Vivienne who had her arms linked with Stasi. Her animated expressions as she chatted with her friend made Philip smile. From the looks of it, Vivienne and her entourage had just arrived. Behind the women were the two staff members Stasi had assigned to Vivienne's entourage. Both were exchanging sharp looks before one rolled her eyes at Vivienne. 


  Philip raised a brow. Was this how they often treated her? 


  "The masses love your fiancée, Philip," the queen said, as if reading his mind, "but she has yet to earn the approval of the royal court, the aristos, and those closest to them. She lets Magda and Fred walk all over her, and they're not even of noble blood. If she is to be queen, she will need to learn to be one of us, and no longer one of them. As with anyone who rises to a rank of authority after having been just another one among the followers, Vivienne needs to learn to lead. Even if it means displeasing those who follow her."


  "She will learn," Philip said, while ignoring the way his fists clenched. He wanted to do it himself, to put her people in their place, so they would treat her with the honor she deserved. His reaction begged him to wonder why he was so upset. As long as she was serving her purpose of distracting the kingdom, did it matter if they could convince everyone on the planet that she could be queen?


  Philip's jaw tightened upon realizing that it mattered to him. 


  Even more so when she bowed her head to him, gazed at him with such delight, and said, "I missed you."


  He meant it when he replied, "I missed you too."


  Her hands, once again, were clasping his, and if only he could, for just one day, he would have erased everything from his mind that would remind him that Vivienne wasn't his and he wasn’t hers. 


  He wished he could forget that she was just the ace up his sleeve, not his or anyone else’s queen. 
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  Vivienne couldn’t ignore the way her pulse raced as his hand clasped hers. Her heartbeat’s pace sped up every time she felt his thumb brushing against the back of her hand. It was such an innocent gesture — probably even unconscious on his part — but she had already latched on to it as something familiar in a season that had been so full of unknowns. The clacking of Namia’s heels, the static of Marcel’s multiple communication devices, Stasi’s giggle. All of it brought her a sense of nostalgia that didn’t make sense given the short period of time she had been in Ancoria.  


  Her own physical and emotional reactions to Philip’s presence were cause for alarm. She shouldn’t be feeling this way about him, but how could she not when everything she had been doing since she had left the palace was in preparation for being his bride? Her days had revolved around learning how to treat him right or how to represent him well. Now, they were walking toward an interview, where they had to act like all this was real, that they had once shared a long-distance friendship that developed into an agreement to serve Ancoria and maybe explore the idea of a romance later.  


  How was she supposed to convince the world of such a connection with him? She had wished to speak with him during lunch, but the queen’s presence had kept the entire meal a strictly-business affair. The main focus had been the interview and how they were to navigate the questions that would be thrown at them. Vivienne doubted she would have enjoyed the meal if not for Philip showing her he cared by cutting the meat on his plate and switching plates with her, so she wouldn’t have to struggle using a spoon instead of a knife to cut her food.


  Vivienne blushed at the memory of that gesture alone. 


  Pax’s admonitions to guard her heart circled her mind. If only Pax were here, she wished to herself yet again. He would have known how to navigate all of this with wisdom. Then again, he probably wouldn’t have allowed her to lie to an entire country about being the prince’s future wife. 


  Philip blew out a breath next to her. His grip tightened on her hand as he stood to his full height and flexed his muscles, almost like he was gearing up for battle.


  “Are you all right?” Vivienne asked, her voice in a low whisper. She couldn’t remember seeing him nervous before.


  “I don’t like televised interviews, especially when it’s live.” 


  It was Vivienne’s turn to tense up as her grip on his hand tightened. “Live?”


  “Worldwide,” he said. “Millions of people will be watching this interview as it’s going on, Vivienne.”


  “And you agreed to this?” Vivienne creased her brows at him. “I don’t think you should have told me that right before the interview.”


  “You asked.” He shrugged. 


  “I just wanted to make sure you were all right!” She tried to keep everything hushed, but the statement came out louder than intended. She lowered her voice again. “Now we’re both a bundle of nerves.”


  Philip grinned at her as he pulled her closer to him, their clasped hands the only thing separating their bodies from contact. Vivienne mirrored his grin, their eyes locked together, before both of them started snickering. 


  “We’ll be fine,” Philip said, “as long as we’re together.”


  The gamut of emotions those words brought shook Vivienne to her core. How she wanted to believe it to be true. Him and her. Together. She had to once again actively remind herself that it was all pretend, but he made it so easy to forget whenever he looked at her during the interview like he adored the very ground she walked on. 


  “She is vibrant and so full of light,” he said, “like she came to Ancoria at a moment of darkness and filled it with starshine.” 


  “All Ancorinos know that our king and queen don’t have to be in love to get married,” the interviewer said. “This has been a fact throughout multiple generations, but we’ve also watched the monarchs of Clan Sideris fall in love with each other time and time again. From the first king of your highness’s bloodline — His Royal Highness King Alexander Sideris himself — to your very own father and mother, our beloved King Edward and Queen Raina, your family has left us a legacy of long-lasting marriages full of love and respect for each other. I need to ask the question we’re all thinking, Prince Philip.” The interviewer paused for dramatic effect. “Do you love Vivienne Kristiansen? If not, can you see yourself falling in love with her?”


  Vivienne could swear her heart stopped beating right then. 


  Philip leaned on his chair as if to give it some thought. He then gave Vivienne this smolder of a look that could’ve convinced her everything he said after was true. He offered her his hand again, which she took hold of. This time, it wasn’t just the brush of his thumb against the back of her hand but the brush of his lips on her skin that sent her mind reeling.


  Philip nodded, with his eyes still on hers. “I can definitely fall in love with Vivienne, and I wouldn’t mind choosing to love her every day should she ever become queen.”


  It hurt to hear those words, because Vivienne had to remind herself once again that none of it was true, because if she believed that any of it could at all be possible, then she might lose sight of why she was doing this in the first place. She was here to help Philip, to serve Ancoria, to somehow save Paxnisi, and to honor Pax. No one ever said that to do all of that, she was in real danger of getting her heart shattered in the process. 


  Why did Prince Philip have to be so great at playing pretend?  




  



  



  



  



  [image: c001border_chapter]twenty-seven


  queen-in-the-making


  



  



  A week later, the country was still buzzing about the live interview with Philip and Vivienne. International news had already picked up on the story, and it seemed they had the entire world fooled. True love was developing between the foreigner and the prince, right there for the rest of the world to see. It wasn’t, however, images of the interview that had been plastered onto headlines and featured on the news.  


  What caught the world’s attention were stills from a video of Philip and Vivienne behind the cameras, waiting to be interviewed. They were holding hands, standing right next to each other, looking fondly at each other with big grins on their faces. 


  On the way to the throne room for a meeting with the Royal Council, Philip caught a glimpse of the image tucked within a folder in Stasi’s hand. He reached for the photo to get a better look at the image. Vivienne’s goofy grin lightened his mood despite the gravity of what he was about to tell the Royal Council. 


  “You didn’t have to sell it that much, you know,” Stasi said loud enough for only him to hear. “That image has the world convinced that you and Vivienne are crazy about each other.”


  He smirked. “Maybe we are.”


  “Philip.” Stasi shook her head. 


  “Anastasia.” He raised a brow.


  “You’re not supposed to actually fall in love with her.”


  “I’m not in love with her. Come on. It’s a candid shot which captured a genuine moment between Vivienne and me. The scene has nothing to do with being in love, though it does look that way, I admit. We were just trying to ease each other’s nerves. Apparently, her crew didn’t bother to tell her that the interview was live.” He narrowed his eyes at his cousin. “Why did you pick such pompous socialite jerks to be part of her entourage, anyway?”


  “Who? Magda and Fred?” 


  “Are those their names? Inna said they’ve been walking all over Vivienne.”


  “Magda and Fred are far from being socialites. I picked them because they both come from humble beginnings. I thought they might appreciate where Vivienne comes from.” Stasi frowned. “Are they giving her a hard time? I already feel so bad for Viv. We were supposed to be together this entire time.”


  “Relax. She’ll figure it out. Inna will help her. Even if she refuses to say it out loud, I know she likes Vivienne.”


  Stasi huffed as she once again shook her head. 


  “What? That’s supposed to be a good thing.”


  “Yes. Sure. If this was all actually for real. It’s great that Queen Raina likes her and is helping her to become queen, but she’s not becoming queen, is she?”


  Philip shrugged. “What do you want me to do, Stasi? It’s all part of the charade.”


  “Stop acting like you’re in love with her. Don’t play with my best friend’s heart. Once you start seeing her as a queen-in-the-making, then you are a danger to her, and I will not stand by and let you treat her the way you treated all the other women in your past.”


  Her words sobered him and yanked him back to reality. “I’m teasing, Stasi. I know what Vivienne and I agreed upon. Don’t worry. We’re not in love.”


  “Keep it that way.”


  “You have to admit, though. She could make a great queen someday.”


  Stasi lifted her forefinger at him. “Stop it.”


  He grinned and played it off as a joke, but if he were to be honest with himself, he meant every word of it. Vivienne could make a great queen, given more time under his inna’s tutelage, but that was a matter for another day. Right now, he had to face the Royal Council and tell them the truth about Paxnisi and the ultimatum from Qranth. Whatever they decided, that would be the fate of Paxnisi and Ancoria.


  Philip walked into King’s Hall with Vivienne in mind, almost as if he himself was using her to divert his attention from the gravity of the matter at hand. By the time he left the throne room, he didn’t know how he could face Vivienne should she ever find out the decision the Royal Council had arrived at. 


  A majority vote had sealed the fate of the Ikaris. They were to find either Esther Cross or every single person listed on the ultimatum. All would be brought to the refugee camp until the day before the eighth of the eighth, when they would surrender every single Ikari they find to Qranth. 


  The decision had already been made, and there was nothing more Philip could do about it. 
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  Never before had Vivienne been grateful for a typhoon warning. Rain was slamming down hard on Luxersom City, and that meant all events scheduled for Vivienne that evening had been canceled. As much as she prayed that no one would be harmed by the storm, she also thanked God for the opportunity to have a quiet moment on her own, to evaluate the past weeks. 


  Vivienne cozied herself up into warm blankets and pillows in the bay window of her bedroom. Between her palms was a mug of hot cocoa brewed the way her inna used to make them. She used to beg Inna to make her a cup, but Amma would always say no, because as a child, anything related to chocolate used to give her tonsillitis. 


  She missed them both so much, but she never could quite dwell on their memory for too long. Besides, her morbid past was not what Vivienne had planned on contemplating during the one evening she had been given the freedom to do whatever she wanted, so she pushed them away from her thoughts and tried to find something else to occupy her mind. 


  She also avoided thoughts of Pax, because it only frustrated her that she still hadn’t been given permission to spend time with Bishop Redmond, no matter how many times she had made the request. 


  She couldn’t entertain thoughts of Philip, as well, because the live interview and the behind-the-scenes footage had convinced the world that they were in love, and if she wasn’t careful, they might convince her as well. 


  So, what was she supposed to do now? 


  Vivienne smiled. 


  “I guess it’s just You and me tonight, God. Maybe You can help me understand why all this is happening, what You expect me to do here, how I’m supposed to help Paxnisi when I don’t even have any idea what’s happening there. Also, since we’re having this chat, I might as well ask You to please hold my heart. I’m not sure I’m strong enough to keep it from falling. You know what I mean. You know what I need. I trust You.” 


  “Viv? Who are you talking to?”


  Her door creaked open and to her delight and surprise, in came someone Vivienne needed.


  “Stasi!” She almost spilled her cocoa on herself. “What are you doing here?”


  “This evening’s plans got canceled because of the storm. Philip suggested that they drop me off here, so you would have some company. You don’t mind, do you?”


  “Do I mind? Stasi, it’s about time you got here! He promised he would send you, and he never did.”


  “To be fair to the man—” Stasi kicked her shoes off “—he tried multiple times, but your schedule was always full, and so was mine, honestly.” She dropped her purse on Vivienne’s bed and snuggled next to Vivienne on the bay window. Leaning her head on Vivienne’s shoulder, she took the cocoa from Vivienne and took a sip. “This is good. You should make another cup, because this is mine now.”


  “Keep it.” Vivienne grinned as she leaned her head on top of Stasi’s. “Is it bad that I hope this typhoon will last for a few more days, just so I can keep you here?”


  “A little, yes. There’s been a lot of flooding in Subsolan because of it. Philip’s dead on his feet coordinating evacuation centers, getting and sending aid, doing damage control.”


  “Doesn’t he need you with him?”


  “He does, but Fred’s there to take care of everything. Philip wanted to make good on his promise to send me here at least once.”


  “I have been pestering him about it for a while now.”


  “You’ve been talking to him?”


  “On the phone. Almost every night. Didn’t he tell you?”


  Stasi snickered as she shook her head. “That man.” She took a sip from the mug of cocoa she had sequestered. “He’s a sneaky one.”


  The phone rang. 


  “That must be him.” Vivienne couldn’t help the smile on her face as Stasi sat up straight to let her stand and get to the phone. She picked up mid-ring. “Philip?”


  “Is Stasi there?” He sounded like all energy had been drained out of him.


  “She is. Thank you for sending her.”


  “As promised.”


  “You sound exhausted.”


  “I am.”


  “Get some rest.” Vivienne returned to Stasi, the cordless phone pressed against her ear. “You have capable people surrounding you. Trust them.”


  “You sound like Stasi.”


  “If she told you to rest too, then she’s right. Do you want to talk to her?”


  “No. I’ll see her soon enough. I’m sure you both have a lot of catching up to do, so I won’t keep you on the phone for too long. Just wanted to check in on you.”


  “Thank you, Philip.”


  “You’re welcome, and have fun, Vivienne. You deserve it.”


  “And you deserve some rest.”


  “Believe me. I’ll get some.” 


  Vivienne ended the call with warm cheeks and a listless smile. Stasi chugged down the rest of her drink, her stare fixed on Vivienne. 


  “Stasi, what?” 


  “I told you not to fall in love with him.”


  “It’s not like that.” Vivienne laughed, even if her insides tumbled at the very real possibility. “He cares, and I do, too. That’s all.”


  “That’s where it all starts, amoré.” 


  Her shoulders sagged, unable to keep denying the quick drumming of her heart at the slightest mention of Philip. “Stasi, what am I going to do?”


  Stasi pulled her in for a hug. The wordless gesture was exactly what Vivienne needed, because she was not in love with Philip, no. Not yet, at least, and Stasi was a perfect reminder of the many reasons she couldn’t fall in love with her prince.
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  rarer than rubies


  



  



  If there was anything worse than coming across an indomitable Moira Saint at the palace courtyards, it would have to be coming across an infuriated Madeline Sullivan. While Moira would come at Philip with thunder and rain, Madeline had a more subdued approach. Quiet and brooding, like a rumble in the clouds where lightning and tornadoes were taking form, waiting for the right time to strike.   


  Philip halted in his tracks, upon seeing her standing by the statue of his ancestor, like she was Alexander Sideris incarnate. Beside him, Namia’s breath hitched. Behind him, Stasi stopped speaking to Marcel. All eyes zoned in on the aristocratic spy who wouldn’t have shown up at the palace if she didn’t have a score to settle with the prince. 


  “Your highness.” Madeline’s snide tone was in direct contrast to the curtsy she mockingly gave him.


  “Madeline.” Philip clenched his jaw. This wasn’t going to be an easy confrontation.


  “I’m not surprised, you know,” Madeline said. “Of course, you would choose the cowardly way out. Of course, you would just leave all of the Ikaris to bloody extinction. We knew this would happen! I never should have left the island. Lord, have mercy on us. How can you allow this to happen?”


  Philip wasn’t sure if she was asking God or him, so he stood his ground and waited for anything else she had to say. 


  Her tone remained calculated like she was actively reeling her rage in as she spoke. “How can you call yourself a Christian and allow the genocide of the Ikaris? Not only that. You are willing to give people over to their murderers!”


  Philip shook his head. “This is not the place to have this conversation.” He could already sense Marcel out and about instructing his men to secure the courtyard so that no one would hear Madeline’s outbursts. 


  “What? Are you afraid people will find out what the Royal Council has been up to? You don’t want them to know what you, the leaders of Ancoria, are trying to wash your bloody hands of? Did you somehow read the account of the crucifixion and thought that Pontius Pilate was the good guy?” Madeline shook her head as she stared at nothing in particular, because the sight of Philip only seemed to set her off. “I can’t stand politicians. Seriously, I can’t.” 


  “Madeline—” Philip spoke her name through gritted teeth “—you don’t know everything. You don’t see all the work we’re doing to—”


  “I don’t care what you’re doing, Philip. All I know is that on the eighth of August, the Blood Blades will rain terror upon Paxnisi, and you — don’t put the blame on anyone else, because you are the acting king of this country — you are allowing it to happen. Not only are you not going to stop it, you are going to send these people to their deaths. You are also preventing those who can help — me, in particular — from being there to fight back.” 


  “Is this what this is all about?” Philip asked. “You want to go back?”


  “At least do that, since you’re not willing to do anything else to help the people of that island. People I love and care about.”


  “Like Ruby?” 


  “Yes! Like Ruby.”


  “Have you forgotten how many of our soldiers died because of her? She was a Blood Blade then. What makes you think she’s no longer that now?”


  “Do not divert my attention, your highness. That may work with everyone else, all of them dazed by that pretty fiancée of yours — if she really is even that — but it won’t work with me. Ruby is not the one in question here. You are.”


  “Oh?” Philip raised a brow. “I am? You forget who you are talking to, Madeline.” He squared his shoulders and stood to his full height to talk her down. “I allow your little outbursts because of everything we’ve been through together, but remember that I am still your king.”


  “King?” She spat the word out like it was the most disgusting thing she had ever heard of. “Is that what you are now? King Edward is no longer with us, is he? Is that another thing you’re trying to hide from your kingdom?”


  Philip reeled in his temper and tried to clear his already guilt-ridden mind. “Believe it or not, we’re doing everything we can to prevent what will happen on the eighth of August. I will fly out the day after tomorrow to present our case at the United Nations and to enlist the help of other government leaders. Don’t think for one minute that we are doing nothing about this situation, Madeline. You don’t see everything that goes on behind the scenes. We are doing everything we can do to help Paxnisi without compromising our people.”


  The storm in Madeline’s eyes cleared as her mind processed what he was saying. “If you want to help them, let me go back.”


  “I will think about it, but I’ll be honest with you, Madeline. Right now, I’m of the mind that I would rather pull out all Ancorinos remaining in the island by force, so that Qranth will have nothing against us as far as breaking that peace treaty. It will give them the illusion that we want nothing to do with this madness. If we cooperate with Qranth’s ultimatum, give them everything they ask for, maybe they’ll drop their guard and we can work something out to somehow help the Ikaris right under their noses. Since we fulfilled our part of the treaty, we can claim our end of the bargain complete, with Qranth unable to justify any attacks on us. Madeline, if you can stop being furious at us because you think we’re doing nothing, maybe you can actually help us do something to prevent the genocide.”


  Silence filled the courtyard as she gave his words some thought. 


  “I can’t just stay here and do nothing,” she finally said after a long stand still. “At least let me do something.”


  “Namia will be leaving for the refugee camp this evening to oversee operations there and make sure your fishermoms and fisherkids are being treated right. They have been very cooperative, but I’m sure it will comfort and assure them if they see you there. If you can also convince Knight and the rest of the Ancorinos to leave the island, we have a better chance of convincing Qranth that we’re on their side while we secretly amass resources and allies to fight against this bloody massacre they have permitted in their own territory.”


  Madeline’s lips quivered as she nodded her head.


  “Does that mean you’ll help us? Will you go with Namia?”


  “Y-yes. I’ll go.”


  “Now, can I leave? I have an appointment I need to get to. Namia will give you the rest of the details on your flight to Cortharros. You should probably head home and pack.”


  “Right.” Madeline stood aside to let him pass. 


  Philip nodded her way and walked past her.


  “Your highness.” She reached forward to grab him but held herself back upon remembering he was untouchable to her. “Thank you. And sorry.”


  Philip brushed his hand over her shoulder. “I’ll do everything I can to help Paxnisi. Vivienne may never forgive me if I don’t.”


  A bittersweet smile appeared on her lips. “She’s good for you. I see why you chose her to be queen.”


  It was Philip’s turn to give his friend a bittersweet smile, but he couldn’t let himself be swayed by thoughts of somehow turning into reality the farce of an engagement he had with Vivienne. Not when the lives of so many were hanging in the balance, and it seemed he was the only one who could do anything to help them.
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  Where there was usually an attitude of warm familial delight whenever Philip visited the bishop's home, there was a somber wariness between the two men when Philip arrived to seek counsel from Bishop Redmond.   


  The royal family’s spiritual amma had greeted him with a handshake instead of a bear hug before leading him to his private study, so they could have a conversation about the task ahead of Philip. Upon hearing everything that was happening at Paxnisi, and the weight of the task Philip had as he set out to state his case at the UN headquarters, Bishop Redmond remained silent when he would usually have an immediate word to say.


  Philip missed the bishop's belly laughter and eagerness to speak about current events and how it related to Scripture.


  "Our prayers are with you, Philip," the bishop finally spoke up. "With your amma's condition and such a monumental task ahead of you, I can only imagine what is going through your mind, but know that you are not alone. May the fear of the Lord be upon you, Son, as you go on this trip. It is that holy reverence that is the beginning of knowledge, understanding, and wisdom. You will need all three to decide the best course of action, not only for Ancoria, but also for Paxnisi." 


  Philip rubbed his palms against the red mahogany of the cushioned armchair across the desk table from the bishop. "What would you do if you were in my position?"


  "I'm a shepherd, Philip, not a king, but if I were in your position, I can't imagine choosing anything other than life, even if it means war."


  "Even if it means the death of more Ancorinos?" 


  "Ancorino, Qranthi, Ikari. Is one death more tragic than the other? We are all precious in God's eyes. We cannot stand by and let these terrorists slaughter an entire tribe of people. You know this."


  Philip nodded, but even then, even if he knew the bishop's words to be true, images of bullet-ridden bodies soaked in blood flashed across his mind. Lives of the soldiers of Ancoria sacrificed at the altar of his youthful folly. He was already accountable to God for the lives of every Ancorino in the kingdom he would one day rule over. Was he to be held accountable for the lives of the Ikaris too?  What could he do?


  Bishop Redmond stood up from his leather swivel chair from behind his desk and sat on the armchair across from Philip. He placed his heavy hand on the prince's shoulder and bowed his head before uttering a prayer, a plea for help to the mighty heavens. Time slowed down as two leaders of men knelt before an omnipotent God as children seeking their Amma's counsel, and yes, even His comfort. 


  Only when peace came over Philip's restlessness did they stop their heavenly pleas. By the time they exited the bishop's study to join his family for dinner, Philip had a confidence within him that hadn’t been there before. Whatever would happen at the UN headquarters, Philip trusted that God was in control.


  With these heavy thoughts having been laid to rest, Philip found it easier to exchange banter with the bishop's teenage daughter, Dani, over lunch. The topic, of course, was none other than Vivienne Kristiansen.


  "I think Ancorinos are beginning to like her more than they like you," Dani said.


  "Danielle Redmond, that is inappropriate to say." The bishop's wife, Emma, shot her daughter a sharp look of reprimand.


  "It's true!" Dani chuckled. "There are opinion polls and everything."


  "I wouldn't be surprised," Philip said. "Vivienne does have a charm about her."


  "Indeed, she does," Bishop Redmond agreed. "That reminds me, Philip. I've been requesting that she have dinner with us since I first met her. Can that be arranged?"


  "You know how rigorous preparations can be for the candidates for queen, Bishop. Vivienne skipped all of it when I proposed to her out of nowhere. Mother has been putting her through the ringer, playing catch up, which is most likely why we haven't been able to set up a time for her to visit with you and your family," Philip explained. "I’m about to see Vivienne at the orphanage northside, so maybe we can work something out."


  "The orphanage near the new hospital, by the border of Illera and Luxersom City?" Emma asked.


  "Yes, you attended its opening earlier this year." Philip nodded. "Vivienne is already there with the queen, Stasi, and her team. I'm supposed to catch up with them. I can mention your dinner invite to Vivienne. I'm sure we can work something out."


  "We look forward to it," Bishop Redmond said. "You best take care of that young woman, Philip. She's a precious one, rarer than rubies."


  There it was again. Yet another vote of approval from someone Philip respected. A vote for someone who was only pretending to someday be their queen.


  Philip told Vivienne about what the bishop had said while she held a toddler in her lap, showing the little girl images from a picture book. Philip, on the other hand, was absent-mindedly tossing a rubber ball back and forth with a little boy around the age of three or four. Outside the secured room, cameras were flashing to take photos of them through a glass window.


  "I don't know what you did to get Bishop Redmond on your side," Philip said. "His entire family can't stop singing your praises."


  "It's certainly not anything I did," Vivienne said. "I've had a conversation with the bishop only once. With the schedule I have, the only time I get to see him is before church services and after, and I don't even get to speak to him, because we're always late and leaving early."


  "He says it's simply because the favor of the Lord is upon you."


  Vivienne smiled and met his gaze. "Do you think that's true?"


  "I can certainly believe it." 


  Her cheeks flushed red, and her blush made his pulse quicken. She had charmed the entire kingdom. She had charmed him. 


  "The bishop still wants to know if you can have dinner with his family. I don't actually know what your schedule is."


  Vivienne nodded her assistant’s way, a gesture for the woman, who was most likely a few years older than her, to approach. "Magda, what's on the schedule tomorrow?"


  "Apart from the regular morning routine, the queen has a meeting with you and Councilor Valias regarding the drive against human trafficking. Between travel and the meeting itself, that will likely take up the rest of the day. You’ll be staying overnight in a vineyard in Marga."


  "The next day?"


  “Fund raising event in Triada. You’ll return to Luxersom City after the fund-raiser.”


  “Okay. I’d like to be there for that. What’s on the schedule on the day after that?”


  "You're meeting with Racquel Quintana for a dress fitting and a photo shoot. You're also scheduled to attend her fashion show after dinner at her penthouse mansion."


  "Cancel that," Vivienne instructed. "I will be spending the afternoon and evening with Bishop Redmond and his family. Please make the arrangements with Bishop Redmond, so they can prepare for my visit."


  "I can't do that without prior approval from the queen." Magda shook her head. 


  Vivienne gave her a sharp look accompanied by a sweet smile. "Do whatever you need to do to make it happen, Magda. Just make sure you make it happen."


  "But—"


  "Magda."


  "I will speak with the queen." 


  "Thank you."


  Magda walked toward Queen Raina, who had been standing by the door, watching the scene unfold. She bowed to his inna before exchanging words. 


  Philip had to smile at how Vivienne handled that exchange. So taken by her, he had forgotten that he had just tossed the rubber ball to the boy in front of him. The boy threw the ball at him, and it landed right in his face. A hushed silence filled the room. Philip could almost hear the collective gasps of the press outside the room, taking photos of them through a large glass window like they were zoo animals. Vivienne laughed at the ridiculousness of it all, and Philip laughed with her. To ease everyone’s tension, he picked up the boy and tickled him while stealing glances at Vivienne. 


  Later, Inna approached him and whispered in his ear what he already knew in his gut to be true. "With every day that passes, she is becoming more and more like a queen." 
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  be strong and courageous


  



  



  Vivienne found it strange how seeing Bishop Arthur Redmond again felt like she was reuniting with family. The bishop welcomed her with a dose of laughter and a huge bear hug, before introducing her to his wife, Emma, and his daughter, Dani. 


  Her conversation with the bishop the minute they got a moment of privacy was the farthest thing from safe, however, because what he revealed to her was more danger than she could ever imagine or prepare for. 


  "I don't know how much you hear about what's going on, Vivienne, but the situation is worse than I thought. The prince is trying his best to save as many lives as possible, but there's little he can do for Paxnisi."


  "What is happening, Bishop?" Vivienne's grip tightened on the sturdy arms of the armchair in his study. "Since they moved me to the candidate house, I've barely spent time with the prince or even Stasi. He has also explicitly forbidden me to ask about Paxnisi."


  "I am assuming he knows nothing about your true heritage?"


  "Of course not. Nobody knows. As far as they know, I am the daughter of Hans and Anna Kristiansen."


  "Your cousin must have had some sort of divine discernment, Vivienne, because Pax has always known something like this might happen. He had been so intent on hiding your lineage. Emma and I thought he was being paranoid given the extent to which he gave you and himself new identities. In hindsight, I can honestly say we were wrong. He was acting on wisdom and possibly an almost prophetic insight of things to come."


  "Bishop, please tell me what's going on." 


  The elderly man of God breathed out a long sigh as he rubbed a finger against his silver-streaked brow. He reached out to hold Vivienne's hand before he spoke. "I can only tell you what I know, but I must warn you to steady your heart for what you are about to hear."


  What the fiery bishop told her next was fuel for her worst nightmares. A bloodbath in Paxnisi on the eighth of the eighth, a hateful vengeance to be enacted by the terrorist group that had deprived her of the life and love of her parents. An ultimatum to surrender her people to Qranth under the threat of war against Ancoria. 


  It was her adolescence happening all over again, and somehow, she was at the very center of it all. 


  “How many lives will be saved if I just reveal myself as Esther Cross?”


  "You can't do that, Vivienne." The bishop shook his head. "The Duqué of Oro Valle — you've met him. Landon Kent. He has spoken to every single one of the Ikari remnants that have been caught and brought to the refugee camp by the Peregrines. They would rather give themselves over than let the Blood Blades get a hold of the daughter of Mordecai and Anya Cross. Understand this, Vivienne. Should these wicked men ever get a hold of you, they will do the unimaginable to you. It won't be a quick and easy death. After they are done tormenting you, they have erected gallows especially for you. This is not the fate for you. Do you understand?"


  Vivienne shook at the fear consuming her with every word of warning the bishop spoke.


  "These are wicked men with wicked hearts who have nothing but wicked intentions for you. No Ikari wants to see you suffer such a cruel fate. I do not mean to instill you with fear—" he gripped her hands tighter "—but you must understand the danger you are in. No matter what, you mustn't let anyone know that you are Esther Cross. Pax went through great lengths to keep you from harm."


  "But all those lives, Bishop."


  "Even as we speak, the prince is probably already on his way back from the UN headquarters.”


  So that’s where Philip had been. He had mentioned not being able to call her for a few days.


  “We have all been praying for his success in gathering allies to fight against this evil Qranth is enacting upon its own people,” the bishop said. “I trust he will return to us with good news." The bishop let go of her hand and retrieved from his desk a sealed letter similar to the one Landon Kent had given her during the Lane Awards. "This might help encourage you. Your cousin has always had a way of reminding us that the Lord's yoke is easy, His burden light." He handed her the precious letter before clearing his throat. "I don't know how it happened that Pax would trust someone like her, but the next letter you will receive from him will come from Marquésa Saint of Santas Occidental."


  Vivienne couldn't believe her ears. Moira Saint? Why? How was she connected to Pax at all?


  "I would caution you not to trust the marquésa, Vivienne. That family has always dealt with dark forces we have no business involving ourselves with. Be extra cautious when dealing with her. In fact, you mustn't trust anyone, even those within the royal family's inner circle."


  "Those are Philip’s most trusted people, Bishop. Stasi, Marcel, Namia, the queen's staff... Are you saying I cannot trust any of them?"


  "I am simply reminding you to act with wisdom. Landon and I suspect that the Blood Blades might have already infiltrated the ranks of the palace. We've been too complacent for too long. Meanwhile, they have never stopped fighting the War of the Crown Imperials."


  "But who could possibly be a Blood Blade among the royal staff?"


  "I don't have enough information to name names. Just be careful whom you trust. I have also cautioned the prince regarding this."


  Vivienne clutched Pax's letter in her hand, her whole body trembling as she tried to wrap her mind around everything the bishop revealed to her. "I am afraid," she admitted.


  "Don’t be afraid, child." Bishop Redmond laid a hand on her shoulder. "Be strong and courageous, for the favor of the Lord is upon you. He will keep you safe. We are all praying for you and the prince. You are not alone in this fight."


  Vivienne wanted to believe it, but she couldn't help but wish that Pax was right there with her, but all she had were his letters and the people he trusted enough to deliver them to her, and one of them was someone she would be a fool to ever trust. How had God allowed all of this to happen? How could He leave her with such a choice? To live with the blood of her own people in her hands or to die a torturous death as Esther Cross?
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  To my dearest Vivienne,  


  I wish I could be there with you, but in my absence, I hope you have found family in Bishop Redmond and his lovely wife, Emma. I've never met her in person, but I've heard their daughter, Danielle, is wonderful as well. 


  Bishop Redmond had been the one to mentor your father when he was in Bible school. Before the war made it impossible, your father and mother spent hours in the bishop's home, enjoying their fellowship and wise counsel. Your father was the man he was because of the bishop. 


  It was also the bishop's network of churches that took us in, hid us, and transported us from island to island before finally delivering us to Chapel Vasilian, where the bishop introduced me to Landon Kent. 


  I would encourage you to spend as much time as you possibly can with the bishop and his family. You will learn so much from them, not to mention that Emma makes the best food, second only to your mother. May your time with them remind you that wherever God takes you, with or without me, you are never without family. There will always be people seeking what's best for you and fighting for you when necessary.


  Should you ever revisit Chapel Vasilian, you might want to check a space between bricks in its southernmost eastern corner. I placed a note there with a silly prayer of mine. I quickly jotted it on a whim and slipped it in a crack on the wall. Hopefully, they haven't found it yet. If you should find it, don't laugh at me when you read it. It was a genuine longing of mine at that time, but God hasn't granted that prayer for good reason. He knows what's best. Always. 


  I am so grateful to God that He has allowed you to go on this journey. By now, I'd like to believe that you have already learned to conquer your fears, that the traumas of your past no longer have the power to haunt you, because our Lord delights in you and He will let no harm come upon you. Keep trusting in Him.


  I will not take up more of your time reading my ramblings, my precious crown imperial. I'm sure you're eager to go on your next adventure.


  Until Next Time,


  Pax
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  "Until next time."


  Bishop Redmond echoed Pax's words, the same way both Landon Kent and Moira Saint had the last time Vivienne had spoken to them. Those three words rattled around in Vivienne's brain almost like a taunt when Pax had always meant for it to be a promise of once again seeing each other, even beyond death. It rang in her ears, however, with a reminder that she was preserving her life at the expense of many others’. What kind of queen would do that?


  She scoffed at her own line of thinking. Queen. Had she bought into her own hype already? She was no queen. Just a frightened little child hiding from the monsters that still plagued her dreams and populated her nightmares. 


  Magda was babbling on about something while the Luxia Phantom moved away from the home of the Bishop, not far from Chapel Vasilian. Vivienne couldn't wait to get back to the privacy of her bedroom, to crumple herself up in a tight ball, hidden away by blankets, never to be seen again. For the first time since she had arrived in Ancoria weeks ago, Vivienne wished she could go back home and start working again as the executive assistant of the CEO of Caine Corp. That world was much safer, much more normal than this world revolving around her. 


  The van ground to a full stop only minutes after they passed by Chapel Vasilian. Vivienne looked outside. Why had they stopped? Why could she hear the roar of the Vasilian Waterfall? She peered outside her window to find the Vasilian towering over her. 


  She cast a look at Magda. "What are we doing here?"


  Her assistant grimaced. Magda had been a lot more respectful toward her since she had started standing up for herself, but the Ancorina still made no effort to hide her emotions whenever she was upset or confused with Vivienne. It was, in fact, one of the things Vivienne liked about her.


  "Haven’t you been listening? I just told you," Magda said. "The prince requested to meet you—" she gestured double quotes with her fingers "—where the crown imperials are. He said you would know the place he is talking about." 


  Vivienne nodded. "It's at the gardens of the Imperial." 


  Yuri opened the door for her. 


  Vivienne stayed in her seat and stared at the open door. While her heart would often skip a beat at the idea of seeing Philip, what the bishop had revealed about everything Philip had been doing made her less than excited to see the prince. She was probably being unreasonable for expecting that he would inform her of what had been happening, especially when he had made it abundantly clear that she had no business thinking about Paxnisi, but her one stipulation for agreeing to be his pretend fiancée was that no harm would come over Paxnisi because of her choice to help him. Now, she had just discovered that her people had never been in more harm since she and Pax had escaped the island. 


  "Miss Kristiansen?" Yuri cleared his throat.


  "His highness is waiting." Magda waved a hand in Vivienne's face. "Are you all right?"


  Vivienne snapped out of it and helped herself out of the van. She couldn't deny the prince's summons for them to meet. At the very least, she could ask him how his meeting at the UN headquarters went. Then again, she wasn't even sure if she was allowed to confront the prince about what the bishop had revealed to her. Would that get Bishop Redmond in trouble?


  She weaved her way through the palace like she had been through its halls countless times. With every step she took closer to the prince and the crown imperials, her heart grew heavier, tears threatening to fall from her eyes. She fought to keep the tears at bay. She must get a hold of herself before presenting herself to Philip. 


  When she finally reached the greenhouse containing the pink crown imperials, Vivienne felt like she was on the brink of a breakdown, but upon laying her eyes on the prince, his head lifted to the heavens, his eyes closed, his face bathed in moonlight, her rapidly beating heart stilled. 


  Right before her eyes, the heaviness of his countenance lightened with radiance as a lone tear traveled the length of his cheek before falling from his jaw. If only she had her camera, she would have captured that moment like he had when he had first seen her in the same position. That moment felt to her like a lifetime ago.


  Her knees weakened, making her lean on the walls of the greenhouse for balance. The motion caused the rustling of leaves, a quiet sound that was enough to alert Prince Philip's attention to her presence.


  Their eyes locked. She bowed her head towards him. A bittersweet smile appeared on his face. If only she could read his mind. Could she even ask about what happened in New York? Had he succeeded?


  He extended his hand towards her. The gesture brought her a modicum of comfort through the chaos in her mind. She shut the door of the greenhouse behind her and approached him to intertwine her fingers with his. The usual stroke of his thumb against her skin was now accompanied by the brush of his hand against her cheek.


  "You are so beautiful," he said, out of breath, his voice broken.


  For some reason, the compliment made her heart ache. 


  His thumb brushed against her lips. "I wish it was all real. You and me. Falling in love. I wish it wasn't all pretend, that we are truly together, and that you will be my queen, and I, your king. Is it too much to ask of you to consider being mine for real? Will you marry me if I genuinely ask?"


  Her breath hitched, her lips parting slightly as he continued to stare at her like he was trying to memorize her every feature. She didn't want to answer the question, only because she was terrified of the consequences should she find herself saying yes. 


  "You don't have to answer that." Philip shook his head. "I know I'm talking crazy." He dropped his arms and let go of her, and the moment he did, she found herself craving his touch, so she reached for his hand again, hoping for the simple gesture that made her feel like they were together. Philip did not withdraw his hand, but he didn’t hold on either. His gaze was elsewhere, distant enough to be in another time and another place. “It was because of me,” he said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You told me that you didn’t agree with Amma’s decision to hand over Paxnisi to Qranth. It wouldn’t have happened if not for me.”


  She squeezed her hand to encourage him to speak further, afraid that the wrong words might cause him to stop giving her the information she so direly needed to hear.


  “I was nineteen. Marcel had just started a program specifically for aristos to train for military service. We were among the first to sign up — Anton, Madeline, and I. We were in Paxnisi, undergoing our training, when Qranth attacked. A lot of things happened, but suffice it to say that all of it resulted in the Blood Blades getting a hold of me. I became their bargaining chip. Paxnisi in exchange for me.” 


  At this point, Vivienne couldn’t keep her flesh from trembling — out of what emotion, she couldn’t tell. Was she angry at Philip for being the prize equivalent to her home island’s ransom? She dared herself to speak out the question she wasn’t sure she wanted an answer to. “H-how? What happened?”


  This time, Philip gripped her hand tight. “I was on my way to meet with important figures in the Paxnisi revolution — perhaps even the most important.”


  Vivienne choked. Was he referring to her amma and inna? Had he been the aristo from the capital they were supposed to meet the morning they had died?


  “On the way to them, I was intercepted by a woman. She and Anton had some sort of connection. He was enamored by her. I found her on the road, crying and desperate, and she asked me to help her. She needed to get back to her village, and it was toward the opposite direction of Sagrada, where I was supposed to meet with the revolutionaries.”


  The mention of her hometown caused a quick tear to brush against her cheek — not that he noticed, because Philip was still reliving his past and all its horrors — his and hers.


  “I relented. I helped her. How could I have known she was working with the Blood Blades? They were waiting for me in her village. Dozens of Ancoria’s soldiers died in Troncilla, trying to rescue me. If not for me, they could have been in Sagrada. We could have helped stop the massacre of the revolutionaries that happened there.”


  At the revelation, Vivienne’s knees weakened. Her grip on his hand faltered, but he didn’t even notice when she pulled her hand away. She retreated from him as her breaths grew staggered. If not for Philip, her parents would have had a chance to live. Sagrada could have been saved. She pressed her palm to her chest to help steady her breathing. She needed to gain her composure, because to Philip, there was no reason for her to react in a personal way. She was Vivienne Kristiansen, not Esther Cross, not the daughter of the revolutionaries who died because Philip had once dared set foot in Paxnisi.


  She summoned all her will to pull herself together, but it wasn’t like it mattered, because Philip was already in a world of his own, pacing the floor. Back and forth, back and forth, making her dizzier than she already was as her overwhelmed brain tried to make sense of all he had revealed.


  She backed away from him as he continued to pace, his palm rubbing the back of his neck, revealing frustration she had never seen in him before. His actions revealed to her what she didn't want to believe to be true. Had he failed? Had he been unable to convince their allies to lend help? Her heart sank. She couldn't know that for sure, but how could she find out without implicating Bishop Redmond?


  "Philip?" she cautiously approached him. She gently brushed her fingers against his arm to catch his attention. He flinched like he had forgotten she was even there. She drew a gasp upon seeing the tears soaking his face.  


  He shook his head. "I'm sorry, Vivienne."


  Her heart stopped. Had he discovered who she was? "Why?"


  "I tried my best, but there's nothing I can do."


  Was he saying what she thought he was saying? Had he failed? What did he mean there was nothing he could do? He was the acting ruler of an entire country! What good was his power if he couldn't wield it to save the lives of countless innocents? Terror filled Vivienne on behalf of her people, while the man who had been her image of strength and power broke down in front of her.


  Philip fell on his knees on the ground, his hands gripping his hair as he let out a groan. "I can't do this!" 


  Mercy tempered Vivienne's grief and indignation. She knelt on the ground next to him and wrapped him in her embrace, his tears soaking her dress as he repeated over and over again, "I don't know what to do. It’s happening all over again. So many will die."


  It was clear to Vivienne what had to happen, but this wasn't the time to speak her mind. Not yet. Not when the one person she needed to be strong had allowed himself to be broken before her. She held Philip tightly in her arms and shed tears right with him, because nothing had ever been clearer to her. 


  She could never become his queen, because in this game they'd been playing, his only recourse was to sacrifice the queen to give time for the king to save everyone else. In the right time, she had to reveal her true identity and end their charade. 


  Until then, she would have to stay here with him, on their knees together, travailing before the King of kings, the only One who could lift the head of the man who would someday become king of the crown imperials.


  At the cost of the life of Pax's one precious crown imperial. 




  



  



  part three


  radical
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A crown that bows


  to One Most High, 


  Souls, in broken pieces, lie.


  Truth reveals a heart in time,


  while radical surrender

  moves the sky.
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  An image of the river veins near Cardin City, Sphere 39, Cortharros, Ancoria
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  August, 1993 — The Kent family had always been known throughout Ancoria for their philanthropy, but Landon Kent had gone above and beyond what anyone would expect from him in aiding the refugees whom Madeline had brought to their jurisdiction. It appeared as if he had spared no expense, and Philip could only guess why he had taken this cause on. Why was Landon so invested in the fate of Paxnisi and its people?


  The Luxersom Lord stood next to Namia, ready to greet them as Philip exited his Luxia Royal. Stasi was talking to someone on her mobile phone, and Marcel was most definitely listening to someone through the ear piece lodged in his ear. 


  Philip moved forward to greet the duqué, trying to keep his composure, even as dread consumed him over what he might find inside the refugee camp.


  “Your highness.” Landon bowed to him. 


  “Lord Landon.” Philip nodded toward him then to his assistant. “Namia.”


  “Everyone is eager to meet you,” Landon said. 


  Philip could only nod. His purpose for coming here was to meet with Madeline to tell her about the outcome of his meeting with the UN. Their hands were tied, they had told him. They couldn’t afford to get involved in the dispute between Ancoria and Qranth, or they couldn’t bypass the sovereignty of Qranth over its own territory. They had given him one excuse after another, none of which made any sense to him. None of it would appease Madeline, who would most likely blame him for their indifference. 


  Less than a week left before the eighth of the eighth. The countdown had begun, and Qranth had already been asking for a response to their ultimatum.


  Landon brought them to what was formerly a housing project that the Kent family had abandoned after a factory nearby had shut down. With so much space available, he had offered to lend the building for use of Cortharros in housing the refugees. Tents had also been set up around the building to provide different types of aid from various Ancorino professionals — doctors, dentists, therapists, anyone the refugees might need to make their stay at the camp as comfortable as possible.


  Philip had expected the mood inside to be sullen and morose, borderline depressing, but from the get-go, joyous chatter and bursts of laughter greeted them. Teachers gathered the children by age groups to see to their education, while a marketplace of sorts had been established behind the building. It was a proper settlement rather than a make-shift refugee camp, like he had expected. 


  “This is amazing work,” he told Landon and Namia. “Did you encounter any problems when we had that typhoon?”


  Landon shook his head. “I was here when it struck. Just some rainfall, a bit of wind. Nothing we couldn’t handle. The bulk of it hit Subsolan.”


  “Are you satisfied with how things are being run around here?” Philip addressed Namia.


  She nodded. “The camp serves its purpose well. Everything is in relatively good order.”


  “Have Alpha’s operatives brought in anyone new?” 


  “Yes. Several. Save for one or two, who were hysterical their first few hours here, most have been calm and cooperative.” A small smile formed on Namia’s lips. “All is going as intended, and I don’t see any foreseeable problems in the future.”


  “Good. I’d like you to continue overseeing operations here until we turn them over when time comes.”


  “Is there no other way?” Landon asked.


  “The council has decided. My hands are tied.” Philip’s jaw tightened. “Have you been doing what I asked?”


  Landon nodded. “Alpha and Madeline have been here training all the able-bodied to fight, but these aren’t soldiers ready for battle.”


  “I know, but at least we’re giving them a fighting chance. Where are Alpha and Madeline?”


  “They’re inside the building, in the basement. We’ve transformed it into a training ground, including gun ranges and a fighting ring.”


  “I’d like to see them right now.” 


  Before Landon could respond, a child approached Philip — a girl with golden blonde hair and big blue eyes. She could’ve been Vivienne’s daughter. She tugged at the hem of his shirt before giving him a toothy grin. Marcel took the girl’s hand and shook his head at the child. She seemed to already know what she had done wrong, because she tucked her hands behind her back. 


  “I didn’t touch him!” she exclaimed. Ignoring Marcel, she tilted her head to the side as she intensely scrutinized Philip. “I just wanted to know if Miss Vivienne would ever come over for a visit. She is so lovely.” She batted her eyelashes and swayed her torso as she spoke of Vivienne. “We would love to meet her.”


  “She’ll be here tomorrow,” Philip said. Images of what had happened between him and Vivienne two nights ago returned to mind. Her arms wrapped around him, comforting him as he broke down in front of her. The messy proposal he had given her, asking her to marry him for real, to be his wife, his queen. He didn’t think he could look her in the eye after that, so when the queen informed him that Vivienne was going to follow him to Cortharros, he had wanted to say no, but Vivienne had apparently insisted on it. Philip didn’t even know if she knew about the refugee camp or how she had found out about it, if she already did. “She would love to meet all of you, I am sure.”


  The child gave him a huge gap-toothed grin. “Do you love her? Will she be a princess soon?”


  Philip cleared his throat, unsure of what to say. Even he didn’t know the answer to that question. Did he love Vivienne? He certainly desired her in a way he didn’t think he had ever desired any other woman before. 


  “Okay, honey.” Stasi came to his rescue by holding the girl’s shoulders and ushering her away from the prince. “Where are you supposed to be right now? Shouldn’t you be in class?” 


  Landon nodded for Philip to follow, so they proceeded toward the building. The clacking of Namia’s heels echoed through the hallway before they entered a lift that would lead them to the basement.


  “Miss Kristiansen is coming here?” Landon asked.


  “She insisted.” Philip flexed his jaw at the duqué’s interest in her. 


  “How long will you keep her as your diversion? I assume you will end this charade after the eighth? No matter how that day pans out, I don’t see a reason for you to continue this ruse.”


  “I haven’t thought things through that far.” It irked him to recognize the truth in what Landon was saying. Upon fulfilling their end of Qranth’s ultimatum, there would be no war, no need to distract the masses. If they didn’t go through with their end of the peace treaty, however, then Qranth would attack. The War of the Crown Imperials would resume, and no amount of parading Vivienne around would be able to distract the country from an all-out war. “I guess you’re right. There would be no sense in going on—” Philip’s jaw tightened “—unless of course, she agrees to actually go through with it.”


  “What do you mean?” Landon asked as they stepped out of the elevator. “Are you saying you’re thinking of actually marrying her?”


  Stasi coughed behind him. Too busy jotting something down in her organizer, Namia seemed to be the only one disinterested in what Philip had to say about Vivienne.


  “Do you not think Vivienne can become queen? She has been playing the part so well, she’s convinced my own inna that she can pull this off.”


  “Is that what she wants?” 


  “I don’t know what she wants. I won’t know until I ask. Perhaps I will.” The last time he asked her, he was having a meltdown. He had mostly brought the possibility up to test how the duqué would respond, but it was beginning to be an actual desire he wanted to fully explore. “Tomorrow, when she arrives, I’ll bring it up.”


  Philip halted. Alpha and Madeline were in sight. 


  He braced himself for what lay ahead. As much as he wanted to make the day revolve around Vivienne and whether or not he could or should marry her, there were graver, more urgent things calling for his full attention. It was time to get to the nitty-gritty of what they were going to do about Paxnisi.
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  The rays of the sun showered the living room space of the candidate house with light. A rare flurry of activity filled the usually silent home, located at Aristo Heights, where some of the wealthiest citizens of Ancoria lived. How useless it was, this house, which was empty most days of the year. A dream home to most, but how devoid it was of warmth and joy and laughter. Just a stop for guests of the royal family while on their way to their actual destinations. Vivienne couldn’t wait to leave this place, to be somewhere that felt more like home.


  Vivienne made herself comfortable in the giant velvet blue armchair cocooning her. Even with her legs tucked beneath her thighs, she kept her spine-straight posture, which had become second-nature to her. Mind drifting away, she brushed her fingers against the salmon pink petals of the crown imperial lily she had taken from the greenhouse two nights ago. The mixture of emotions that Philip’s break down had brought about was still wringing her soul, pulling it in a perpetual tug-of-war between anger and compassion, indignation and mercy, uncertainty and longing. 


  His words were still tumbling around her mind, yanking her emotions here and about. 


  “If not for me, they could have been in Sagrada. We could have helped stop the massacre of the revolutionaries that happened there.”


  Would Amma and Inna still be alive had Philip not been in Paxnisi? Rage swelled within Vivienne, submerging her heart with a rising tide of what-could-be’s and if-only’s, only to be counter-acted by a riptide of mercy and grace. Had Vivienne not determined to do everything she could to forgive Ancoria for her parents’ death? How could that forgiveness not extend to Philip?


  It wasn’t forgiveness, however, that Vivienne was battling with, was it? No. It was the unexpected confession that Philip had uttered in a moment of vulnerability and brokenness.


  "I wish it was all real. You and me. Falling in love. I wish it wasn't all pretend, that we are truly together, and that you will be my queen, and I, your king. Is it too much to ask of you to consider being mine for real? Will you marry me if I genuinely ask?"


  His deep, broken voice as he had said those words had taken permanent residence in a part of her brain that was persistent and always in the background. She combated the desire it brought about in her by reminding herself that the man had been having an emotional meltdown when he had said those words. It was very much possible he hadn’t meant a single word he had said.


  How she wished he had meant it, though. 


  That reality shook her, only because it meant she had forgiven the man who might have caused her parents’ death so much that she could see herself falling in love with him. 


  No wonder she was still a wreck days after that evening, unsure of how to process the thoughts and emotions running through her, even as she readied herself for the inevitable sacrifice she would have to make. Six days. She had six days left. Would Philip see sense and agree to the inevitable? Would he give her up should he find out who she really was?


  “Miss Kristiansen?” Magda’s voice, a lot less sharp than it had been before, grazed Vivienne’s ears. Her assistant emerged from behind her chair. “Oh, you’re here. Good. Everything’s ready. The marquésa will arrive in half an hour. Triflora is waiting in your bedroom to retouch your hair and makeup. Dahlia has your dress ready as well.”


  “Thank you, Magda. I’ll be up in a little while.” She sounded different even to herself. She no longer spoke the same, dressed the same, even smelled the same, yet she never felt more like herself than she did that moment. Was that just her wishful thinking playing tricks on her, making her want to believe that all of this was real? Could she stay silent and complacent just so she could be Philip’s queen at the expense of her people?


  “Miss Kristiansen.”


  “Yes.” Vivienne got up from the chair and smiled at Magda. “Thank you for keeping me on my toes.” She had long figured out that the best way to get Magda on her side was to acknowledge her efforts, so Vivienne often went out of her way to give her assistant appreciation. She would miss them all. Her entourage. Triflora. Fred. Yuri. Over the past few weeks, despite all the ups and downs, they had become her family.


  Vivienne admonished herself for the morbid thoughts in her mind, every single one operating under the assumption that she would be revealed as Esther Cross. She would hang in the gallows of the Blood Blades in six days.


  Those were still the images plaguing her mind when Lady Moira Saint arrived in response to Vivienne’s invitation to have lunch with her. 


  “It’s about time I got your invite.” The marquésa embraced her and pressed her cheek against Vivienne’s like they were long lost friends. “I was wondering when Pax’s letters would lead you to my feet, begging for me to relinquish his final words to you.”


  “There’s no begging happening here, my lady.” Vivienne smiled. “Would you like to eat? Lunch is served.”


  “Oh, is it? I might just take you up on that offer. I assumed all you wanted was to take the letter from me and send me on my way.”


  “Of course not.” Vivienne linked arms with the aristo and led her to the patio behind the house, where a table for two had already been set. “Why would I miss an opportunity to spend time with one of Ancoria’s most influential women? Did my people not tell you that this was a lunch invitation?”


  “Your people.” Moira scoffed. “You certainly are playing this part well. I’m still wondering when the prince will see a flaw, a fault, a stupid little mistake that in his eyes, will disqualify you from the position he has placed you in. He’s always been paranoid, that one. I should know.” Moira tensed up, her tone laced with calculated anger. “I’m one of the people he deemed unworthy.”


  “I’m not familiar with what happened between you and him, Lady Moira, but I would like to believe it wasn’t because he saw you as unworthy.” Vivienne brushed her hands against Moira’s arm as a way to appease the lady. “Perhaps he realized you were simply incompatible.”


  “And you believe you are?” Moira raised a brow. “Compatible with him, I mean?”


  Vivienne lifted a shoulder. “That’s not for me to decide. I am only doing the best I can to not put him to shame when he chose me for this role.” She was getting too good at this, mixing and mincing words to form half-truths.


  They reached the white metal table with ornate carvings. On top, porcelain plates and silverware accompanied a crystal vase with crown imperial lilies in it. 


  Moira grimaced at the lilies as she took her place in the seat one of the servers had pulled out for her. “I can’t stand that this is our country’s national flower. It’s so basic. There are so many other flowers in this kingdom, much prettier than this. At least you chose the pink variant, so we wouldn’t have to bear the smell.”


  “I think it’s rather lovely.” Vivienne said as she took her seat. “Even when crowned, these flowers are always bowing down. It’s a beautiful symbol of humility and a heart to serve even when one is in a position of power.” She bit her tongue to keep herself from mentioning that the flower always reminded her to bow to the King of kings. It was a well-known fact throughout the kingdom that the Saints were pagans who had consistently rejected Christianity through multiple generations.


  Moira wrinkled her nose as if she could smell the musky scent other variants of crown imperials gave off. “I don’t like it.”


  The servers brought them their appetizers. 


  “May I say grace?” Vivienne asked.


  “If you have to—” Moira shrugged “—but do it quietly, if you can.”


  Vivienne smiled before closing her eyes and thanking God for her food while asking for patience to deal with Moira for the next hour or so. When she opened her eyes, she found Moira deconstructing her food with her fork. 


  “I don’t want to waste time with pleasantries, Vivienne. To be honest with you, I don’t think you’ll last at all in these circles. With all the glitter and glamor displayed by this monarchy, you’ll soon discover that the royal court is a lot more cutthroat than it looks. The civility it portrays is only for the masses. To keep everyone calm and enamored. Not many of the aristos will agree to have you as queen, and the Siderises are too obsessed with keeping their family in power to do anything that will displease the noblemen of this country. Make no mistake about it. The prince will cut off this engagement someday.”


  “I am prepared for that possibility.” Vivienne lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug before delicately placing a piece of the smoked salmon in her mouth.


  “You’re saying it doesn’t matter to you if you don’t get the crown?”


  Vivienne chewed slowly before swallowing the morsel of food. “Why should it? I am complete with or without it.” Her impending doom brought with it a sense of clarity. She only wished she had been able to fulfill all of Pax’s requests before surrendering herself to those who would have her hanged.


  Moira didn’t seem too pleased with her response, however. She retrieved an envelope from her clutch. Unlike the ones given to her by Lord Landon and Bishop Redmond, this letter was no longer sealed. 


  Vivienne’s brow quirked up at Moira as she took it from her. 


  “I couldn’t help it.” Moira gave her a snide smile, clearly meant to be a challenge to react to the already opened letter. “Not like there was anything interesting about the letter anyway. Most of it was just sentimental ramblings by a dying man.”


  “Have you ever met Pax?”


  “No. It was my inna who gave me the letter to hand over to you. She gave it to me on the week she passed away. She told me that someday, a Vivienne Kristiansen will ask for it, and I should give it to you without question. Imagine my surprise when the woman she was talking about happened to be the very person who stole my crown and the man rightfully betrothed to me.”


  Vivienne ignored the marquésa’s statements, most of which was clearly meant to provoke a different kind of person, a person who didn’t share the values Vivienne held close to heart. Instead, she clutched Pax’s letter over her lap, hoping that Moira hadn’t tampered with it in any way.


  “You know what I don’t understand, Lady Vivienne?” Moira made lady sound like an insult. “I don’t understand why your father would trust a Saint, especially my inna. It just doesn’t add up to me that a Saint would help anyone escape Paxnisi.”


  Vivienne tensed. What was in the letter? Had Pax revealed anything about who Vivienne was? Who her parents were?


  “Funny thing about the War of the Crown Imperials is that it never actually ended. Did you know that? My amma and inna knew it. The Saints knew that the peace treaty was a sham. It was just another one of those smoke and mirrors the Siderises like to employ to either entertain or fool the masses.”


  Vivienne stirred in her seat. The marquésa’s words were beginning to hit closer to home. Was that what she was to Philip? Smoke and mirrors? 


  “King Edward thought that his deal with Qranth would bring peace to the kingdom. I never did understand how he could truly believe that. The Blood Blades were never going to give up. Not until they’ve eliminated every Ikari from the face of the planet. The people of Paxnisi were never going to fully cooperate with Qranth either. They see themselves as Ancorinos, even after we abandoned them.”


  “Why are you telling me all this?” Vivienne asked, even if she wanted to hear more. 


  “I’m curious. Did you agree with King Edward’s decision to give Paxnisi over to Qranth? An entire island as payment for a peace that never was?”


  No, Vivienne wanted to say. How could she agree with the treaty that drove her out of her home? “The treaty did usher in a decade of prosperity and peace for Ancoria. The war ended because of it.”


  “Haven’t you been listening to me at all?” Moira smirked as she put aside her plate so she could lean forward, her arms laid on the now empty spot on the table. “The war never stopped. The Blood Blades have only been biding their time, getting stronger. On one hand, they’re harassing Qranth every chance they get. On the other hand, the Blood Blades have been quietly infiltrating our ranks for decades, long before the treaty was signed.”


  “How do you know all of this?”


  “I’m a Saint, Vivienne. We have power, wealth, connections. Apart from that, we have ears and eyes where most people would never dare to listen or look.” Moira waved her hands to form a circle around her, as if she was referring to her surroundings, her atmosphere, and the spirits of the unseen realms inhabiting what could not be seen by the naked eye.


  Vivienne bristled in her seat, almost as if she could feel the darkness Moira was exuding. 


  “The gallows in Paxnisi are waiting, and nothing the prince has done to try and save the island has succeeded, because some of the highest ranking leaders of the Blood Blades live at the Imperial.”


  “Why then haven’t you warned the prince?” Vivienne asked. “Don’t you care at all about the people of the island? If not them, then your own kingdom?”


  “My kingdom. This country should belong to the Saints, and as long as it doesn’t, all we intend to do is stand back and watch while Clan Sideris burns it down to the ground. We do only what serves our interests. If you are to be queen of this kingdom, which you will not be — you and I know that — then you should be aware that we Saints don’t care about you or your causes unless these causes give us what we rightfully deserve.”


  “The crown?”


  “Now, you’re getting it.” Moira smirked. “Have you seen the queen’s crown? It is exquisite. Too bad you’ll never get to wear it.”


  Vivienne’s grip on Pax’s letter tightened. She had a feeling Moira was no longer just talking about Vivienne never becoming queen because Philip would eventually see her as unfit to rule. 


  “You’d sooner hang on the Blood Blades’ gallows than be our queen.”


  Breathing became a feat for Vivienne. Did Moira know? Had there been something in Pax’s letter that revealed Vivienne’s identity?


  “Who knows who you truly are, Vivienne? Does Philip know? Stasi? No?” Moira smirked. “Everything about you is a lie, and no one here can see past that pretty face of yours. The fools. Tell me, please. Who else other than you and me knows that you are, in fact, Esther Cross?”


  There it was. The truth. Freezing the blood in Vivienne’s veins. “What makes you think that?”


  “I can put two and two together. It all started with the question of why Natanya Saint decided to help some random American guy and his cousin escape Paxnisi. What were they doing there in the first place? The duqué of Oro Valle isn’t the only one who has affluence and connections. All it took was a little bit of digging. I just needed to know what to look for and where to look, and there it was. The truth. Pax is actually Peter Cross, your cousin, and you are Esther Cross, daughter of Mordecai and Anya Cross. Do you deny it?”


  Vivienne’s smile faltered. There was no way she would confirm that, but she couldn’t bring herself to deny it either. She was planning to tell Philip the truth anyway. Did it matter if he found out from Moira instead of her? 


  “Here’s something you should know, because we’re such good friends now.” Moira grinned. “We’re hanging out, having lunch together, getting to know each other. I care about you, so let me help you out, amoré. Don’t trust Namia Lamb.”


  “What?” 


  “She’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing, if there ever was one. Quite a story she has, too. Born in war, her parents both killed in World War II, Namia became a refugee in Paxnisi, taken in by her uncle. A Blood Blade. One of the most notorious ones there is. He recognized her value almost immediately and sent her to work at the palace. Namia started from the lowest of ranks and worked her way up. She practically raised Philip, being his governess, before he promoted her to his assistant. It makes me wonder who he would be more loyal to. You or Namia. I’d love to find out.”


  “Why are you telling me all this?”


  “It’s entertaining.” Moira shrugged. “I would pay a good amount of money to be there when Philip finds out that his fiancée is Esther Cross, and one of his most trusted people is part of a terrorist group that wants to brutally end her life. It’s all better than any show on television right now.”


  “So it’s all just chaos for chaos’s sake, as far as you’re concerned?”


  “Maybe.” Moira laughed. “I would also find it incredibly satisfying to watch the man who deemed me unworthy finally break under the swift and sharp justice of the Saint Sword. It’s almost poetic, if you ask me. If Philip breaks — and trust me, he will — his weakness will destabilize the kingdom, which gives me a better shot at being crowned queen. I think we both can agree I’m more of a queen than you can ever be.” 


  Vivienne wanted to respond with something snide, something to mock the marquésa, but she held back. What was the point in that? 


  “Not to pressure you, amoré, but you really must start telling the truth. Philip deserves to know that he’s marrying a rebel leader’s daughter. I can’t imagine he would see your heritage as an asset to the kingdom, but that is the way of things. I’ll give you three days starting tomorrow, Vivienne. If you don’t tell him, then I will. No more lies.”


  Vivienne could barely move from her seat. There was no escaping this now. She needed to tell Philip.


  Moira groaned as she dropped her fork on her plate. “I’ve lost my appetite. I really should go now.” She stood from her seat just as the server was about to bring them the main entrée. “It was nice chatting with you, Vivienne.” She once again pressed her cheeks against Vivienne’s before heading toward the house to exit the patio. Just as she was about to go through the door, she stopped and turned around. “Oh yes. Before I forget, Pax has another letter for you. It’s with a woman named Ruby. She’s some wench working at a brothel in Paxnisi. It seems all roads for you lead straight back to where you truly belong, Ikari.”


  It took a while for Vivienne to pick herself up after that, but the moment she got up from her chair, she knew exactly where to go and what to do. There was no escaping her fate now. Either she could convince Philip to fight back and stop the massacre or Vivienne must hang in the gallows as a ransom for her people.
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  To my dearest Vivienne,  


  It must have come as a surprise, the messenger who delivered this letter to you. I never thought I would owe any gratitude to the Saints either, but when Natanya Saint offered to help us, I couldn’t say no.


  If not for her offering us a ride on her boat, we wouldn’t have been able to flee our home the way we did. It was an unexpected kindness from an unlikely source, and I will always be grateful to her for seeing us through the first leg of our journey out of Ancoria. 


  Whether or not we can trust the Saints, I am not certain, but if Natanya agrees to keep this letter and deliver it to you at the right time, then I think that is a good sign. 


  No matter what, Natanya is a reminder to me that God can use anyone to help us, to lead us where He wants us to go. Even those who mean evil toward us somehow end up doing us good. 


  Many may plot harm against you, for whatever reason, my precious crown imperial, but I pray you will discover God’s ability to save, time and time again. In the face of wickedness, may you shine with His righteousness. 


  May you always find yourself in a place of radical surrender to the Most High. 


  Until Next Time,


  Pax
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  for such a time as this


  



  



  In a lot of ways, Queen Raina had been like a mother figure to Vivienne. The monarch had filled a space in Vivienne’s life that Pax had never been able to fill, as much as he had tried his best to raise Vivienne the right way. That day, it felt to Vivienne like she needed a mother more than any other day of her life since her inna had passed away. Upon seeing her distress, the queen did not fail to deliver the comfort Vivienne was longing for.


  “What happened, child?” The queen wrapped her arms around Vivienne’s trembling form. “How did the lunch go? Has Moira gotten under your skin? You should pay her no mind. She’s a provocateur, if there ever was one.” The queen rubbed her back. “Everything is fine now. Everything is fine.”


  Except it wasn’t. 


  “I need to tell you the truth.” Vivienne’s voice cracked. A sob escaped her and that was all it took for the dam to break and the tears to start flowing. “I apologize, your highness. This is unbecoming of me. I just don’t know who to turn to.”


  “Hush now. Come with me.” The queen held her hand and led her away from the palace halls and into the royal matriarch’s chambers. Queen Raina led Vivienne to take a seat on a fainting couch and tried to calm her down. “Tell me everything.”


  It took a few minutes for Vivienne to regain composure even as her mind scrambled to discern how much of the truth the queen needed to know. Once she was able to get a hold of herself, she told the queen about the conversation she had with the marquésa, as well as her real identity as the daughter of Mordecai and Anya Cross. The queen was silent the entire time she was speaking, allowing her to say what she wanted to say without interrupting even once to ask a question or clarify anything. Once Vivienne was done saying what she had come to say — mostly her true background, and nothing about the deal she had made with the prince — she stayed still to wait for the queen’s response as well as to question herself if she had done the right thing.


  Queen Raina took a few breaths before nodding and taking hold of Vivienne’s hand. “Come with me.”


  “Your highness?” 


  “I think I know who can help us.”


  Vivienne wasn’t sure where the queen would take her, but it was to her sheer relief when the queen brought her to Bishop Redmond’s home. After having filled in the spiritual leader about what had happened between Vivienne and the marquésa, Bishop Redmond was quick to give Vivienne words of encouragement. 


  “The Lord will not allow such a fate to befall you,” the bishop said. “Go to Cortharros. Tell the prince what you’ve told the queen today. I will mobilize everyone in the churches of Ancoria to pray and fast for three days on your behalf and on behalf of the people of Paxnisi.”


  “I will also have the Peregrines find out the truth about Namia,” the queen said, “if she is truly as Moira says she is.”


  The bishop gripped her hands. “Mordecai and Anya named you appropriately when they called you Esther. Remember that once in ancient Persia, a queen faced a tyrant king to speak on behalf of her people. The same way God saved her and her people, He can do the same for you and the Ikaris. I pray that God will give both you and the prince the wisest course of action. Who knows, Vivienne, if just like Esther, you came to this royal position for such a time as this?”


  The mention of the story of Esther in Scripture hit her right in the heart and gave Vivienne the courage she needed. Like a father and mother caring for their young, the bishop and the queen covered Vivienne in prayer before sending her out to accomplish what God had put her in position to do. With one phone call, a couple of hours later, Vivienne and her team were on board one of Landon Kent’s private jets, taking off from Luxersom City to Cardin, on the southernmost island of Cortharros, just a boat ride away from Paxnisi. So much closer to the place of her birth and possibly the place of her death.
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  The sprawling cliffside pavilion surrounded by lush jungles was reserved for the royal family, and it stood in a neighborhood not too far away from Cardin, the capital city of Cortharros. With a view of the river veins weaving across the jungle and to the ocean, Philip had just sat down for breakfast at the mansion’s balcony. He picked up one newspaper from the stack that was available to him and read nothing of note. The headline was about wildfires in the forests of Santas Occidental, the domain of Moira Saint. If the marquésa spent more time in her territory than she did in Luxersom City, perhaps she would get more of the power she was starving to attain. There were a few articles about Vivienne, mostly focused on events she attended recently, as well as excruciating details about everything she was wearing, products she was using.  


  The kingdom remained blissfully unaware of what was happening in Paxnisi. There was no mention of ultimatums or threats of war, and Philip had Vivienne to thank for that. It had all worked out perfectly, so much so that Philip was wondering if his failure to convince the UN to intervene with what was about to happen in Paxnisi was his luck running out. Then again, he had never been the type of person to believe in luck.


  He checked the time on his watch. Vivienne should have arrived by now. The estate they had housed her in was in the same neighborhood as the royal pavilion. He had requested breakfast alone with her, so he could tell her the truth about Paxnisi, but even then, he was unsure if he could push through with it. She would surely think him weak for not choosing to save the Ikaris.


  “Your highness?”


  Philip turned his head toward the sound of her sweet voice. His pulse quickened at her comeliness. He could swear she looked lovelier every time he saw her. He rose to his feet. “Vivienne.” He took her hand and pressed his lips against the back of it. “How was your trip? Did you have a good night’s rest?”


  “Lord Landon allowed us to use one of his best planes. My staff was thrilled to be on it. As was I. And yes. I did have a good rest.” Her brilliant smile made him want to believe that everything would be okay. Nothing was amiss. All was well. “Good morning, Philip.”


  “Good morning,” he said as he pulled out a seat for her.


  Once they were both comfortable, an awkward silence followed. Philip had never been one to fumble with his words, but there was so much he wanted to say, yet he couldn’t bring himself to speak it out in fear of how she would react. He didn’t want to lose her. Where would he even begin? Perhaps it was best to address that night. That one moment when he had allowed himself to be vulnerable in front of her. 


  “About what happened at the greenhouse—” he said at the same time she said, “I was hoping we could—”


  They exchanged glances. A soft smile appeared on her face. A hint of amusement where Philip felt like it didn’t belong, but only because he had kept her blissfully unaware of the gravity of the situation they were in, regarding an island in which she had expressed special interest. How would she react upon finding out what was really going on in Paxnisi?


  “Perhaps we should say grace first,” she suggested. She sounded like she was on the verge of tears. 


  “Yes, please.” 


  They bowed their heads together and thanked God for the meal they were about to share and the beautiful sunny morning, which was still not bright enough to dispel the proverbial cloud looming over Philip’s head. Once they said their amen’s, Vivienne started filling her plate with breakfast.


  Meanwhile, Philip willed himself to speak. “Vivienne, about the things I said that evening, I—”


  “Philip.” She gulped. “I was hoping we could maybe have a pleasant meal together first? We haven’t spoken much since you left the country. I have missed you, and it’s a beautiful day.” She let her gaze roam across the magnificent view surrounding them. 


  The hopefulness by which she made her suggestion was too much of a temptation. The truth could wait. He could just enjoy this moment with her for the span of a morning, couldn’t he? 


  “I’d like that,” he said. “I have missed you as well. So... Tell me what you’ve been up to. The queen and Stasi have been keeping me up to date, but I’d still love to hear everything from you.”


  They indulged each other with updates about how their lives had been since their last phone call, just before his failed mission to the UN. They avoided any discussion about anything heavy, anything that would require Philip to deal with the reality of the situation at Paxnisi. Vivienne once again diverted his attention, her chatter and her laughter enough to make him forget about the kingdom he was ruling over. 


  After breakfast, they took a short walk not too far into the jungle, just deep enough to hear the gush of Cortharros’s river veins. The peace that came with their silence only deepened his affection for her. How could he possibly reveal to her the true state of Paxnisi? Would it change the way she looked at him once she inevitably found out? Or did she know already? Had someone told her? Was that why she had insisted on coming here?


  They reached a small clearing, bathed by sunlight. Their fingers intertwined, and his forehead pressed against hers. He led her in a slow dance, swaying to music that existed only in their minds. Philip would have done everything to stop time and freeze that moment so he could keep it like this forever, but time was running fast, and Philip couldn’t shake the feeling that all it took was one mistake for him to lose her. 
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  Plenty of opportunities had arisen that morning, giving space for Vivienne to speak to Philip about why she had insisted on spending time with him in Cortharros, but Vivienne had let every single one of those opportunities slip by her. She had even stopped Philip from bringing up the things he had told her at the Imperial. Was she being selfish in wanting to just be with him? Couldn’t the truth wait a day or two? After all, she had three days before she had to reveal her true identity to him. Why tell him now? 


  The rustling of the leaves in the sequoias and willows surrounding them accompanied the singing of sparrows as she stood there with Philip, their dance arriving at a full halt. Their hands still clasped together, his thumb wasn’t brushing gently against the back of her hand; instead, he was holding on tightly, like he was refusing to let go.


  “I need to take you somewhere this morning,” Philip said, his voice broken. “You might not like what you see there.”


  “Oh?” Vivienne’s heart stilled. The seriousness of his tone made her want to run, to evade reality like she had been doing all morning, but he sounded insistent on bringing up something serious to her, and her conscience could no longer allow her to keep escaping. 


  “When you gave me your conditions to help us out, you said that you want no harm to happen to Paxnisi because of you, so I’d like to say that what’s happening has nothing to do with your choice to help us. If anything, you’ve given us a lot of time and space to search for a possible solution.”


  She swallowed hard and asked a question she already knew the answer to. “A solution to what?”


  The details of what was about to happen in Paxnisi spilled out of his lips, like he was relieved to finally be able to tell her the truth of it all. He told her everything, but nothing that she didn’t already know. The ultimatum of Qranth, the return of the refugees, the eighth of the eighth, the wrath of the Blood Blades. Esther Cross. 


  “If we find her, we can give her to them instead of all the refugees and all the other Ikaris we’ve found.”


  “How many are they? The refugees and remnants altogether?”


  “Almost three hundred. Mostly women and children.”


  “It’s best if you find Esther Cross then.”


  “The Peregrines are doing everything they can to locate her, but there has been no trace of her. We’ve found absolutely nothing about her or her one remaining relative, Peter Cross.”


  Pax had done a brilliant job at concealing their identities all these years, but the time had come to stop hiding. It was right there — the opportunity for Vivienne to reveal herself, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Something deep inside was holding her back. Not yet. It wasn’t the right time. She still had this moment with Philip; she wished she could photograph and freeze the borrowed time they had together. For now, the truth would have to remain as a lump in her throat, lodged within her soul until she could somehow find the guts to speak it out. 


  “Why are you suddenly telling me all of this?” she asked. “You made it clear you never wanted me to ask or speak about Paxnisi.”


  “I wanted you to know, because I meant what I said at the Imperial, Vivienne.”


  Her heart skipped a beat. She didn’t know how it was possible to feel so happy and so mournful all at the same time. Her hold on his hand tightened. “What you said?”


  “That I don’t want to play pretend anymore. I want for this to be real. You and me. This engagement. That we would truly be together right now and together someday ruling Ancoria as king and queen. For that to ever be possible, I know that I need to tell you what’s happening in Paxnisi.” Philip stepped back and let go of her hands, so he could brush her shoulders and lift her face to meet his intent gaze. “You don’t have to answer me now. I just want to make my intentions clear to you. I want to be with you, Vivienne.”


  She couldn’t help it, how her lips quivered, how her mind reeled, how her heart responded to his declaration. She could at least tell him one truth that morning, and it was, “I want to be with you too.”


  An expression of almost pained delight painted his face as his breath hitched. His gaze lowered from her eyes to her mouth, and there was no questioning his intent as he brushed his thumb against her lower lip. 


  Philip didn’t ask, but she nodded anyway.


  As naturally as the sun breaking through the leaves, his lips grazed hers in a tentative exploration of uncharted territory. The touch of his fingers on her face and his hand seeking hers became her reassuring anchor, guiding her, promising her that with him, she was safe. Her heartbeat echoed in her ears, a rhythm that mirrored the jungle awakening around them. With every passing second, the kiss deepened and transformed, no longer a timid exploration but a fervent declaration of the desires that had been taking root within them since she had agreed to be his pawn, only to traverse the space required for her to actually become his queen. 


  Vivienne's fingers threaded through his hair, a silent invitation to delve deeper. The world around them blurred, and all that remained was the sensation of his lips on hers. Time stretched, and the yearning filling her chest transformed into a sweet dull ache when the kiss finally ebbed, leaving her with the reality that the connection she had formed with Philip couldn’t possibly last forever. 


  A shudder coursed through her body as she leaned on him, keeping her tears at bay, as she accepted the fact that her heart now belonged to him, but her life did not. 


  Her life belonged to Paxnisi.
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  if you can, buy us time


  



  



  Like shattered glass, the shards of Vivienne’s heart lay in broken pieces at the scene unfolding before her — her people, her tribe, relegated to a make-shift refugee camp, away from their homes; wives away from their husbands; children away from their fathers. Could she truly endure their deadly surrender to the clutches of the Blood Blades, while she secured herself in the relative safety of Ancoria? The bone-deep ache within her spoke of the one reality she should come to terms with. It had to be her, no one else. She was the one the Blood Blades wanted; she was the one they would get. 


  “We will return all of them to Qranth.” The gravity of Philip’s statement cut through the somber air.  


  Surrounding him was a select group of people huddled around a hexagon table with a parchment map of Paxnisi spread on top — Lord Landon, Marcel, Stasi, and Namia, along with two people Vivienne had only just met: Alpha and Madeline. 


  Vivienne’s gaze lingered on Namia’s profile, her mind unable to reconcile the Namia who daily poured all her energy and skill into serving Philip and Ancoria and the Namia who wanted Esther Cross dead. Had Moira lied? How could Namia possibly be a Blood Blade?  


  “Unfortunately, if we are to keep the treaty with Qranth, we must acquiesce to their demands. Their president is a stickler for following to the letter every clause of every agreement.” Philip’s fingers drummed against the edge of the dark wood table. “If we keep our end of the bargain, then we have a greater chance of swaying them to our side when we retaliate.”


  “Retaliate?” Stasi asked. 


  “The plan is for us to give them what they want — all the remnants or Esther Cross, if we happen to find her,” Marcel said. “We will extract every Ancorino from the island by force, so the Blood Blades will think that we want nothing to do with the Ikaris, but on the eighth of the eighth, they will find us there. They can’t take all those people out without a fight.”


  “Our operatives in Paxnisi are also training the people to fight back.” Madeline shifted her weight from one foot to the other beside Vivienne. “We’ve been smuggling weapons in, as well.”


  It didn’t escape Vivienne’s notice the way Namia fidgeted and flinched at the information Madeline laid down. Should Vivienne speak out and expose Namia, even if she wasn’t a hundred percent sure about where the woman’s allegiance lay? Was it safe for them to discuss all these things with her present?


  “Any updates on our search for the remnants?”


  “Most of them should be here by nightfall,” Alpha said. “We have all of them in custody, except for one.”


  “Let me guess.” Philip tightened his jaw. “Esther Cross?”


  Alpha nodded. “She remains elusive, that one. Whoever hid her did a good job. Either that, or she has friends in high places, messing with all our attempts to locate her. I wouldn’t even be surprised if we have Peregrines doing everything they can to protect her, enough to interfere with the search.”


  Lord Landon exchanged glances with Vivienne. He shook his head at her as if to tell her not to say anything.


  Vivienne bristled. Surely, this was the perfect time to reveal herself to these people. 


  “They’re protecting the legacy of Mordecai and Anya Cross,” Madeline said, while slipping a piece of paper from her hand to Vivienne’s. “As much as the Blood Blades have tried to smear their name as rebels, in the eyes of the Ikaris — and a lot of Ancorinos, including myself — they are heroes.”


  “It’s worth taking note that most of the Ikaris surrendered themselves,” Alpha said. “They would rather sacrifice themselves in Esther’s place. They’re willing to die for her.” 


  Vivienne’s knees weakened and she held on to the edge of the table for balance. 


  Philip held the small of her back before shooting her a look of concern. 


  “I still don’t understand,” Stasi said. “If the Blood Blades’ motive is to wipe out all of the Ikaris, then why would they exchange one woman for everyone else?”


  “Nothing will demoralize the Ikaris more than the torture and death of the daughter of Mordecai and Anya Cross,” Madeline said. “Much of the revolution is fueled by the desire for Paxnisi to remain as part of Ancoria. This was what Mordecai and Anya were fighting for. If Ancoria itself surrenders their daughter to the Blood Blades, it will make it abundantly clear to those still fighting for their cause that we want no part of the revolution.”


  As Madeline spoke, Vivienne took the opportunity to glance at the note Madeline had slipped her. It was one line. Be quiet. Do not reveal yourself. 


  Madeline inched closer to her to help hide her note before continuing, “In contrast, to surrender people who recently fled as well as people nobody knows about, it does nothing. After we’ve gotten what we want — peace with Qranth — the Blood Blades can simply wipe them out one by one.”


  “This is also their way of pushing us into a corner,” Alpha said. “The Blood Blades are basically using our resources to locate Esther. They can deal with the rest after. She’s the one that’s difficult to find.”


  Vivienne was bursting inside. All these lives for hers. None of it sounded fair. She cleared her throat. “If I may speak.”


  All eyes went toward her. Madeline gripped her wrist and squeezed hard as if to warn her not to say anything. Lord Landon widened his eyes at her in warning as well. 


  “How certain are we that the plan will work?” Vivienne asked. “That we can protect the Ikaris from what seems like sure death in Paxnisi? Anything can go wrong.”


  “Nothing is certain, Vivienne,” Philip said. “Everything we do has an element of risk, especially since the leadership of Qranth has proved volatile over the years. This is, however, the best chance we have at saving Paxnisi while avoiding a war with Qranth. We did everything Qranth asked for. They can’t hold it against us if we help the Ikaris fight back once the Blood Blades attack.”


  “And if they do hold it against us?” Vivienne asked. “It’s like we’re playing them for fools.”


  Philip’s jaw tightened, his shoulders tensing as he took her hand in his. “Then war it is.”


  Once again, Madeline’s grip tightened around her wrist, so Vivienne held her tongue. “I have nothing more to ask,” she said.


  Philip concluded the meeting and began speaking to Marcel, Alpha, and Namia. 


  Madeline pulled Vivienne aside, motioning for Stasi and Lord Landon not to follow them. She brought Vivienne to another room to speak with her. 


  “We haven’t been formally introduced,” Madeline said. “I’m Madeline Sullivan.”


  “I know who you are.” Vivienne nodded. “Your reputation precedes you.”


  “So does yours.” Madeline smirked. “I am Bishop Redmond’s contact among the Peregrines. He and the queen asked me to look into Namia. Moira was telling the truth. Namia was raised as a Blood Blade, and she’s been working with them for decades. I couldn’t risk you revealing yourself as who we both know you really are while she was there. Not yet. We’re keeping her as well as Marquésa Saint under close surveillance. We want to know who Namia’s contacts are, both here and in Paxnisi, because I’m sure she’s not working alone. If you can, buy us some time. As much as possible, lure Namia into a state of complacency, like everything is working out according to their plans. We will try to interfere with all her attempts to communicate with her people in Paxnisi.”


  “I will try.” 


  “That’s all we can really do.”


  “And Philip? If I don’t tell him the truth, Moira will. In fact, she assured me that all of Ancoria will know.”


  “We’re trying to prevent the marquésa from making a complete fool of herself again, but Moira has always been a slippery one. If you must tell the prince, then do so, but choose the right time and place. Be wise about it. There are many who would rather send you to Paxnisi instead of the refugees. That is not a fate you want, though I doubt Philip will allow such a thing to happen. From the looks of it, the man is smitten by you.” 


  Any other time, Vivienne would have blushed, but her heavy heart made it difficult to rejoice over other’s perceptions on how Philip felt about her.


  She and Madeline returned to the next room to rejoin the others. At the sight of her, Philip smiled and pulled her next to him. He then planted a kiss on her lips in front of everyone. It was clear to Vivienne what he was trying to do. He wanted everyone to know — especially those who knew about their ruse — that this was real now. They were together, and Vivienne could only wonder if he would still feel the same way about her once she revealed the truth to him. 


  There was only one way to find out. She had to tell him, but to do that, she first needed supernatural peace to still all the conflicting thoughts and emotions raging within her. What did God want her to do? Would He choose to keep her safe over three hundred other people?


  That evening, in the privacy of her bedroom, Vivienne asked for Stasi and Triflora to join her in prayer. Like the crown imperial lilies she so dearly loved, Vivienne chose to bow before the King and seek His heart and will. Only then would she be able to survive what lay ahead of her, because Vivienne still couldn’t shake the fact that it had to be her. She was the one whose life they had to risk to save Paxnisi. Three hundred lives for the price of one. That sounded most fair to her. It was what Pax would’ve done. 


  Vivienne must surrender her life so that many more might live. 
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  A delicate crease marked Stasi’s forehead, evidence of the intricate web of questions Vivienne’s pleas for prayers had woven into her mind.  


  Hyacinth, Rosa, and Dahlia shuffled out of the bedroom, seemingly satisfied in the time spent lifting the cries of Vivienne’s heart — whatever they were — to the heavens. While Triflora certainly cared enough to join her in prayer, they displayed no pressing need to know why Vivienne had sought to offer the contents of her heart as incense to the Almighty. 


  Not so with Stasi.


  The aristo’s striking brown eyes followed Vivienne’s every move, multiple unspoken questions tracking her gaze. Her posture, while still upright, carried the weight of contemplation, a subtle lean forward as if inching closer to the answers Vivienne was holding beyond her grasp.


  The untold secrets of her heritage weighed heavy on Vivienne’s heart enough to drag her down to sit on the edge of the bed, where Stasi remained motionless, waiting for an explanation Vivienne wasn’t ready to give.


  As if to assure her whose side Stasi was on, her dark-haired model of confidence, fierceness, and generosity, leaned against her, collected her grasp, and brushed a chin against Vivienne’s shoulder blade. “What’s going on, Viv? First, the queen insists that you follow us here, then you show up at the refugee camp, then he kisses you in front of everyone. Now, you suddenly ask us to join you in prayer. Everything is happening too fast, and I’m definitely missing something. Care to explain?”


  Dry, nervous laughter escaped Vivienne’s lips. If only Stasi knew why Vivienne’s heart was full to bursting, why she was equally so in love and so devastated at the same time. The truth clung to the roof of her mouth, avoiding exposure in fear of antagonizing the one ally she would hate to lose the most. Then again, Stasi deserved more credit than Vivienne was giving her.


  “Queen Raina and Bishop Redmond sent me here to tell Philip the truth.” The confession spilled out of Vivienne’s mouth like a swift breath meant to bring its speaker release. “If I don’t tell him, he will find out once Marquésa Saint announces it on nationwide television two days from now. I’d rather he hears the truth from me. The same goes for you.”


  “Vivienne?” The quiver in Stasi’s voice reflected her understanding of the seriousness of what Vivienne was about to reveal. The usual mirthful levity between the dearest of friends was nowhere to be found, not when multiple lives were hanging in the balance. “What truth?”


  “Stasi, I’m the one Philip is looking for.”


  A wry chuckle betrayed Stasi’s desperation to lighten the mood. “He certainly seems to think so. As much as I have warned him not to lead you on, he’s beginning to convince even me that he’s truly stricken by you. That he would reveal the entire truth about Paxnisi to you speaks volumes. Viv, he is—”


  “I’m not referring to his search for a queen.” Even the hard lump in Vivienne’s throat could not prevent the overdue revelation of her true identity to a friend who, time and time again, had proved more loyal than a sister. “I’m her, Stasi. The one life they need to spare the many. Esther Cross. I am her. She is me.”


  Stasi sank from the edge of the bed onto the pillows and cushions scattered on the floor, so she could kneel in front of Vivienne and speak to her face-to-face. The immediate tears streaking her friend’s face coaxed a sob out of Vivienne, her deepest fears released in the presence of someone who could make her safe and known the way only a true friend can. 


  “How?” Stasi somehow managed to ask amid their united sorrow. “How are you her?” 


  Vivienne sank on the floor next to Stasi and discovered the embrace of God through the listening ear of the truest of friends — one who shed more tears than even her as they both cast their pleas for wisdom to the mighty heavens. They presented their appeals to the courts of heaven all through the night, and in Stasi’s intercession, Vivienne heard the prayers of all those who were speaking to God on her behalf.


  Pax had been right. Vivienne wasn’t alone. She never had been, and she never would be. For that reason, she could face the inevitable with courage, knowing full well that only the Truth could set her free.
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  Something about a morose Stasi made an otherwise bright day appear gloomy. The Ancorina’s slow totter across the balcony of the royal pavilion was an odd sight to Philip who was used to his cousin having this sharp, go-getter, sophisticated air about her. Not that morning. Stasi’s dark hair was bunched above her head in a messy bun. Bags under her eyes displayed proof of a sleepless night. The only remnant of his cousin’s fire was the flint-like determination in Stasi’s gaze, a stark contrast to her slow movements, devoid of the usual energy she exuded.  


  Philip flinched when their eyes locked. Why did he feel as if he was guilty of some unspoken wrong? Had he not done good by revealing to Vivienne the secrets of Paxnisi? Why was Stasi so vehemently opposed to Philip pursuing a genuine relationship with Vivienne anyway? Did she think so little of Philip that she would deem him incapable of actually falling in love? 


  Stasi halted her steps upon reaching the edge of the square glass-top table. She bowed her head. “Your highness.” 


  “Stasi.” He leaned back in his chair, curious anticipation over his cousin’s next move filling him.


  She gripped the top of the dining chair’s backrest, her knuckles turning white as she did. 


  “Is Miss Kristiansen with you?”


  “No. She’s still in her villa. She can’t join us this morning.”


  Philip tightened his jaw. What was going on? “That’s unfortunate.” 


  “May I sit?”


  “Please.” The uncharacteristic formality between them would have amused him in any other situation, but something unpleasant was afoot if Stasi was acting this way. He rose from his seat and pulled up a chair for Stasi. “Is Vivienne not feeling well?”


  Stasi stared at the food as she lowered herself into the chair. It didn’t look like she found the delectable spread, prepared by the finest chef of the city, appetizing. “Vivienne is fasting right now. She sent me to let you know that she’s inviting you, Namia, Marcel, and me to have dinner with her this evening. A banquet at her villa.”


  “A banquet?” His brow rose as he returned to his chair. “Why?”


  “It’s her way of thanking us, she says.” Stasi’s voice cracked. “For everything.”


  “That’s sweet of her—” Philip shifted his position “—but now? We’re in the middle of a crisis.”


  “Are you denying her request then?”


  How could he? If this was what Vivienne wanted, how could he not give her what she was asking for? “No. I don’t understand the timing, but whatever she wants, if I have the power to give it, it’s hers.” Philip grinned. “Even half the kingdom.” 


  Stasi showed no sign of amusement. “So you and Vivienne? You’re a couple now?”


  “Is that a problem?”


  She released an exasperated huff. “You said it wouldn’t come to this.” 


  “I don’t understand, Stasi. Why are you so against Vivienne and I being together? Do you not think she would make a worthy queen?”


  “That’s not it, and you know it, Philip. I believe she would make a wonderful queen. In fact, in my opinion, she’s more of a queen than this kingdom deserves. Look at how she has thrived over the past month!” She gestured at the air as if Vivienne was standing right there. “It’s like she was born to play this part.” The threat of a sob escaped her throat, but she held it back. 


  Alarms went off inside Philip’s head. His eyes narrowed. “Stasi? What exactly is upsetting you right now? I fail to understand why you’re reacting this way.”


  “I didn’t think you would take it this far, Philip. She was never supposed to fall in love with you.” Stasi bit her lip in seeming regret that she had blurted out that final sentence, a statement that hung in the air, pumping up the tension between prince and cousin. 


  “Did she say that?” Despite Stasi’s incomprehensible and erratic mood, delight radiated within Philip at the suggestion of Vivienne being in love with him. “Or is that just your perspective, Stasi? You think she loves me?”


  “It doesn’t even really matter,” Stasi muttered under her breath. 


  “What do you mean it doesn’t matter?”


  She shook her head. “Nothing. Just remember what you told me that day at the regatta, Philip. You promised me she would be safe with you. In the next few days, you will be faced with many difficult choices. With every choice you make — especially regarding Vivienne — remember that promise. I might never be able to forgive you if you break it.”


  “Stasi, I don’t understand. Where is all this coming from? What choices would I have to make when it comes to Vivienne? What aren’t you telling me?”


  “You said you would keep her safe,” she repeated. 


  Before Philip could be bothered to further dissect Stasi’s strange behavior, Marcel approached. His bodyguard’s stoic and steady demeanor was a welcome anchor amidst all the volatile emotions their current predicament had been inciting in everyone.


  “We’ve extracted all known Ancorinos from Paxnisi,” Marcel reported.


  “Knight?” Philip couldn’t imagine that Anton would’ve gone willingly.


  “Madeline warns you to steer clear of the refugee camp for now. They’ll take care of Knight.”


  “I gather he’s not happy about us forcing him out of the island?”


  “He’s livid.”


  Philip sighed. Yet another person furious over the decisions he had been making. “I must face him then. Only I can assure him that we don’t intend to give up on Paxnisi.”


  It sounded to him like the best recourse. After leaving the breakfast table and proceeding to the basement of the refugee camp, Philip reconsidered the decision, because Anton was clearly poising himself for a fight Philip was not willing to have. 


  In the hallway of the dimly lit basement, transformed into a hub of military strategy and training, tension hung thick in the air. The overhead lights cast elongated shadows on the cold concrete floor, and the hum of machines and low murmurs of distant conversations added an eerie backdrop to the scene. 


  Every muscle in Anton’s frame was taut, a coiled spring of anger ready to unleash. His fists clenched and unclenched, his chest heaving with each ragged breath.


  Philip stood his ground, meeting Anton’s fury with unflinching resolve. As ruler of the land, he had been doing the best he could for the kingdom, seeking counsel from both the wise and the skilled to arrive at every decision. Anton would just have to see sense and get on board, because Philip wasn’t about to spend the next few days second-guessing his every decision. “Anton—”


  Showing indifference to anything Philip had to say, Anton lunged forward, his fist arcing toward Philip’s jaw in a raw explosion of rage.


  Instinct kicked in like a reflex, and Philip’s body responded with the precision of well-honed training from his daily sparring sessions with Marcel. He twisted and ducked, the force of Anton’s blow passing by his cheek like a whisper. 


  Madeline, Marcel, and his men moved to intervene but Philip signaled for them to stop with a pointed glare and a wave of his hand. 


  Anton charged again, and a series of attempted punches followed, each carrying a weight of frustration that only increased with every blow that kissed the air.


  Philip’s agility became his greatest ally, his body moving with quick instinct as he maneuvered himself away from the onslaught. The basement seemed to shrink around them, the walls echoing with the sounds of their struggle.


  Finally, a flicker of realization crossed Anton’s features. His eyes cleared, almost as if a veil had been lifted to reveal the futility of his actions. His movements slowed, causing the tension between friends to ebb.


  Philip took a cautious step back, his guard still up but his stance less defensive. He only discovered within him a mixture of empathy and understanding for his best friend.


  Breathing heavily, Anton’s gaze met Philip’s. A heavy silence fell between them. The basement, once a battleground, now held the weight of their unspoken thoughts. Anger yielded to exhaustion, leaving the room devoid of the tempest that had consumed it.


  “You should have left me there,” Anton said. “How can you just leave them all to die?” He held his head between his palms as he leaned against the wall, his breaths ragged. “I can’t live without her. I have to go back. You have to let me go back.”


  “You will return, Anton, and you won’t be alone when you do. You will have an army with you, but that won’t happen today,” Philip said. “The Blood Blades won’t get away with this, not without a proper fight. Help us figure out how to stop the carnage, Anton.”


   “What can we do, huh? Have you forgotten that Paxnisi is a walled city?” Desperation marred Anton’s expressions, making him appear half-crazed. “The only reason we were able to get out was because Qranth wants all Ancorinos out of there. It’s almost impossible to get in or out. What do you expect to do?”


  Philip exchanged glances with Madeline, who coiled a gentle hand around Anton’s arm. “We may have a solution for that, but we’ll need all the help and intel we can get to pull it off. Is there any way we can communicate with the revolution?” 


  Anton’s face crumpled as if his mind was collecting objections to whatever Philip had to say, but in a split-second, the mist in his eyes dissipated. He stood to his full height. “Ruby and I might have a way.”


  Anton became the final puzzle piece they needed to formulate a plan that was nothing short of madness. Still, it proved to be a morning of catharsis among three friends who had once walked the island of Paxnisi together. It was that island of great tragedy that had launched Philip, Anton, and Madeline into their personal roads of redemption, their despair intertwining with grace, mercy, and justice that eventually directed them to God. After ten years of grappling with their consciences, they had a shot at making amends for all the damage they had caused the island. For that to happen, Philip could only hope and pray, for the sake of both Ancoria and Paxnisi, that all would miraculously go according to a plan that would only work with the help of God’s divine hand.
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  Her luxurious villa stood at the outskirts of Cardin City — an estate built in a gated neighborhood, near one of the major intersections of the famous river veins of Cortharros. Even if it was just a thirty-minute drive away from the highly populated and urban city, within the secure estate, Vivienne could almost be convinced that she was days away from civilization. 


  She should feel secure, but Vivienne felt anything but safe even as the pressure to reveal her true identity grew. She had spent the entire day praying and fasting and had only left her chambers when time came to prepare the dinner she was about to have with Philip, Namia, Marcel, and Stasi. She had set it up as a thanksgiving banquet, a way to thank not only Philip but his personal staff for everything they had done for her since she had arrived in Ancoria. 


  Vivienne had instructed Triflora to make her as beautiful as they possibly could. After they were done with her, Vivienne could barely recognize her reflection in the mirror. Dahlia had picked out a Greek goddess dress for her in a soft bejeweled blue that highlighted Vivienne's light complexion. Hyacinth had her skin glimmering with glittered makeup. Rosa styled her hair in a classic low updo with a decorative hairpiece that made golden leaves studded with rubies look like they were coming out of a braided bun climbing up to crown her head. 


  "He won't be able to keep his eyes off of you," Hyacinth said.


  "You look like a blessing from the heavens." Dahlia clapped her hands in approval. "And that is what you are, Vivienne."


  Rosa just stood back and stared at Vivienne, tears brimming her eyes. All three of them had been praying with Vivienne all day, revealing themselves to be among the bishop's network of prayer warriors, tasked to intercede for Vivienne and support her in any way they could. They didn't know all the details of what Vivienne was facing, but they understood the gravity and enormity of her task, as well as how much she needed them to be there for her. 


  "You ladies have outdone yourselves," Vivienne said. "Thank you."


  "It is us who should thank you." Hyacinth's lips quivered. "It is a joy and a privilege for us to serve you, our future queen."


  That last statement was a dagger twist to her soul. Vivienne's knees weakened even as juxtaposed flashbacks of both the unwanted and blissful ran through her brain. The gallows waiting for her, the relief in Stasi's face upon seeing her at the airport in Luxersom; the machetes that ended her parents' lives, Lord Landon handing her Pax's letter; the sneer on Lady Moira’s face as she gave her ultimatum, Philip's lips on Vivienne’s. She held back a sob at the memory. That moment at the jungle clearing had made her feel so desired, yet also so surrounded by danger. 


  How could someone as fearful as her ever be queen? 


  "Lady Vivienne?" Magda entered her chambers. "The prince is on his way here. Everything has been set up like you requested. Stasi arrived ahead of Prince Philip. She says she would like to have a word with you in private before the dinner starts."


  "Perfect. Thank you, Magda. Please lead Stasi here."


  "Of course." 


  Vivienne kept her straight posture, just like the queen had instructed her, but she was falling apart inside. She nodded toward her handmaidens. That was enough for them to get the cue that they could pack up all their materials and leave. Just as Triflora finished putting all their materials together, Stasi walked in. She clutched in her hand a sealed manila envelope.


  Once they were alone, a mournful silence filled the room as the best friends took a moment to just look at each other.


  "You are stunning,” Stasi said. “No wonder he's losing his mind over you.”


  Only a week ago, her  heart would have leaped at that statement, but her best friend’s lackluster tone took precedence and gave Vivienne cause for concern. "How are you holding up?"


  Stasi's chin quivered. "You’re asking me that?”


  “It’s a lot to take in, everything I told you last night.”


  “It is, and I’m a mess, Viv,” Stasi admitted. “Philip has been wondering, for sure, why I’ve been on the verge of tears all day. I'm not sure anymore if we're doing anything right. We all so badly want to do the right thing, but there's so much at stake." Her broken smile reflected Vivienne’s breaking heart. "How can we know for sure?"


  "We don't." Vivienne took her seat on the edge of the bed. "Unfortunately, there's no way for us to be a hundred percent certain that we're doing the right thing. All we can do is have faith that God will not allow us to be led astray, especially when so many lives hang in the balance."


  Stasi sat on the bed next to her, manila envelope still in her hands. "I'm so sorry for dragging you into all of this."


  "Why apologize? You promised me an adventure, and you delivered on that front."


  “I don’t want you to tell him the truth, Vivienne. There has to be another way." Stasi took hold of her knee and repositioned herself on the bed so she could look Vivienne in the eye. "This will destroy him. It’s an impossible choice to make."


  "Three hundred people — almost half are children — versus one woman? The choice should be clear. It has to be me. I should have already told him, but—" Vivienne swallowed hard "—I'm terrified. I'm not sure how to tell him."


  "Don’t. Philip doesn't have to know. We'll send the refugees back and then follow along with the plan. We will fight with them against the Blood Blades."


  "I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, Stasi." 


  "Vivienne, all those people are willing to risk their lives for you. Those who are seeking you are the vilest of men, and they will make an example of you."


  "I'm trying not to think about that." 


  "Well, you have to! Vivienne, if anything happens to you—" Stasi's voice broke. “If it weren't for me, you wouldn't even be in this predicament."


  "God brought us here, Stasi. I believe He destined us to be right here, right now, exactly where we need to be."


  "You've been spending too much time with Bishop Redmond." 


  "Not nearly enough time."


  Tears were streaming down Stasi's face. "Is there any way I can convince you not to do this?"


  "You and I both know it's the right thing to do."


  "I know no such thing." She tried to lighten the tone of her voice, but her expression betrayed her surrender to Vivienne’s resolve. Her eyes moistened even as she handed Vivienne the manila envelope she had been clinging to like a lifeline. "Madeline asked me to give this to you. She says it's proof."


  Vivienne opened the envelope to reveal its contents. Her heart sank at the black-and-white evidence of Namia's involvement with the Blood Blades. This was her sign. Vivienne must tell Philip the truth about herself and Namia that very evening. With everyone present, there would be no room for Namia’s escape. 


  Tonight was the night.


  Or was it?


  Unfortunately, upon arrival at the banquet Vivienne had so prayerfully planned, Namia was nowhere to be found. 
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  Philip could not get over how stunning Vivienne was as she hosted the dinner party with a smile on her face and a bright sparkle in her eyes. She was so beautiful, he almost didn't notice the moments she would space out of conversations and stare into nothing, the expression on her face haunted by things unknown to him. He almost didn't want to acknowledge that Stasi looked like she was on the verge of crying every time she glanced at Vivienne. He wished he could ignore Marcel's irritation that they were spending the time on what he deemed as "frivolous affairs" like a dinner party with Vivienne when they were about to surrender three hundred people to their deaths in two days.  


  Despite all the troubles weighing him down, Philip would have been perfectly fine basking in Vivienne Kristiansen's radiance, especially with how ethereal she looked that evening, but he kept noticing how her light would sometimes dim and flicker, like it was threatening to go out.


  When he had the chance, he took the opportunity to pull her aside and ask her what was wrong. 


  "Nothing." She flashed him a smile that would have convinced him she was telling the truth if he wasn't so familiar with her genuine smiles. "I'm just disappointed that Namia wasn't able to join us. This was supposed to be a thank you to you and your staff, and that includes her."


  "I've placed her in charge of the refugee camp. She has too much on her plate right now." 


  Vivienne's lip twitched. She shook her head. "We're really doing this? We're giving the Blood Blades what they want?"


  "For now, we must." Philip wanted to change the topic immediately. "If I may, I really don't want to think about it. I'd rather just be here with you." He took her hands in his and pulled her close. "Have you thought about what I've been asking of you, Vivienne? About us? Will you be my queen?" He leaned his forehead against hers before trying to kiss her when she didn't give him an immediate answer.


  She pulled her lips away from his. A tear ran down her cheek.


  His throat ran dry, and his heart sank. "Vivienne?" He caught the tear in the crook of his finger before brushing her lips with his thumb. 


  "I have been thinking about it." 


  "And?"


  "I can't give you an answer yet. Not tonight."


  "When then?"


  "If I have in any way found favor in your eyes, indulge me, will you?"


  "Ask anything, and it's yours." He chuckled. "You can have half the kingdom."


  She echoed his chuckle, and it was music to his ears. "Have dinner with me again tomorrow? This time, it would be nice to have Namia present. It's important to me that you and her be there. It will be just the three of us."


  It was a strange request. Had Vivienne and Namia ever even said a friendly word to each other? Philip could barely even remember seeing them interact, but he had meant it when he had told Vivienne he would give her anything. Even if he was joking, if she had asked for half of the kingdom, he probably would've given in, if it meant he would hear her say yes. If it meant that she would someday be his queen.
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  The dawn awakened Vivienne with the weight of a nation on her chest. Even the bright morning light streaming through the windows of her bedroom could not dispel the dark cloud looming over her, reminding her that her time was up. She had one final chance to tell Philip the truth if she didn't want him to find out from watching Moira Saint expose her on the evening news.


  If Vivienne had any peace at all about speaking up at the dinner the night before, she would have done it already, but all Vivienne had felt was terror, so she spent another day on her knees while instructing her staff to prepare another party, another dinner. This time, however, she would have to insist that only Philip and Namia show up. This time, she would have to be ready.


  Vivienne rolled out of bed and got on her knees and welcomed the morning, pleading to the King of everyone and everything to help her fight to keep her peace. 
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  Of all things inexplicable, Philip couldn’t get Vivienne off his mind all day long. In the middle of tactical conversations and urgent meetings with the military leaders of his country, his mind would drift off to a woman who had somehow captivated him in a way he never could have foreseen. She was supposed to be a diversion for the country, not for him, yet she consumed his mind at one of the most inopportune times. 


  Driven by the need to clear his thoughts, Philip left the stuffy basement of the refugee camp and took a stroll toward one of the meandering river veins of Cortharros. There, he found someone who could understand what he was going through. Someone who was just as consumed by a woman as Philip was. 


  Anton Saint. 


  Once his nemesis, now someone he considered a brother. 


  Anton was sitting on a boulder watching the gentle gush of the quiet river. Across the river were trees — nutmeg, balsa, palms, and cacao — leading toward the deep jungles of Cortharros, the waters flowing from inland all the way to the Atlantic Ocean. 


  Marcel cleared his throat behind Philip when he stopped several meters away from Anton, who was still unaware of their presence. 


  “We’ll wait here,” Marcel said. 


  Philip acknowledged his bodyguard with a nod. He was so used to Marcel’s quiet presence that it was easy for him to forget Marcel and his men were even around, always lurking about, securing his surroundings. As Philip approached Anton’s tense form, it begged questioning whether he was safe around the spy. 


  “Your sister has been causing quite a bit of trouble since you left.” Philip crossed his arms over his chest as he stopped right next to the boulder Anton had perched himself on. “You couldn’t have told Moira some lie about where you were all this time, how she shouldn’t contact you?”


  “I still want to punch you.” Anton’s voice was deeper than usual, the threat indicating that he was in no mood for small talk. “However good your intentions are, you shouldn’t have forced me to come back here.” He drew in a long breath. “Your highness.”


  “Still angry, I see.”


  “Furious. If anything happens to Ruby, I swear—” he held back the words. His fists clenched. 


  “We’ll do everything we can to help them.”


  “Your plan is madness.”


  “That may be true, but it’s all we have right now. Pray it works.”


  “That’s what she would be doing right now. Praying. I should be there with her.”


  “What has that woman done that has gotten you so enamored by her?”


  Anton scoffed. “You should understand. From what I hear, you’ve been obsessed with this random woman Stasi met at university. You haven’t even known her as long as I have known Ruby.”


  His jaw tightened. Vivienne was nothing like that prostitute. “Vivienne isn’t a Blood Blade.” 


  “Neither is Ruby. Madeline and I swore that we would help her escape this mess. No matter what happens with this plan of yours, if it all goes haywire, nothing — not even you — can stop me from going back to that island. Ruby will live.”


  “You love her.”


  “With my every breath.”


  Philip’s skin bristled. A sudden unease came over him upon hearing the conviction by which Anton spoke those words. There was no question in his mind that Anton would lay his life down for Ruby, if necessary, and his discomfort was brought about by the realization that he felt the exact same way about Vivienne. 


  Philip tried to dismiss it as infatuation. He wasn’t thinking straight. He had been clinging to Vivienne as some sort of lifeboat to rescue him from the madness of all that was happening in the kingdom. She was light in a season of shadows and night, and that was all that was. He wasn’t like Anton. Philip wouldn’t risk his kingdom for Vivienne. He wouldn’t sacrifice the lives of others to secure hers. He wouldn’t be able to lay down his own life for her. 


  Only, he would. 


  Stasi had been wrong about this. Should Vivienne reveal the darkest parts of herself to him, he would still love her. Philip was sure of this, and ironically, it took a love he had never understood — Anton’s love for Ruby — for Philip to finally accept the reality that he was in love with Vivienne Kristiansen. 


  “Before I forget—” Anton produced a sealed envelope from the pocket of his bomber jacket “—she wouldn’t tell me how on earth she got hold of this, but she told me that just in case she doesn’t make it...” His voice faltered as he shook his head to resist the idea of any harm befalling his beloved. “You should give this to Vivienne.”


  Philip took the envelope. Sure enough, it said one thing: To Vivienne. Confusion gripped him. How could a prostitute in Paxnisi possibly know anything about Vivienne? Alarms went off inside Philip’s head.


  “All Ruby told me when she gave me the letter was to try and find someone named Vivienne Kristiansen. The letter is from her father, Pax. Imagine my surprise when I got here and saw this stunning woman splashed all over the news. Vivienne Kristiansen. Beloved of Prince Philip. Future queen of Ancoria.” Wry, heavy laughter came out of Anton’s lips. “I don’t think I will ever be able to fully explore all the secrets Ruby holds within her.”


  “This is impossible.” Philip shook his head. “I’ve read Vivienne’s profile. Extensive background checks have been done, not only by the Peregrines, but the entire country. She’s never been to Ancoria before. Neither has her cousin. Her parents were from Denmark, but they migrated to America. Pax grew up in Denmark and migrated to the US after his parents’ death. Her parents took him in. How would Ruby know anything about either of them?”


  “How would I know?” Anton shrugged. “Sounds to me like Ruby isn’t the only one with secrets. Best you go ask your beautiful diversion how someone who has never stepped out of Paxnisi her entire life could know about people who had never stepped foot in her island. Someone’s lying about something, and it’s not Ruby.”


  Philip stared at the letter in his hand, tempted to rip the seal open and read its contents. One question tumbled around in his mind. Should he discover without a doubt that Vivienne had been lying about her past, would Philip remain in love with her? 


  The sinking feeling in his stomach gave him the answer he couldn’t accept. Had he been falling in love with the figure that he himself created and formed into the image of the queen he had always desired? Was Philip in love with a lie?
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  Time is up. - M. Saint 


  Vivienne's fingers shook at the message written on the scented note card that came with the bouquet of crown imperials — the musky kind — the ones that grew in the fields, along the cliff ledges and hills, of her childhood home. Yuri confirmed her worst fears. According to Madeline, Marquésa Moira Saint was at that very moment, inside a TV studio, waiting to be interviewed by the evening news. She was about to drop what the news had been teasing as a bombshell regarding the "true story of Vivienne Kristiansen". 


  How Moira had been able to escape the operatives the Peregrines had sent to keep her at bay, Vivienne could only guess. The marquésa had always been slippery, Yuri had told Vivienne, almost like she had powers to help her escape the clutches of the law. Vivienne wouldn't have been surprised if Moira had covert dealings with darkness. 


  Vivienne whispered a prayer for God’s mercy and protection as she placed Moira's note on the table and walked toward the mirror to check her reflection. Once again, Triflora had done a marvelous job in turning her into this stunning beauty Vivienne never imagined she could possibly be. The dress was simpler than any other dress Dahlia had put on her since this entire charade had begun. It was a simple red, off-shoulder dress made in the style of the Ikari tribe, reminiscent of dresses Vivienne had seen her mother wearing at church while growing up. Glass beads clung to the neckline of the dress, while black and white patterns adorned the skirt. White tassels hung from a golden belt cinching her waist. A stargazer lily was the one adornment on her hair, which Rosa had styled into a loose, low bun hanging below her neck. 


  There was no running from this now. Her dress alone spoke volumes about her heritage. Philip might figure the truth out just by seeing her. 


  "Should we take these out?" Hyacinth wrinkled her nose at the bouquet of crown imperials. "It might stink up the entire room."


  "Please do." Vivienne nodded. 


  The ladies bowed toward her before leaving her alone in her quarters.


  It took God’s divine intervention for Vivienne to gather up the courage to face the inevitable. This time, she chose the balcony of her villa as the venue for her intimate dinner with Philip and Namia. The table she had chosen was the low kind that required them to sit on the pillows and cushions surrounding the lavish display of food on top. The evening breeze was just right — not too cold, not too hot. Stringed instrumental music played in the background. 


  Vivienne smiled at the sound of David's harp. Her father had one of those, an instrument he had often loved to play, but never at church. Always in the intimacy of his room, when he hadn't thought anyone would be looking or listening. Music between him and God. 


  Vivienne braced herself for what was ahead. The bishop's words echoed in her ear. "The favor of God is upon you. Be strong and courageous."


  For the Ikaris of Paxnisi. For Mordecai and Anya. For Pax. 


  For Esther Cross.


  It was time for Vivienne to conquer all her fears.
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  whom will you trust?


  



  



  The clacking of Namia’s heels on the stone floor of the ancient pavilion in Cortharros became a strange source of comfort to Philip as they made their way to the second dinner banquet Vivienne had prepared for them. In all the changes they had been encountering, Namia was one of his few constants. She had been there for as long as Philip could remember. She had gone from being Queen Raina’s handmaiden to being Philip’s governess, and now, his assistant. Namia had proved herself trustworthy time and time again, and Philip needed someone like that, especially when surrounded by so much uncertainty.


  “Namia.”


  “Yes, your highness?”


  “Thank you. For all the work you’ve been doing lately. You’ve been going over and beyond what your position requires. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.” Philip tucked his hands behind his back and turned to her. “When all this is over, I will make sure you are rewarded.”


  “Unnecessary, Sir. It has been my pleasure to serve the Sideris family and would like to do so until the day I die. That is enough reward for me.”


  “While it warms my heart to hear that, we would still like to honor all you do, the same way Miss Kristiansen has chosen to honor you now.”


  “It is already enough for me to join you and your beloved tonight. Few would be able to say—”


  “My beloved? Out of all the people I’ve dated over the years, I’ve never heard you refer to anyone that way before.”


  “I never believed you to be in love until now, your highness.”


  “You believe I’m in love? With Vivienne?”


  Namia smiled as she tucked her graying hair behind her ear. “I don’t hear you denying it.”


  Behind them, Marcel coughed. He began whispering something into his communication device. 


  “Everything all right?” Philip asked.


  “Nothing we can’t handle, Sir,” Marcel said. “All is taken care of.”


  They turned a corner to find servants opening stained glass doors that led to a balcony with a lavish dinner display and the most stunning of hosts. Philip’s entire focus immediately zoned in on one figure amidst the variety of colors, food, and views presented to him. Vivienne had his complete attention, and there was something about her striking ensemble that made her more radiant than usual. 


  “She’s wearing an updated variation of the Ikari tribe’s native garb,” Namia said, her tone flat and lifeless.


  How anyone could not be awed to silence by Vivienne’s appearance was beyond Philip. 


  Vivienne bowed her head to him. “You’re here.” Her smile reflected her delight upon seeing him. “Finally.” 


  His lips were on hers for a brief moment before he willingly shared her with the one guest they had with them that evening.


  “Namia.” Vivienne embraced the older woman, who responded stiffly to the gesture. 


  Philip winced. Namia had never been one for physical affection. 


  “Miss Kristiansen. What a fine banquet you’ve prepared for us. Thank you for inviting me.”


  “Of course. After everything you’ve been doing for the Ikaris, I wanted to thank you in person.” Vivienne brushed her palms against her skirt, as if to put emphasis on her dress. “I wanted to honor them tonight as well.”


  The alarms in Philip’s mind went off once again, louder this time — so loud, no diversion could distract him from the questions roiling within him, demanding to be answered. He dug inside his jacket’s pocket for the sealed letter coming straight from someone Vivienne had no business receiving messages from. 


  “Forgive me,” Vivienne said. “The last thing I want is to put a damper on tonight’s events. You both must be exhausted from all the work you do at the refugee camp.” She shot him a look that he couldn’t quite decipher. It was almost as if she was disappointed in him or like she was pleading for something he was refusing to give — strange, because there was little she could ask for that he wouldn’t give, yet the only request she had made was his company over dinner. “Please. Let’s enjoy the night.”


  Philip took a seat on the cushions across from the table from Namia, who had no problem reclining herself comfortably on the short fainting couch made specifically for the table before them. 


  Vivienne gave the servers instructions, her actions piquing Philip’s curiosity. She had a breathlessness about her that made her attempts to be a gracious host feel artificial. She could’ve fooled someone else, but Philip was too familiar with the ways of the court and those who were part of it. He knew when something was amiss in a celebration, when the hosts had some reason to panic — whether it be something as banal as a late serving of the main entrée or something more serious, like a deeply guarded secret about one’s true identity.


  By the time Vivienne finally took her seat next to him, Philip was no longer willing to do anything other than to uncover the truth and hear it straight from her lips. 


  “Shall we say grace?” Vivienne asked, with that practiced smile on her face. 


  Philip grabbed a hold of her hand and shook his head. “There’s something I’d like to address first.” From his peripheral view, Marcel was on his transceiver, giving someone a strong word. Something was definitely going on there, but he doubted it could be more important than the truth he was determined to extract from Vivienne. 


  “Philip?” Vivienne gulped, her cheeks flushed. 


  He took out the sealed envelope from his pocket, turned her hand over, and placed it on her palm. From the way her breath hitched and her eyes widened, Philip could tell that she knew exactly what the letter was and whom it was from. 


  She all but confirmed that speculation when she spoke up. “How did you get a hold of this? This was supposed to come from—”


  “Ruby?” He finished the sentence for her. 


  At that, from across the table, Namia snapped to attention. Ruby was too notorious a character for her name not to ring some bells, but nothing about Vivienne’s visual response indicated that the name meant much to her. It was the letter in her palm that had captured her complete attention.


  “Forgive me, Vivienne, but I have to know,” Philip said. “How would Pax know someone who has never been outside Paxnisi before? Has he been there?”


  She closed her eyes, tightened her grip on the letter, and held it close to her chest. Her silence was killing him. He exchanged glances with Namia who was now looking at Vivienne with a curled lip resembling a disdainful sneer. 


  “Vivienne?” Philip reached for her arm, in hopes of holding her hand to assure her that she was safe. He just wanted the truth, but even he wasn’t sure about how he would respond should she tell him something he didn’t want to hear. 


  Finally, she opened her eyes. She lowered it as she nodded. “You deserve to know the truth. In fact—” she shot a glance at Marcel who was once again a picture of fortitude as he stood quietly in the shadows “—I wouldn’t be surprised if all Ancoria knows by now.”


  That made Philip sit up straight, his shoulders squared, his heart pounding within him. “Knows what? Tell me the truth, Vivienne. How did Pax know Ruby?”


  “I don’t know how he knew Ruby.” She placed the envelope on the table and smoothened it with her fingers as she spoke. “I will probably find out once I read this letter. The truth that I’ve wanted to tell you for the past three days, however, is that—” Vivienne’s lips quivered. She bit her lower lip to stop the shaking, but it did little to no good.


  Namia’s brow rose. She picked up a grape from the nearby fruit bowl and popped it into her mouth. Her glare at Vivienne was as sharp as the dagger she always kept in her person. 


  Philip surged to his feet, towering over Vivienne who remained nestled in her cushioned seat. Lowered lashes veiled her tender eyes, tendrils of her hair brushing against her cheek. Her downturned head lent her an air of vulnerability, only making him more keenly aware of the amount of power he held over her — power that loomed over his head like the sharp edge of the Saint Sword over the Sideris throne.


  “Out with it, Vivienne. The truth. Now.” His voice was a mixture of impatience and something akin to concerned hurt.


  She inhaled deeply, her breath quivering before she released the words that hung heavy in the air. “I am her.”


  His brows knitted in bewilderment. “Who?” The word was an echo of frustration, tinged with a hint of grim foreboding. “Who is her? Who are you?” His voice carried a note of desperation, as if deep inside, he already knew the answer but couldn’t bring himself to accept it.


  “The woman everyone’s been looking for. It’s me. I am Esther Cross.” The words tumbled from her lips like the swish of a sword, shattering Philip’s world into shards of unacceptable reality.


  No four words uttered by Vivienne Kristiansen could have crushed him more. I am Esther Cross. Hers was a declaration that hit harder than any blow. Philip would have withstood every single punch Anton wished to throw his way if Vivienne would only take back the revelation that she owned the very name that had been haunting his nation’s nightmares.


  “That’s impossible.” He shook his head to fend off the stark reality of her words. “You can’t— No.” He cast a glare at Namia, demanding answers from a source who could offer him no solace. “Did you know about this?”


  Namia’s expression remained unyielding, her cold stare locked on Vivienne, her voice carrying a biting edge. “Is this the truth or is this just an attempt to save the refugees?”


  Vivienne’s gaze met Namia’s, resolute yet tinged with a note of sorrow. “I speak the truth. There are many who can vouch for me. Ask Marcel, if you doubt what I’m saying.” 


  Marcel’s nod came swift and unequivocal, a silent confirmation of the veracity of her words. 


  “How long have you known?” Philip asked. 


  “I just found out myself, your highness,” Marcel said, “a few minutes after the rest of the country found out. About Miss Kristiansen’s identity, as well as Qranth’s ultimatum. Marquésa Saint has just told everyone via an interview with ANN.” 


  “Moira?” The name was almost a whisper, disbelief underscoring his shock. “Who else knows?”


  Vivienne’s measured response revealed her apprehension. “It’s not my place to reveal them to you. They were only protecting me from—” her gaze hardened, a silent challenge to Namia “—those who would see me tortured and hanged.” Her hands slipped beneath the cushions, retrieving a manila envelope, as if it held the fragile threads of her fate. “The Peregrines wanted you to have this, your highness.”


  The chains of Ancoria releasing the Saint Sword to embed itself on Philip’s skull would have been less painful than Vivienne’s revelation. An upheaval of seismic proportions broiled within him, leaving him immobilized by the choice he would have to make. His eyes remained fixed on the manila envelope Vivienne extended to him. What did it contain? Was he ready to confront the truths that might be revealed?


  “What’s in it?” He forced himself to take the envelope. “More of your secrets, Vivienne? Your lies?”


  “I never lied to you.”


  “Vivienne, your entire identity is a lie. Was anything about your profile true?”


  “Everything before we moved to the US were fabrications. I’m not sure if there ever was a Hans and Anna Kristiansen. Everything about our connection to them is false. Everything about Pax, how he raised me, his illness, his life and death — that’s true.”


  “So you lied about having murdered parents?” Namia curled her lip in disgust.


  “My parents were murdered, Namia. By the Blood Blades. Pax chose an identity for us where that fact remained — my parents killed — because it was the reason he gave to all the professionals who helped me through my trauma. He had thought it through down to the last detail before he decided for us to take on the identity of Pax and Vivienne Kristiansen; for that reason, as a way of honoring him, I will keep that name until the day I die.”


  “Yet you are not Vivienne Kristiansen, are you? You are Esther Cross, the daughter of traitors. Like your parents, you bring death and chaos wherever you go.” The edge of Namia’s contempt sharpened her words. “We trusted you. How could you do this to us?” 


  “The gall of you to ask me that question, Namia.” Vivienne’s response was laced with a note of defiance. “You cared for Prince Philip like he was your own son. Why would you work with the Blood Blades to dismantle the kingdom you helped build?”


  “Me?” Namia’s scoff dripped with incredulity. “Working with the Blood Blades? Have you gone mad?”


  “Vivienne—” Why was she doing this? What good did she think it would do for her to start attacking Namia, of all people? “Don’t do this. You shouldn’t make unfounded accusations about anyone. Honestly, right now, I don’t know what to do with you. Tomorrow, we will return all the refugees to Paxnisi. I have half the mind to send you there instead of them. Do you even understand the gravity of what is happening right now?”


  “I understand fully.” Her calm response spoke of all the thought she had given this eventual scenario. “We can agree then that I should be the one you send tomorrow. Not them. Three hundred lives for the price of one. Send me.”


  Her words sent shock waves over him that made his knees buckle beneath him. Tears ran down his face, because there was no question in his mind that even with this revelation, his heart was still hers. He still loved Vivienne Kristiansen. He was in love with Esther Cross. How could he possibly turn her over to certain torment and death? 


  “It’s the right thing to do. It will appease the kingdom, and it will appease our enemies,” Namia said. 


  “If I may—” Marcel stepped in “—I’m not sure the kingdom will take kindly to having their darling, the object of their fascination for weeks, given over to a terrorist group who will have her tortured and hanged.”


  “Make them hate me then,” Vivienne said. “Tell them that I lied, fooled the crown, broke the prince’s heart. They will hate me as much as — if not more than — they loved me.”


  “It’s a sound plan.” The angles of Namia’s face hardened. “Besides, all of the things she said ring true. She lied to us, fooled the crown, and broke your heart, your highness. Let’s rid ourselves of her curse.”


  The manila envelope felt like a leaden weight in Philip’s hands. His grip tightened as he stared at it, a mixture of dread and anticipation swirling within him. While his rationale assured him that Vivienne was the obvious sacrifice he had to make to protect more lives, every other part of him was revolting against it. Horrific visions of Vivienne’s fate at the hands of the Blood Blades seized his mind, her torment dragging him into a vortex of dread. Seeking refuge from his internal maelstrom, he tore open the envelope, but its contents only intensified his internal struggle.


  In stark, unquestionable detail, the dossier revealed Namia’s background as the niece of Alarick Lamb, known leader of the Blood Blades. Transactions of large amounts of money entering Namia’s accounts from sources that traced back to the Blades. Recent transfers of large amounts of money going from Namia’s accounts to Moira Saint. Emails exchanged with talks of destabilizing the kingdom and pressuring the royal family to cooperate with Qranth.


  His chest tightened as he looked up and narrowed his eyes at the contempt Namia’s glare held for Vivienne. How was any of this possible? 


  His scrutiny caught Namia’s attention, prying her eyes away from Vivienne, her focus returning to him. “Your highness?”


  “This is a report from the Peregrines, with confirmation from multiple sources. It says you’re a Blood Blade, Namia.”


  “And you believe it?” Namia’s scoff was one of disbelief, but the way her tone shook and faltered exposed her guilt. “Miss Kristiansen gave you that envelope. For all we know, she fabricated all those reports herself. We already know she’s capable of fooling even the Peregrines.”


  “I was a traumatized teenager when we fled Paxnisi,” Vivienne said. “I had just seen my parents slashed to death by the Blood Blades’ machetes. Your organization did that to my parents. I had no idea how Pax fabricated our new identities. All I knew was that I had them, and I needed to embrace my new identity and background as the daughter of Hans and Anna Kristiansen.”


  “More of your lies. How can we know if any of what you say is true?” Namia shot a look at Philip. “Surely, you don’t believe any of this? Sir, I’ve been loyal to the Sideris crown all my life. Everything I have done was in service to you and this country, and it has always been my heart to see all that is good for you and your reign. Do not let your perception of me be tainted by this charlatan. Don’t you see? She is sowing discord among us. Let’s be rid of her, once and for all. Please, your highness. Whom will you trust? Her or me?”


  “I don’t know what to think.” Philip’s gaze shifted to Marcel. “Walk with me.”


  Marcel followed behind him as he made his way inside the villa. As they retreated, two conflicting voices, battling for supremacy, waged a war within Philip — Namia’s voice telling him to be rid of Vivienne and his father’s voice telling him to protect Esther Cross at all cost.
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  the ikari spell


  



  



  Upon seeing Philip turn his back on her, an all-consuming terror filled Vivienne. Her worst nightmares were about to materialize. Every little thing that had haunted her waking moments, the fears Pax had always admonished her to overcome, they were all about to come to pass. As soon as Philip disappeared from her view, however, a sweet gust of wind coming from what she could only believe was the heavens brushed against her skin.  


  Passages of Scripture returned to her — verses Pax had once spoken to her throughout her life, during her countless episodes of panic and anxiety attacks. He will surround you with favor like a shield. Fear not, for I am with you, says the Lord. The favor of the Lord is upon you.


  The words echoed in her head, dissipating the storm brewing within and bringing about a supernatural peace that she had never experienced before. She adjusted her position on the cushions and surveyed the generous spread of untouched food laid out before her. 


  Across the table was Namia, who was doing nothing at this point to hide her hatred for Vivienne. “Your people are a blight to this country. The prince will see reason. He will send you to your death.”


  He prepares a table before me in the presence of my enemies. 


  Vivienne smiled. “I hope he sends me. It’s the right thing to do. My life for three hundred others. Philip has many times made it clear that he values his people and his duty more than any pretty face. He will see reason.”


  “How dare you still call him by name. You will address him with respect. You are no longer his fiancée. It disgusts me to think that you could’ve been queen of my country. An Ikari.” She spat out the word like it was poison. 


  “Why do you hate us so? Why devote yourself to ending my people?”


  Namia’s sneer sent shivers down Vivienne’s spine. Never before had anyone looked at her with such vehemence and disgust. “The Ikaris are the savages the Spanish and the Brits should have wiped out when they discovered this very island we are on right now. In all of the history of this country, the Ikaris have been nothing but a curse that have torn up relations between Qranth and Ancoria. If you and your people would have been removed from the face of the earth back then, we would have a united kingdom of Ancoria, ruling over Qranth. There would have been no war. We would have had a shot at turning our islands into paradise — Ancoria to Qranth, one nation, but no.” Namia curled her lip. “Abominations like you still exist.”


  Only God could have preserved Vivienne and kept her in perfect peace despite the waves of hatred crashing over her at the Blood Blade’s hateful statements. She almost felt sorry for Namia, because Vivienne remembered what it had been like to contain such hatred in her heart. After all, she had once hated Ancoria for abandoning her people. She stared at Namia long and hard, her mind wandering through history to find out why Namia hated them so much. Had someone taught her to be this way? Or had it been the result of a deep, personal pain?


  “I remember the day I realized that the War of the Crown Imperials was happening,” Vivienne said. “I was a child then. Barely eight years old. My mother and I were taking a stroll through the fields near our village. We were picking flowers. She wanted crown imperials, so she could repel the rodents that had been nibbling at her vegetables. The Blood Blades came, and my mother was quick to run to the village to warn my father of the attack. It all happened so fast. My father led the defense of our village, Sagrada, and we were able to fend the Blood Blades off. We didn’t celebrate that night. No. In war, there were no victories, just tragedies. That’s what my father used to say. Once it was safe, we gathered all those who were killed — both Blood Blades and Ikaris — and we buried them all. We mourned for our own men, and we mourned for yours.”


  “Fools.” Namia sneered. “You think yourselves better than the rest of us. Arbiters of peace, they used to call the Ikaris, so much so that our ancestors named the tribe’s native island Paxnisi. Peace Isle. The Ikaris must have had them under some sort of spell to believe that any good could come from your people, let alone something as precious as peace. Your people are cunning, just like you. We would’ve saved ourselves a lot of trouble if we learned from you sooner. You take on positions of power in society and become successful in your fields. You even use Christianity to make people believe that you are one of us, but you use your power to destroy the lives of others, to take opportunities from them, to treat them as inferior to you, because they do not succeed like you do. My uncle would have lived like a king if not for the Ikaris. Every opportunity for him to succeed had been crushed by his Ikari neighbors. They had taken everything from him, tricked him of his last coin, and drove him out of his own home. I know your ilk, Esther. I’m only mad at myself for failing to see what was right in my face all along. Of course, she would be you. That’s why the kingdom embraced you so fast. They fell under the Ikari spell.”


  It all sounded insane to Vivienne, this idea that her people had some sort of power over others — an Ikari spell even — one they allegedly used to take advantage of other people. How could Namia truly believe such things? Did she see a human being at all when she looked at Vivienne? Vivienne had no time to speculate further, because it seemed something in Namia’s brain had snapped. 


  “Yes. The Ikari spell.” The older woman’s listless gaze darted to and fro. “You have enamored the entire kingdom with your savage ways. You have enamored the prince. That’s why you’re so calm. You know he won’t send you to Paxnisi. He couldn’t. Not when he thinks he’s in love with you. This is all trickery.”


  Vivienne’s heart broke at that last statement, but she forced the pain away. She couldn’t allow herself to shed tears over a love lost, especially when that love was never fully hers to begin with. A love she had borrowed only for a short period of time to allow herself to live out a fairy tale. She was never about to be his queen. It was all an illusion that happened so that she could be in a position to save her people. Her amma and inna had laid down their lives for the Ikari people, and they would be proud of her. Of that, she was certain. 


  With this knowledge, she could be at peace, and that quietness of spirit and soul had nothing to do with Namia’s accusations of spells, curses, and trickery. How could one like Namia know, after all, what real peace looked like when she had a heart so full of hate?


  “There’s no deception here, Namia,” Vivienne said. “I’m willing to surrender to the Blood Blades. It’s what I believe should be done, and I trust his highness will make the right decision and send me instead of the others.”


  “Except he won’t. He loves you. He already knows my position. What is he going to do? He knows what I am.” Wild-eyed and panic-stricken, Namia’s usually professional and calm countenance completely devolved into something wild, something almost feral in nature. It was almost as if all the terror Vivienne had contained within her all her life had moved over to Namia. She was whispering to herself, her eyes darting from side-to-side. “He’s not going to give you to them. They know. It means everything is ruined. What if none of my messages have reached them? They wouldn’t know then. What now? This can’t be happening. It’s all the Ikaris’ fault. They’re messing with us again. They’re too powerful.” She bunched her hair over her head with her hands in a motion of paranoid panic.


  “Namia?” Genuine concern filled Vivienne on the older woman’s behalf. She wouldn’t wish this anxiety on anyone. She reached across the table to hold Namia’s hand, hoping to suggest prayer. The moment she touched the frantic woman, however, Namia’s manic eyes fixed on her and locked her in as prey.


  “You!” With one swift motion, Namia unveiled a hidden dagger from the concealed lining of her jacket. The weapon gleamed, a deadly contrast to the elegant ensemble she wore. The blade had found its inconspicuous haven within a meticulously stitched pocket, discreetly nestled against her inner side.


  Vivienne’s startled cry echoed the shock of the moment, more out of surprise than outright terror. The blade seemed to materialize from thin air, its trajectory aimed for her heart. Panic surged through her veins. Before she could move a muscle to save herself, however, someone was there.


  An unexpected force intercepted the path of the deadly blade. Philip had thrown his full weight toward her, ripping Vivienne’s breath from her lungs as her body collided with his, the impact shrouding her in a whirl of sensations as her back hit the floor. Her vision blurred for a moment, her mind struggling to catch up with the abrupt turn of events.


  Lying atop her, a trail of blood marked Philip’s cheek, drops of which stained her crimson dress. Philip gathered her in his arms and pulled both of them in an upright position so he could look her over for signs of harm. Him. The prince of this kingdom. The one who had shielded her from Namia’s lethal assault. Bleeding for her. Keeping her safe.


  Assured of her well-being, Philip stood to his full height, holding her hand as he pulled her next to him in a gesture of protectiveness. His eyes moistened as he cast a tender gaze at Namia, whose terrorized expression honed her eyes in on the cut she had made on the prince’s skin. 


  “Your highness, forgive me. I only meant to protect you from her. You shouldn’t trust her. She is of a vile nature. Her ilk have no business living among us.”  


  “Enough, Namia.” There was no mistaking the pain in Philip’s voice as he gave Marcel a signal with a flick of his wrist. “Take her into custody. She will stand trial for her crimes against the crown.”


  Namia’s protests rang hollow in Vivienne’s ears as Marcel’s team moved in swiftly to wrestle control away from chaos. Bound by their grasp, Namia’s resistance was futile as they led her away. 


  At the scene unfolding, Vivienne’s heart pounded against her chest, but the primary emotion surfacing within her was compassion and empathy for the man she loved. His wounds ran deeper than the cut on his cheek. His was a lifetime of trusts broken, betrayals feared, and threats endured. 


  Her hand tightened around his. “I’m sorry, Philip,” she said. “I wish it didn’t have to come from me. The truth about her.” She winced at his wound, blood still leaking out, marring his unblemished skin. Would it scar and become a permanent reminder to her of his selflessness? “Let’s get that looked at, your highness.”


  There was no mistaking the flicker of hurt in his eyes upon hearing her refer to him with such formality and not with the familiarity that their charade had established between them. No further words could be exchanged, however, because his people were quick to take his attention away from her, so they could see to their ruler’s care. 


  Anticipation colored her next moments. She braced for the inevitable, fully expecting to be escorted to the refugee camp as the logical course of action. Against her expectations, however, Philip returned to her. Silence enveloped them as their gazes met, words suspended in the air.


  Their connection was unspoken yet deeply understood. Philip took her hand, his lips pressing tenderly against its back. A wave of emotions surged within her, a mixture of gratitude, sadness, and dread over the looming reality of their impending parting. Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes.


  In that poignant moment, as his lips left her skin, she felt the weight of goodbye settling upon them. His fingers slid beneath her jaw, lifting her face to meet his, his thumb brushing against the corner of her mouth before wiping away the fugitive tear trickling down her face.


  Philip’s lips hovered a hair’s breath away from hers. The yearning he incited from her left her breathless with anticipation, but she remained unprepared still for the way his lips met hers in a fervent kiss.


  His arms encircled her, and his embrace made time stand still, each brush of their lips a bittersweet dance of longing for what could not be. When he finally pulled away from her, a soft gasp betraying his need for air, Vivienne feared that her heart might burst from the agony of their inevitable farewell.


  His eyes glistened with unshed tears, a reflection of the emotions they both battled to contain. He pressed his forehead to hers, his hands cradling her face, a gesture of affection that resonated deeply within her soul.


  “I don’t think I will be able to forgive myself for what I am about to do. Forgive me, Vivienne.” The words hung heavy between them, but it appeared there was nothing left to say, because he let go of her and turned away, his retreating steps punctuating the silence.


  In Philip’s absence, Bishop Redmond’s words echoed in her mind. He had created a parallel of her story to that of Queen Esther of the Bible. Vivienne had found so much courage, so much hope in that biblical account, yet it pressed heavily upon her heart how her reality would surely diverge from the ancient queen’s fate. Queen Esther had escaped her death, but Vivienne was unlikely to escape her gallows. 
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  To my dearest Vivienne,  


  I'm not sure what you might have gone through to get this letter, but I do hope it somehow reaches you. It comes from someone whose acquaintance you will never regret making. In fact, I hope you turn out to be dear friends someday, though the likelihood of that happening is pretty low.


  Zinnia is one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen in my life. Her older brother is a dear friend of mine. One of the most courageous people I've ever met. The war ruined both of them. It took his life and destroyed hers. She is known in Paxnisi as Ruby now, and it will prove to be quite a challenge for me to get this letter to her, but I wanted you to meet her.  


  Countless people have been saved because of her many heart-breaking sacrifices. No one would think of her as a hero, but that's only because they don't know her story. She is courage in chaos, beauty in brokenness. You can learn a lot from her, even if her story will most likely break your heart.


  If you do meet her, tell her to keep gazing at the stars. She will know what that means and who it comes from. 


  This is my final letter to you, but I know you enough to believe that you will not let this goodbye make you feel alone. We both know it is never goodbye with us, after all. It is always until next time, because there will be a next time. We will see each other again in the glories of eternity. Until then, live life without regret and face the future with courage. 


  Live so greatly that others may be given the opportunity to live greatly as well. 


  I love you, my precious crown imperial. 


  Until Next Time,


  Pax - P.C.
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  so be it


  



  



  Rest abandoned Philip that evening, his mind haunted by snapshots of Vivienne portrayed as the kingdom’s future queen juxtaposed with harrowing scenes of her torment at the hands of the Blood Blades. Philip had promised himself that Ancoria would always come first, not any woman. Vivienne, however, had managed to become more than just “any woman” in his eyes. How could he surrender her to such a fate? 


  Philip tossed and turned in his bed, unable to pause the steady procession of scenes and questions racing through his brain. Along with the terror came the guilt. If Vivienne was Esther Cross, then it meant that he was the reason behind her parents’ death. Had he acted with more wisdom back then, would he have been able to spare their lives? Had he been the man responsible for all of her pain only to arrive at this moment and do nothing as she turned herself over to the unthinkable? 


  What other options did he have? Surrender the three hundred to save the one? Or resort to the one scenario he had hoped to avoid since the trouble in Paxnisi had begun? Was there no option other than to plunge Ancoria into war?


  Philip rolled out of bed and suppressed the shudder that traveled through his flesh. He released a guttural yell, unleashing the fury building within him toward the God he served, the One Who had allowed this impossible predicament to fall upon him. 


  Knees falling to the floor, Philip cried out to an invisible, but present, God. Over the past weeks, he had convened with the wisest, the most skillful, the most cunning of his subjects to arrive at a solution for his kingdom’s troubles, yet here he was, drowning in more trouble than he could have anticipated. Had God not been blessing all the choices they had been making?


  How could Philip know for sure? He didn’t know, so he did all he knew to do in the middle of one of the most tumultuous nights of his life. Philip prostrated himself before the King of all, laying his heart, his soul, his mind bare before a God Who had sacrificed His own Son to save all.


  It was with the mental image of the Saint Sword hanging over his head and the Son of God hanging on a cross that Philip rose from his position of absolute surrender. He knew what had to be done, but he still needed the assurance and counsel of one. 


  Philip paid no attention to the unholy hour upon which he was making a necessary phone call. He picked up the receiver of the antique rotary phone and dialed a number. Almost immediately, his inna’s voice — balm to his soul — came through the other end of the line.


  “Philip?”


  “Inna? You knew it was me?”


  “I assumed correctly. Who else would call our private line at such an hour?”


  “Did I wake you?” 


  “No. I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been praying for you and Vivienne all night.”


  “Have you heard?”


  “Everyone has heard, Son. The marquésa spilled the truth all over the news this evening.”


  “Inna, I’m in love with Esther Cross.” His voice cracked, amplifying his brokenness inside, even more so when his inna released a sob through the phone.


  “Oh, Philip.” Inna sniffled. “No inna would wish a predicament such as this on her son.”


  “I think I know what I have to do, Inna. I called, hoping to get your approval — yours and Amma’s.” His soul begged for good news as far as his father’s health was concerned. “Is he doing better?”


  “Your amma had an inexplicable surge of strength this afternoon, Philip, enough for him to hear me tell him about all that you’re dealing with, about how you’re engaged to a woman who turns out to be the daughter of Mordecai and Anya Cross.”


  “You knew about Vivienne’s true identity?”


  “Your fiancée told me the truth right after the marquésa threatened to expose her true identity. It was with Bishop Redmond’s counsel that we sent her to Cortharros, so she could tell you the truth herself.”


  His fiancée. Inna knew about Vivienne’s heritage, not about their ruse. “I can’t turn her over, Inna.”


  “You shouldn’t have to. She is the queen for you, Philip. There is no other.”


  The unexpected conviction that came with those words shook Philip to his very core, like the foundations he had built his character and principles upon had entirely crumbled beneath him. “Then you and Amma agree? We must save Esther Cross?”


  A long pause from the other end of the line followed. Finally, the queen spoke. “Yes, Son. Vivienne must live.”


  “The kingdom might not approve of this decision, Inna.”


  “Then so be it.”
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  The dead of night found Philip on the street leading from the royal pavilion to the guest villa serving as Vivienne’s primary residence in Cortharros. The resolve to spare her from sure death cemented itself within him, even as the costs of such a choice compounded the already dire situation of Paxnisi, each price demanding account.


  Static from the security detail Marcel had assigned to guard over Philip through the night resounded in his ear as he pushed open the wrought-iron gate and marched past the cobblestone pathway leading to the stained-glass front door. He had half the mind to push the door open and barge in to demand the attention of all who would wake to give him an audience. What exactly was his plan? Was his intention to break into Vivienne’s room — with no regard to her current state — just to tell her that he wanted her to live? 


  As soon as he had hung up from the urgent call he had given his inna, he had been overwhelmed by an all-consuming urge to see Vivienne, to assure himself that she was safe and secure. It had seemed like the most natural thing to do to simply traverse the short distance between them. Standing at her front door, however, with a summer breeze kissing his skin and crickets chirping in his ear, Philip recognized the folly in his midnight quest. He would have to bear the wait until tomorrow.


  He spun on his heel and retreated, only to have the door swing open. Anticipation filled him, his pulse quickening at the hope that it would be her approaching him. His heart fell, even at the welcome sight of another woman he loved.


  “Stasi?” 


  A bittersweet smile softened her pretty face. “I thought it might be you. I saw you coming from the bay window.” She pointed up.


  “Your assigned quarters are at the royal pavilion.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder as his mind struggled to catch up with the unexpected scene he had found himself in. “Whose room is up there?”


  “Vivienne’s,” Stasi said. “She asked me to stay after you abandoned her last night.”


  His defenses came up, his shoulders squaring in defiance. “I did not abandon her.”


  “It doesn’t matter. You’re here now. I’ve been keeping watch over her, but I’m glad you came, so we can come to a decision.”


  Her statements alerted his senses, jolting him fully awake. He followed her inside and was greeted by an unlikely combination of people he never would’ve expected to discover in Vivienne’s villa in the middle of the night. 


  Clustered by the windows of the open space living room were Anton, Madeline, and Landon, seated tensely in an L-shaped sofa. Across from them, like a stand-off of sorts was in play, Marcel stood, arms crossed, with a handful of his men behind him. Facing Philip, at the center of the two huddles, Moira was leaning against a column, twirling her dark hair, a sinister sneer on her face.


  It took all of Philip to ignore the marquésa’s off-putting presence in the midst of trusted company. The trio rose from their seats to acknowledge his arrival. All lowered their eyes and bowed their heads in deference to him. 


  “What’s happening here?”


  The silence grated at his nerves, even more so when it was Moira who finally responded to his question.


  “Trouble, Sir.” She grinned. “Trouble is happening in your kingdom.”


  “Have you come all this way to state the obvious, Marquésa? Surely not. Perhaps you’re here to witness the aftermath of your attempt at causing chaos?”


  “You know me so well, your highness.” 


  “I unfortunately do,” he said. “You’re here to see me break.”


  “I’ve seen it before, haven’t I? You always eventually crack under the pressure.” She stood to her full height, her eyes sultry beneath her lashes. “Had you made me your queen, none of this would have happened. Together, we would have brought calm to all this chaos. I wouldn’t have needed to push you to the point of breaking.”


  “Well—” Philip set his shoulders straight and took a step forward to present himself before her “—do you see me breaking, Moira?”


  She leaned back on her column, the disgusted curl of her lip giving him little satisfaction, because as obtrusive as her presence was, Moira was the least of his concerns. 


  “Since Moira insists on speaking about my queen—” Philip turned his head to Stasi “—where is Vivienne?”


  All eyes fixed on Philip at what was clearly a bold statement rather than a curious question. Vivienne was his queen — no other — and he wanted everyone to know. 


  Stasi gulped even as she brushed her hand against his arm. Her eyes moistened even as she gave him a smile — one of relief. She drew a deep breath, one that made it seem as if she hadn’t been breathing well the entire time, before she responded to his question. “Vivienne is asleep.” She cast a cold glare at Marcel. “She will be for a while.”


  Philip narrowed his eyes at his bodyguard. “Marcel? Explain.”


  Marcel’s jaw twitched, his entire form tensing, making his muscles expand as if to intimidate all who would dare cross him. “It has always been the plan for us to surrender Esther Cross should we find her. It was what Miss Kristiansen wanted.”


  The scene before him began to make more sense — the men behind Marcel, the standoff with Anton, Madeline, and Landon. “Marcel, are you here to take Vivienne?”


  “We were going to take her to the refugee camp.”


  “It’s more than that.” Madeline shook her head in disapproval at her cousin, the man who had mentored her during her time in the military and as a Peregrine. “The intention was to take Vivienne to Paxnisi and surrender her to Qranth themselves.”


  “We came here to stop them as soon as we found out,” Anton added. “We arrived just in time to talk them out of carrying the woman out of her bed and surrendering her to hell at the hands of the Blood Blades.”


  “They sedated Vivienne to assure her cooperation,” Stasi said.


  Had he not spent time in prayer before this encounter, yet another betrayal from one of his most trusted would have crushed Philip’s soul, but he couldn’t buckle under the pressure, not when so much was at stake. “What do you have to say for yourself, soldier?”


  Marcel stood at full attention at the way Philip addressed him. “My only intention was to make this easier for his highness. I can’t imagine any other recourse. Even Miss Kristiansen would agree with me that it makes more sense to turn her over instead of three hundred others.”


  “To surrender her to those mongrels is equivalent to surrendering a symbol of the revolution,” Anton said. “What Esther Cross signifies cannot die. She is as close to royalty as there is for the Ikaris. The same way you would die for the king, Marcel, so will her people willingly lay their lives down for her.”


  “I must agree with Lord Anton,” Landon said. “It's not because Vivienne is intrinsically more valuable than everyone else. It's just that she represents something greater than all the Ikaris combined. Giving her over to them is a sign of weakness. It’s us revealing to Qranth how afraid we are of them."


  “Oh please.” Moira threw her hands in the air. “We all saw the way you looked at her at the Lane Awards, Duqué. You speak on her behalf, because you are as enamored with her as the prince is. Why else would you be so invested in the fate of this tribe?”


  “My grandmother was an Ikari, Marquésa. Vivienne’s cousin — the father who raised her as his own — is one of my dearest friends. I promised him that I will look after Vivienne should she ever find her way here,” Landon responded. “The Ikaris are my people, and even if they aren’t mine, they are people. When did that cease to be enough reason to want to save anyone?”


  Moira’s mouth opened with a comeback, but Philip raised a hand to stop her from speaking further. “Enough, Marquésa. This isn’t the royal court, where you have a podium available to air your grievances at will. You have done enough damage, so you will remain silent until you leave the premises or I give you permission to speak.” 


  “You can’t just—”


  Philip snapped his fingers and pointed at Marcel’s men. “Arrest her. Keep her under the custody of the Peregrines until I authorize her release.”


  “For what?!” Moira protested. “I am a marquésa of this kingdom. You can’t arrest me without just cause.”


  “Just cause?” Philip gestured for Marcel’s men to stop, so he could address her outburst. “Moira, you just disobeyed a direct order from the acting king of this country in front of all these witnesses.” He gestured toward everyone present. “Apart from that, as if the stunt you pulled on national TV hours ago wasn’t bad enough, if I dig through the reports of the Peregrine who has been tracking you for the last month, I’m sure I will discover more than a few things I can use to justify this arrest.” 


  “I am the rightful queen of this country — your betrothed — and you know it. I will not stand by and watch you give my crown to that Ikari woman!”


  “No one’s asking you to watch, Moira. As for you being queen, mark my words. Once all this is over, I will do everything in my power to strip your title from you and give rule of your isledom to your sister.”


  Horror filled Moira’s eyes. “Do that, and I will curse you every day for the rest of my life, Philip. You and her and every single one of your offspring.”


  “The God I serve turns curses into blessings. You know this.” He nodded toward Marcel’s men. “Go ahead.”


  The men took hold of Moira who was fighting with all of her strength against the arrest. “Anton, do something!”


  They had become such different people over the past ten years that Philip had completely forgotten that Anton was Moira’s brother. He locked gazes with Anton, who only nodded his consent.  


  Ignoring the tension that filled the room after the men dragged Moira out, Philip broadened his shoulders and rose to the challenge of being a country’s king. “Marcel, my hands are tied. You overstepped. I will not have you arrested, but I need to place you and your men under investigation for conspiracy against the crown. I don’t wish to believe that you’re guilty of such a crime, but after Namia, I can’t risk it.”


  Marcel nodded as he lifted his hands in surrender. “I trust your judgment, your highness.”


  His compliance was enough balm to give Philip hope that the Luxersom Lord had acted out of goodwill rather than a misguided attempt to subvert the crown.


  “Lord Landon, you have already done so much to help this cause, but I must ask one more thing of you.”


  “Whatever I can do to help, Sir.”


  “Please take Miss Kristiansen to one of your safehouses. Her staff will remain with her, as well as her security team, but given what the Peregrines have done tonight, I ask that you lend your own private security to watch over her as well.”


  “Consider it done, your highness.”


  “Thank you, Lord Landon.” Philip turned toward his cousin. “Stasi, I meant to ask you to stay by my side as my new assistant, but Vivienne will need you more than I do. I will trust your judgment as to when it would be safe for her to leave the safehouse, depending on how the kingdom responds to Lady Moira’s revelation. The queen is fully on board with this. You can seek counsel from her, as well as Bishop Redmond for you to arrive at the best course of action, as far as Vivienne is concerned.”


  Stasi nodded. “Of course.” She tilted her head to the side before gripping his arm. “And you? What do you plan to do?”


  Philip ignored the question and instead addressed the greatest matter of concern in the room. “We will not surrender Esther Cross to Qranth. We will surrender no one to them. I stand in agreement with Lord Anton and Lord Landon. To give in to Qranth’s ultimatum is a sign of fear, a sign that they can jostle us into doing their bidding. No more. We will make it clear to them that for them to ask for the life of my bride, the woman I love, or for the lives of her people in exchange for peace is an act of war in itself. Our response to their ultimatum would be that the Ikaris are under Ancoria’s protection now, as it should have been ten years ago. By the end of all of this, Paxnisi will be ours once again.”


  “Philip, you’re about to plunge the kingdom into war,” Anton said, the blaze in his eyes enough to let Philip know that his best friend’s words were more a statement of reality than an objection. 


  Face like a flint, Philip remained undeterred. “So be it.” 
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  Image: The Ancorian flag at a time of war: a purple flag with a golden cross flanked by two red stripes. 
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  don't be an idiot


  



  



  Vivienne stirred awake in a bed that did not feel familiar to her. She had fallen asleep in a bright, airy room in Cortharros. This room’s stark walls and barren aesthetic was a far cry from her bedroom at the grand villa. Where was she? Was she at the refugee camp? Was she in Paxnisi? Her heart thudded against her chest and her brain pounded against her skull as she dropped her feet over the edge of the bed, her toes landing on a cold hardwood floor. The metal door told her that she was in some sort of prison cell. Had Philip done it? Had he surrendered her to the Blood Blades? The door slid open with a whoosh. She was about to find out. 


  “I’ll be there. Let me just go check on—” Stasi paused beneath the door post before releasing a gasp. “Viv, you’re awake!” 


  “Where am I?” She rubbed her temples to help ease the pulsing dull ache in her head. “Stasi, if you’re here, then—” Dread washed over her. She wasn’t in Paxnisi. She was supposed to be on a boat on the way to her home island, not wherever this place was. Had Prince Philip decided on the unthinkable? Was he about to sacrifice three hundred lives to save hers? Why? Because Ancoria still believed her to be their future queen? Why wouldn't he just tell them the truth? 


  “We’re in one of Landon’s safehouses in Oro Valle,” Stasi said. “I know you have a lot of questions, and I’ll answer them all later. Right now, I need you to come with me.” Stasi rushed over to her side and gripped her hand, pulling her out of bed and toward the door.


  “What’s going on?”


  “You’ve been out for quite some time.” Stasi pulled her past a narrow hallway with several closed doors similar to the one in her room. “Whatever Marcel put in your system, it was potent.”


  “Marcel?”


  “It’s a long story. A lot has happened.” They walked past an upscale kitchen and toward a small living room, where Landon Kent sat huddled along with Vivienne’s entourage — Magda, Yuri, Triflora, but with no sign of Fred. 


  Something snapped to attention within her. Perhaps it was a product of all the queenly lessons she had gone through. Her people were here now. She couldn't act as she wished anymore. She had to act in a way that would be exemplary for those who looked up to her. 


  Even if their charade would soon be over, these people didn't know that yet, so Vivienne straightened her posture and lifted her head to present herself in an appropriate manner before her entourage. 


  Lord Landon’s eyes lit up at the sight of her, but a somber expression quickly took over his countenance. “You woke up just in time,” he said.


  Just in time for what? “Where’s Fred?” 


  “He’s taking over my role assisting Philip for now,” Stasi said.


  “Why?”


  “You’ll find out soon enough.”


  Her people gave her reserved smiles as they made space for her and Stasi to sit on the couch facing a television set. 


  On screen, the first image she saw was that of Philip in full military gear. The stitches on the scar running through his left cheek made him look a lot more menacing. He was standing along the beaches of Cortharros, preparing to board a ship. Behind him, countless soldiers lined the shore. Soaring over them, the flag of Ancoria was waving high on a pole, but with one stark difference. Instead of white lines flanking the golden cross on the purple background, the lines were scarlet red, signifying that the country was at war. What was happening? Why was Philip dressed this way? Had negotiations with Qranth gone haywire? Were they going to war because Vivienne was in a safehouse in Oro Valle instead of at the hands of the Blood Blades in Paxnisi?


  The reporters shoved microphones in front of Philip. He had a different air about him — more confident, like his shoulders were broader, his stance much more regal and assured. He stood tall as he answered the questions the reporters were throwing his way. Finally, he concluded with, "I cannot step into my future role as king unless I know how to bleed with my people. Given the egregious insult of Qranth demanding the woman I love from us, so they can hang her in the Blood Blades’ gallows, I simply cannot in good conscience, surrender Vivienne Kristiansen, or Esther Cross, to them. Not when she represents not only Ancoria and Paxnisi, but also the very heart that beats within me. This is not her desire. It is her will to lay her life down for her people, but I cannot take that risk." He looked at the camera. "Forgive me, Vivienne. You will be on my mind as I fight for the principles and the people we both hold near and dear to our hearts. Thank you for all you've done for me and for this country. I will always love you."


  Vivienne didn't even realize that her tears were falling. Her fists clenched. Why would he do this? He was going to get himself killed! If she represented something greater than herself — nations and peoples, like he implied — then was that not true of him as well? He was crown prince of Ancoria! She was nobody! Just a random woman pretending to be queen…


  And yet, there it was, clear as day. Footage of a ruler marching off to battle on behalf of his kingdom. The kind of king Vivienne would be honored to serve, to love, to marry, but to do so, all she could do was fall on her knees. Philip wasn’t about to walk into battle on his own. No, she would be with him. Together, even in this. Vivienne was about to fight in a much higher realm for a King much greater than all to preserve the life of her beloved, her future king. 
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  Paxnisi was nothing like the island Philip remembered fighting for in his youth. It had been his father’s sincerest belief that giving the island over to Qranth would spare Paxnisi from being the constant battlefield of two countries warring amongst themselves over issues that had nothing to do with the island. Instead, from what Philip could see, their relinquishment of the island to the hands of Qranth had only made it so that Paxnisi became Qranth’s sole adversary — the punching bag to their need for aggression and relentless pursuit of power. 


  Multiple vehicles fled the shores of the island to head for the walled city south of the island, each of the vehicles containing decoys of the prince, in case Qranth and the Blood Blades might have caught wind of the fact that the future leader of Ancoria had dared to step foot on their territory. The prince was in one of the seven convoys circling the walls of the island in search for one sign. A scarlet flag flying over the wall, indicating a safe point for them to enter. 


  Their entire plan hinged upon whether or not they could trust Ruby, someone Philip only knew as two things: a Blood Blade and the prostitute his best friend was in love with. As their jeep circled the wall, passing by barren villages that had once been so full of laughter and life, Philip lost himself in the eerie silence of the island. It was the worst thing about being there, he decided. The silence. 


  It was as if even its wildlife had chosen to hide themselves from the forces that had taken over the island that had once been known and revered as an arbiter of peace. On and on they went, praying as they circled the walled city while Philip waited for Anton to tell him that they could enter and put their lives in the hands of Ruby.


  It was madness, what they were doing, but Philip had no doubt in his mind that he was exactly where God wanted him to be. It was time to correct the wrongs of the past and to take back the territory that had belonged to them in the first place. If not for that deep conviction within him, his rationale would have talked him out of this, but even his closest advisers held the same conviction within them, believing that the Lord was with Philip, that God’s favor was upon him, the same way it had been upon Vivienne.


  “Come on, Ruby,” Anton whispered as he looked through his binoculars at the top of the city wall where she was supposed to give them their signal. “We’re waiting.”


  Philip held his tongue. There was no point in questioning her or Anton’s trust in her all over again. He was better off trying to understand why Anton trusted her as much as he did. “When did you know for sure that you’re in love with her?”


  “You’re asking me that now?” Anton grimaced at him. 


  “Might as well talk about it, no?”


  “I don’t know.” Anton shrugged. “When I saw her again, I guess. After ten years apart, one glimpse of her, and I had no question in my mind that my heart was hers.”


  “Too bad she wasn’t of the same opinion.” Madeline teased from the passenger seat up front, next to Marcel, who was driving for them, still making up for what he had almost done to Vivienne. “Ruby couldn’t stand the sight of him. Good thing she had other uses for us in mind, even if she hated Anton’s guts. She’s a cunning one, that woman. It was a mistake for the Blood Blades to ever underestimate her.”


  “That much is true,” Anton said, “which is why I’m wondering why she hasn’t shown up yet.”


  “What about you, lover boy?” Madeline grinned at Philip. “When did you know for sure that you’re in love with Vivienne?”


  Philip shook his head at her. “You’re not getting an answer out of me. I don’t want to talk about her.”


  “Why not?” Madeline raised her brow. “You were the one who brought all this talk about falling in love in a time of war.”


  “Mads is right.” Anton stood up to get a better look at the wall from where they were. “I answered your question. It’s only fair you answer hers.”


  “Fine.” Philip relented. “I didn’t know it then, but it was at the greenhouse at the Imperial, where the crown imperials are. I was on the brink of a breakdown, and she walked in and made the very idea of her not being in my life seem unbearable. It didn’t matter to me that we had only known each other for barely a month. I loved her then.”


  “What do you mean?” Madeline frowned at him. “I thought you already met her in the States years ago? That’s what all the stories about her say.”


  Marcel let out a fake cough from the driver’s seat. “We don’t talk about that.”


  “You’ll discover the truth about our relationship soon enough,” Philip said.


  “Whatever the truth is, don’t be an idiot, Philip.” Madeline gave him a pointed look. “Vivienne is a catch. You’d be a fool to let her slip through your fingers.”


  Anton huffed. “Ruby’s okay,” he assured himself, seemingly checked out and living in a world of his own. “There’s no way she’s not okay.”


  “It won’t help any of us to think the worst of any situation,” Philip said. “She will show up. The scarlet thread will fly.” 


  “How long have we been at this?” Marcel asked. 


  “I don’t know,” Anton said. “Hours.”


  “We’re about to hit our seventh round circling the city,” Madeline said. “She should have already raised the flag by our third round, at least.”


  For one moment, Philip was about to give over to the temptation to worry and second-guess their presence there, but it was almost as if something or Someone was yanking him right back to a place of peace. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced before, how his shoulders felt unburdened by the danger surrounding him. No. He wasn’t alone in this fight. He had nothing to fear. 


  His was the spirit of a sound mind and perhaps even the love of someone dear. 


  It was in that place of peace that he caught sight of it. A hint of scarlet in a fortress of earthy brown. A symbol of hope and salvation — one that Philip took as a promise from the Almighty that he would come out of this victorious. 


  Before victory, however, a battle. It was time to carry his peace into the territory of his enemies.
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  he is king now


  



  



  The city of Paxnisi was walled no longer, and amidst the chaos of a city under siege, there had been no word about Philip or those closest to him. It had been three days since Ancoria’s forces had entered the city, three days since, at Vivienne’s request, Queen Raina had called for a nationwide Esther fast in honor of the queen in ancient Biblical times and the identity that Vivienne had hidden for a decade. Three days without food or drink became Ancoria’s battle cry, their means of fighting alongside the soldiers seeking for a future that would pave a way for the next generations — Ancoria’s and Paxnisi’s — to thrive. 


  The fast had left Vivienne in a weakened state, but her spirit had never been stronger. Every question, every source of anxiety, she had laid before the King of kings. Three days had gone by in a blink as she travailed for her king and her people. For once, she felt as if she was an Ancorina, one with the hearts and cries of those all over the land who had joined her in prayer and fasting. 


  Dawn broke on the fourth day and there was no word still, no certainty whatsoever, about what was happening in the island, but a supernatural peace had taken over Vivienne as she welcomed the morning with a prayer of thanksgiving to a God Who had already won it all at the cross. She sauntered off to the kitchen, her parched throat yearning for refreshment. 


  Seated on one of the bar stools, Stasi was hunched over the island counter, her head between her hands, her shoulders shaking as she sobbed. Next to her, Lord Landon stood, rubbing her back to comfort her.


  While her every instinct cried out for her to console her friend, Vivienne stood frozen in her spot, immobilized by an assault of every fear that her fast had kept at bay for the past three days. After a fast, a battle, a word of temptation, an attempt at deception. It took all of her will to hold the monsters of her mind captive and surrender all the fear, anxiety, and apprehension to the God Who held the universe, the God Who was surely holding Philip. She recalled all His promises, His words of assurance, over the past three days, and mustered herself to inquire about the reason behind Stasi’s tears.


  “Philip?” she addressed the question to Lord Landon.


  A bittersweet smile formed on the duqué’s face, his shoulders sagging before he gave his response. “He is king now.”


  It took Vivienne a minute to fully comprehend all that the statement implied. Her cheeks drained of all warmth at the king’s unfortunate and untimely demise. How was the queen dealing with all of this? A husband gone, a son out at war. 


  Vivienne pulled Stasi into her embrace, her hunger and thirst overpowered by her grief and sorrow. The one statement that King Edward had spoken in reference to her circled her mind. “You must protect Esther Cross.”


  He had left her in turmoil then, but in hindsight, she recognized the remorse in his eyes. Vivienne had no doubt in her mind that if given the option, King Edward would have turned back time and done everything he could have done to spare her parents’ lives. 


  Her one comfort was that he had gone home with the knowledge that his son was fighting to amend the wrongs of the past. For now, however, they must grieve the loss of one king and plead for the life of the one next in line. 
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  Since Moira’s revelation of her true identity, the kingdom had seen no sign of the woman that had been the object of their fascination, gracing the covers of their magazines and being the focus of their screens for an entire month. When Vivienne made her first public appearance at King Edward’s wake at Chapel Vasilian, her presence threatened to eclipse the attention such a momentous kingdom affair deserved. 


  At first sight of her descending her Luxia, the press went into a complete frenzy. Head bowed, she remained a step behind the queen, whose arms were linked with Stasi’s. Next to Vivienne, Lord Zoriel placed his arm over her shoulder in a protective stance, while their staff handled the press. Only once they arrived at the front row, where seats had been reserved  for them, was Vivienne able to release a breath of relief. 


  Bishop Redmond approached the queen, then Duqué and Lady Sideris, before stopping in front of Vivienne to give her a fatherly embrace. “You did well, child,” he whispered in her ear. “I am proud of you. Pax would be too.”


  Vivienne broke into a sob at the kind words spoken by a man she held such deep respect for; however, she held the tears at bay lest she draw even more attention to herself. 


  The bishop let go of her and took his place behind the podium. As the pastor gave a word of comfort to a kingdom in dire need of it, Vivienne’s mind wandered to her island, to her beloved. Had Philip been informed of his father’s passing? Would he return in time for the funeral? Her heart lifted prayers even as her mind fought to focus on the event at hand. She could almost picture Pax grinning at her, playfully ribbing her to pay attention to what the pastor was saying.


  Before she knew it, the service was over, and Stasi was directing her to stand beside the queen near the king’s coffin, so they could shake hands with a few select guests.


  Queen Raina held her hand and squeezed hard, as if the older woman was actively trying to draw strength from her. One by one, the guests came to offer their condolences. The Luxersom Lords. Several noblemen and councilors. Finally, Landon Kent and a familiar face. 


  After they had pressed their foreheads against the queen’s signet ring, the men stopped in front of Vivienne. 


  “Mr. Andino, I’m not sure if you and Miss Kristiansen have been introduced.” Lord Landon turned to the queen. “Your highness, if I may.”


  Queen Raina approved with a flick of her wrist before she turned away from them and spoke to Bishop Redmond and his wife. 


  “I haven’t been introduced to Miss Kristiansen, no.” Valor Andino flashed her the smile that had turned him into one of Ancoria’s premiere actors. “I would remember meeting our future queen.” 


  Landon’s lip twitched. His eyes locked with Vivienne’s, and it felt as if an understanding passed between them. They had spent the past days together, and Vivienne hadn’t been oblivious of the glances he had sent her way, his gaze speaking of his unspoken attraction to her. Vivienne had never brought it up, and neither had he. She had assumed it was because they both were aware that her heart was spoken for. “There isn’t much introduction required. Vivienne, this is Valor Andino. He is one of the kingdom’s brightest stars. Valor, the Lady Vivienne, future queen of our country.”


  “I wish I could have met you on a better day, Miss Kristiansen.” Valor captured her hand with both of his. “We pray for Prince Philip’s safe return and look forward to days better than this, once he is crowned king.”


  “Amen, Sir,” Vivienne said. “He will return to us, I am sure of it. I have to say I am greatly pleased to meet you, Mr. Andino. My father — my cousin, Pax — was a big fan. He and Stasi were the ones who introduced me to your films.” She couldn’t help the smile on her face. There it was. One of Pax’s requests fulfilled. He most likely would have found it amusing that it had to happen at such a somber occasion. “You were his favorite actor.”


  “It is an honor to hear that, Lady Vivienne. After everything I’ve read about Pax and all he had done to protect you, I am humbled that he found enjoyment in my work.”


  “We all did, as do many others. Thank you, Mr. Andino.”


  “Thank you, Miss Kristiansen.” 


  Landon nodded her way as the pair made their way out of the chapel. The queen was still talking to the bishop and his family, so Vivienne took the opportunity to fulfill another one of Pax’s wishes. She sauntered over to the “southernmost eastern corner” of the sanctuary where Pax had slipped a note in a crack on the wall. Sure enough, there it was. A rolled-up note that somehow withstood the test of time protected by its little cranny on a stone wall. 


  Her eyes moist, Vivienne opened the note. Tears rushed down her cheek even as broken laughter escaped her lips. 


  If it is Your will for me to marry, God, can it be Zinnia Sparrow? I think I’m already in love with her. 


  Who was Zinnia Sparrow? Was she the same Zinnia he had mentioned in his letters? Was she Ruby? Vivienne would make it her mission to find out. Her mind was still deciphering what it would take for her to meet the woman who had once captured Pax’s heart when Stasi pulled her and the queen aside. Her face was the image of calculated solemnity. 


  “We’ve just received news,” Stasi said, before she couldn’t help but crack a smile. “The war is over. They’ve taken over the island and driven Qranth away.” Stasi squeezed Vivienne’s hand. “Philip is requesting your presence in Paxnisi.”


  Stunned, Vivienne wasn’t even sure if she could celebrate, given that they were still at King Edward’s wake, but the queen’s tearful smile was enough to dispel her apprehension. 


  Queen Raina cupped Vivienne’s cheeks with her soft hands. “Your king awaits.”


  Peace unlike any other came over Vivienne at the idea of stepping foot on the grounds Philip had just won. Finally, she was going home.
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  until next time


  



  



  The Battle of the Eighth commenced the second round of the War of the Crown Imperials. When the walls of Paxnisi crumbled, the victory of Ancoria over the Blood Blades had been set in stone. In one day, their forces worked shoulder-to-shoulder with the Ikaris and their allies to wipe out every Blood Blade who had dared enact their plans on that fateful day — the eighth of the eighth. The leaders of the Blood Blades were taken under the custody of the Peregrines.


  The following day, Qranth’s forces arrived. At this point, with Philip’s go ahead, their naval forces were already on full alert, closing in on the mainland of Qranth ready to attack. It took one half-hearted battle for Qranth to relent and ask for peace negotiations. Qranth requested two days for both sides to prepare their demands. 


  Philip honored their request even if he didn’t need more time to offer them Ancoria’s three non-negotiable demands.


  

    	Ancoria must have full jurisdiction over the fate of every captured Blood Blade.


    	Qranth must give reparations to Paxnisi for ten years of stripping the island of its natural resources. The full amount, to be paid over the course of ten years, would be determined by a council composed of the people of Paxnisi, to be put together by a leader appointed by Ancoria — Cade Sparrow, leader of the revolution.


    	Paxnisi will become Ancorian territory once again.


  


  On the morning appointed for negotiations, news of the death of King Edward reached Philip. Given the gravity of the situation at hand, Philip drowned his desire to return to Ancoria and mourn with his inna. His amma would have wanted him to stay, to finish what he had started in Paxnisi. 


  Negotiations lasted for two days. By the end of it, Qranth had given in to their every demand and more. The country also agreed to surrender every Ikari under their custody over the past ten years. As soon as negotiations were over and every Qranth citizen had left Paxnisi’s shores, Philip finally sent word to Ancoria of their victory, along with a single request — that they send his beloved to him.


  The gravity of the moment wasn’t lost on Philip as he planted the Ancorian flag on the grounds of Paxnisi, its white stripes — no longer red — filling him with conflicting emotions. Within him, the exultant thrill of victory battled with the reverent acknowledgment of all the lives that had been lost on these grounds. By God’s divine hand, not a single casualty had been suffered on their side of the fight, but blood had still been shed on the enemy’s side. Mordecai Cross’s words echoed in Philip’s mind. 


  In war, there are no victories, just tragedies. 


  Hatred blazed in the eyes of Alarick Lamb, Namia’s uncle, and the primary leader of the Blood Blades, as they brought him to the gallows they had built for Esther Cross. Philip felt neither satisfaction nor joy to witness the man’s execution, but the man had shown not a single sign of remorse for all the terror he had brought upon the island. 


  Philip would never understand how such hatred could exist in the hearts of men, especially juxtaposed with the love and passion he had stood witness to while fighting among the revolutionaries of Paxnisi. The legacy of Mordecai and Anya Cross, so it seemed. A legacy he could only hope to have someday. 


  A rope made out of scarlet threads swung on the gallows they were about to take down. The reign of terror in Paxnisi had already ended. A grave wrong had been righted and a time for healing and rebuilding was about to commence. The reign of Sideris over Ancoria was stronger now than it had ever been since Alexander Sideris laid claim to the throne centuries ago.


  “Everything is ready.” Stasi’s shoulders brushed against his, as she raised her eyes to the gallows. “I can’t believe how bad things had gotten around here.” She sniffled. She had been on the island for only a few hours and was still in shock, absorbing the scenery left behind by violence, selfishness, and greed. 


  Philip had been on the island longer, but he still wasn’t used to all of it. Certain sights still turned his stomach and reignited his conviction to do everything he could to make things right in Paxnisi. “Is she here? How is she taking all of this?”


  Stasi smiled. “She’s taking it like the queen that she is. She’s ready for this.”


  “Does that mean you are on board? Do you finally approve of me and her together?”


  “You went to war for her, Philip. No one can question your love for her, certainly not me.” 


  “Let’s go get her then.” His heart leaped with yearning for his beloved’s presence. “It is time for us to make amends, to repair the wrongs committed, to rebuild the island’s ruins. It will inspire her people to see the daughter of their revolution.”
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  Yuri’s transceiver kept crackling as Dahlia meticulously completed styling Vivienne’s ensemble. A gown inspired by Ikari tradition adorned her frame, an embodiment of her heritage. The crimson fabric, embellished with black and white motifs, embraced her contours, its flowing skirt gracing her ankles. A golden belt cinched her waist, adding an exquisite touch. Vivienne's hair cascaded in unbound waves over her shoulders, intermingling with the glass beads of the Ikari headdress placed by Rosa. 


  As soon as Hyacinth completed the finishing touches of her makeup, Vivienne made her way to the window of the room that had been cleared to create a makeshift bedroom for her. Paxnisi’s city hall stood tall in front of a square that was now filling up with people. Hope for her people’s future overshadowed the sorrow she felt over witnessing with her own eyes the extent of the devastation the island had suffered over the course of a decade. Things were about to get better in Paxnisi; she believed this with all her heart.


  Magda and Fred entered the room. They both bowed to acknowledge Vivienne before Magda spoke. “Are we ready?”


  “As ready as we can be,” Vivienne replied. Her heart skipped with anticipation over once again seeing her beloved.


  “Very well then. His highness awaits, but before we go, he says there’s someone he would like you to meet.”


  Fred walked out the door and gestured for someone to come in. Anton emerged with a dark-haired beauty beside him. 


  Vivienne bowed her head in deference to the duqué. Anton did the same in acknowledgment of the position she would one day inhabit. It was the enigmatic stranger next to him who captured Vivienne’s attention, however. Something told her that this woman was Anton’s beloved, the same person who had given her Pax’s letter, the same woman Pax had once wanted to marry. “You must be Ruby.”


  “I once was.” A radiant smile graced the woman’s lips “Now, I go by my real name. Zinnia Sparrow.”


  Vivienne couldn’t help herself. A break from royal decorum, she threw her arms around Zinnia, pulling her in a tight embrace. “I’ve heard remarkable things about you. Pax spoke so highly of you.”


  “Pax?”


  “You might have known him as Peter Cross.”


  Zinnia giggled as she pulled away from Vivienne’s hug. “I had quite the crush on him when I was younger.”


  The revelation kindled warmth within Vivienne, but it also magnified her awareness of everything Pax had lost to keep her safe. Had things turned out differently, would he have ended up with Zinnia? “He held you in such high esteem. He often spoke of you as the most beautiful woman he’s ever met.” 


  “That’s simply not possible.” Zinnia's disbelieving shake of the head held a playful quality. “Not when he has witnessed beauty like yours.”


  “I hope to get to know you more, Zinnia.”


  “So would I.” 


  “I’m not sure what this means to you, but Pax wanted me to tell you to always keep your eyes on the stars.”


  Zinnia melted at the statement, her eyes moistening. “Always,” she said. “If the Maker of the stars can hold them, He can hold me too.” Overcome with emotion, she threw her arms around Vivienne. “Thank you. If not for you, the war would have had a completely different outcome. We live, because you chose to speak up for many of us who couldn’t.”


  Vivienne’s heart swelled, Zinnia’s words humbling her. How could she respond to something like that spoken by one many considered to be a hero?


  Magda cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we must go.”


  Zinnia squeezed Vivienne’s hands. “We will see each other again, I’m sure of it.”


  “We will.” Vivienne smiled. “I am honored to have finally met you, Zinnia.” 


  “As am I. Until next time, Vivienne.”


  “Yes.” Coming from Zinnia’s lips, those three words might as well have been spoken by Pax himself. “Until next time.”


  An unspoken connection formed between the two women, a shared understanding rooted in Pax's presence in their lives. They let go of each other before Vivienne followed Magda out the door and towards the hallway. With every step she took, her heartbeat quickened until finally, she saw him at the end of the hallway, with Marcel and Stasi standing behind him.


  On instinct, despite her surprise, Vivienne curtsied, heat warming her cheeks. "Your highness."


  "Vivienne."


  Hearing him say her name almost made her want to cry, but she kept the tears at bay as her mind scrambled to process his approach, his presence filling the corridor.  


  "I can imagine you might have a lot of questions." Philip cleared his throat. Was that a tremble in his voice? Was he nervous about something? "I apologize that I didn't communicate with you sooner. I—” He stopped right in front of her, his gaze burning into hers. 


  She fought the urge to run her fingers across the scar on his cheek — lighter and less menacing than it had been on TV, but now a prominent feature of his face. One that was there because of her. “I’m so mad at you,” she whispered.


  His expression softened. His smile turned into a soft chuckle. “May I know why?”


  “You should have given me over. Instead, you put your life on the line to spare mine. Again. We agreed that you would give me a voice, that we would be together in all of this.”


  “We were. You fought for me and with me in prayer every day of this war. It was your voice that moved the heavens on my behalf. It meant the world to me to know that we were together even then.” His fingers brushed against hers.


  Vivienne flinched at his touch but didn’t pull back. Instead, she let him slip his fingers into hers, his thumb brushing the back of her hand — a gesture so precious and familiar to her, it made her heart ache.


  “All I wanted was to keep you safe. Now that you are, now that we’re here together, it is time."


  Her pulse quickened, an anticipatory shiver coursing through her veins. "Time for what?" 


  "Time for me to convince you to be my queen. I need you to say yes, Vivienne."


  “Say yes to what?” 


  He slipped the ring she had been wearing since his proposal at Ashen from her finger. The glint of playful mischief on his face made her laugh as he knelt on the floor and lifted the same ring to her. "It’s my heart’s desire to be with you, Vivienne. You and me together for the rest of our lives. I’d like that to be the truth, not our shared lie."


  “So do I.” Vivienne's gaze narrowed, her eyes locking onto his. "Ask me your question then.”


  Philip held her gaze with a passion that mirrored the love she felt for him. “Vivienne Kristiansen — Esther Cross — will you marry me?"


  A hushed expectancy lingered, the weight of the question consuming the space between them. Vivienne sought solace in God's wisdom, her thoughts spiraling. Was this God’s will? Would Pax approve? She shut her eyes and grappled for an inner peace that could only come from her Amma above. His divine answer didn’t take long and in a moment’s clarity, Vivienne knew that her answer could only be, "Yes. It would be an honor to become your queen, Philip. So, yes.”


  His delight ignited his features, his countenance illuminating with joy as he slipped the ring onto her finger. Rising to his feet, he drew her close.


  Her fingers brushed his scarred cheek. “I’m sorry,” she said. “For not telling you sooner that I’m her.”


  “It doesn’t matter. Whether you are Vivienne Kristiansen or Esther Cross, all that matters is that we’re together — you are mine and I am yours — as it should be.” 


  In the fervor of the moment, his lips captured hers, and Vivienne realized then that Paxnisi was no longer home. Philip was. 


  It was in his arms that she had found her way back home.
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  They stood on a platform facing the crowd that had gathered at the square in front of city hall. There, Philip was about to announce the new leader of Paxnisi. International press had arrived to cover the event. Anton and Ruby — Zinnia, her real name — were to be interim leaders of the island, until Zinnia’s younger brother, Cade, could fully recover and take over. Cade had won by unanimous decision after Philip held a quick election in the island.  


  Cade Sparrow was to become both Duqué and Councilor of the island, securing a position of influence in Ancoria for the rest of Clan Sparrow’s existence. 


  “Today brings a new dawn, a new hope, for not only Paxnisi, but Ancoria as a whole.” Philip shuffled on his feet in front of the podium built so he could address a crowd of thousands. Next to him, Vivienne stood — his fiancée, his future — a symbol of everything they had fought for in the war that they had just ended. “My amma would’ve wanted this. The last thing he said to me was how we must protect Esther Cross. I believe he wasn’t just talking about one person. He was talking about what she symbolized, and that is the love for freedom and humanity that the people of this island possess. King Edward would have wanted to be here for this, to see to it that the dignity of Paxnisi be restored, acknowledged, and displayed for all the world to see. It is my honor and privilege to stand here and knight in absentia Cade Sparrow as Duqué of Paxnisi. To represent him, a heroine to the people of this island, his sister, Zinnia Sparrow, future marquésa of Santas Oriental, the territory of her beloved, Anton Saint.”


  Anton ushered Zinnia toward the stage, where she knelt in front of Philip who brought out the ceremonial Sword of Sideris to lay it on her shoulders then on her head to symbolically knight her brother. 


  The crowd’s cheer caused flashbacks of the day he had knelt before a stunned Vivienne to ask for her hand in marriage after the insurgence in Ashen. His thumb brushed against the ring on her finger. He could only smile at the knowledge that it was all real now. Him and her together was no longer a lie. 


  In a week’s time, Philip would be crowned king of Ancoria. On that day, he would have no doubt that he could sit on the throne, beneath the glint and threat of the Saint Sword, bearing the full weight of the crown on his head, because God was with him. How could he not believe that when living proof of God’s grace and providence stood right next to him? It had been God Who gave him Vivienne to be his future queen.
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  heavy is the crown


  



  



  1994 — The Saint Sword of Ancoria still hung over the Sideris throne, a new chain anchoring it to one more island painted on the throne room's ceiling. It was to this place that Philip brought his betrothed three days before they were to fly to Paxnisi to celebrate the seven-day feast, as per Ancorian tradition, that would culminate in their wedding.


  Their hands clasped together, the air inside King's Hall had a certain reverence about it. 


  This was a matter of tradition. 


  A year ago, Philip had stood on this same spot with his inna, the former queen, emphasizing to him the weight of the crown that was about to rest on his head. Now, he was about to do the same with Vivienne.


  "Inna will join us shortly," he said, "but I wanted to have this moment with you. I'm sure you've already read about the Saint Sword and its significance, why it hangs over the throne, but it has been tradition for our family to come here every time the crown is passed to someone else. The Saint Sword was created for a tyrant who ruled over the kingdom with an iron fist. Under his rule, the people suffered while he lived a decadent lifestyle of hedonism and selfish pleasure. It was against this king — the last king of the Saint bloodline — that my ancestor, Alexander Sideris, led a revolution to take his throne by force. It was King Alexander who had the Saint Sword placed above the throne as a reminder of the dangers of the role we take on as rulers of the nation. It is meant to be a constant sign that ours is not a position of opulence and luxury to be exploited for our own gain, but an opportunity to serve the people who trusted us enough to rule over them. I trust you will not take your role as queen lightly."


  Vivienne didn't give him an immediate response. He knew her well enough to know that she was taking this seriously, thinking things over, counting the cost. A response to his statements, she knew, was not to be made in haste. Pleased, he let go of her hand and opened the doors to the throne room where his inna was already waiting with an entourage of people dearest to them. On her head was the crown of the queen of Ancoria. On a cushion in her hands was Philip's crown. His inna bowed in deference to him, and he bowed out of respect for her, before taking his crown and walking over to Vivienne. 


  He handed Vivienne the prized headpiece, worth millions of Ancorian drachmas. Her eyes widened at the weight of it, her elbows trembling as she held it up. The queen mother then took the crown from her head and laid it upon Vivienne's. Again, it was clear from the way Vivienne strained her neck to keep her posture up that she was not expecting its weight. 


  Philip and his mother stood back to give her a few seconds to truly understand the weight of the crown.


  "Heavy is the crown?" Philip asked. 


  "Indeed, it is," Vivienne responded.


  "In ten days, you and I will become man and wife. Your coronation will follow not long after. We do this to help those who will inherit the crown to understand the weight of what they are agreeing to." The slightest hint of fear that she would respond in a manner that he wouldn't want her to gripped him. "You can still change your mind. You can still back down, and we will not, on my honor, hold it against you." He stood before her and looked into her eyes. "Will you willingly take the crown and all the obligations that come with it?"


  Once again, she didn't immediately respond, and it made him proud that she was not taking this decision lightly. It was, however, a relief to him when she did finally speak up.


  "Before God and king, I assure you that I will value the crown and all it upholds." Her voice was breathless with emotion. "Ten days from now, when we say our vows to become husband and wife, know that I will be saying my vows not only to you but to this kingdom as well. In sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, until death do us part, I am with you and with Ancoria through and through."


  Hearing her say those words, there was no doubt in Philip's mind that he had found his counterpart. His wife. A woman he had no doubt would be one of Ancoria’s greatest queens. 
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  Her hometown of Sagrada in Paxnisi had been restored from its ruins and built into a village hosting the royal wedding of King Philip and his bride, Vivienne Kristiansen. The wedding had been a week full of celebration and mirth, with few signs of the turmoil that had recently plagued the island of her birth. The Blood Blades were no more, and the new queen of the country was a descendant of the Ikaris, the tribe they had sought to wipe from the face of the planet. 


  A private yacht floated away from the island to whisk Philip and Vivienne away to enjoy the short honeymoon the kingdom could spare for them. Vivienne whispered a word of thanksgiving to the King of the Crown Imperials, the very One Who brought her to this unexpected place of rest and bliss. 


  The future yet had a lot of challenges coming her way, but Vivienne could honestly say that she was facing her tomorrow with the courage Pax had prayed she would one day enjoy. 


  She waved at Anton and Zinnia, at Marcel and Stasi, as the yacht departed the docks. 


  Contentment settled in her soul as she waved even at her home village, Pax included. His remains had finally been buried in the graveyard of Sagrada, just as he had asked of her. He would be proud of her, she was sure of it, and he would certainly approve of the man who was standing by her side. 


  "Until next time," she whispered, satisfied that she had done everything to honor Pax’s memory. 


  She would one day rejoin him on the other side of eternity, but until then, she had a life to live, a king she loved, and a happily ever after she could look forward to.


  All because she had conquered her fears and twice had found the courage to say yes to the king of the crown imperials.
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  the end


  You’ve reached the end of Philip & Vivienne’s love story. I have extra scenes available when you sign up to my mailing list — two short scenes that reveal Philip and Vivienne’s children and a curse Moira Saint places on them. All of their children will have their own stories, all of which are contemporary Christian fairy tale retellings. 
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  To read Anton and Ruby’s full story, read Knight of the Star Gazers, where two spies, Anton and Madeline, infiltrate a walled city and find aid in an unlikely ally, Ruby, who has no reason to trust Anton, because she sees him as her enemy. This enemies-to-lovers Christian romance is inspired by the story of Rahab, and is scheduled for release in 2023. 


  You can also read about Philip and Vivienne’s children in future books. Their firstborn, Eric Marcel Pax Sideris, will be featured in The Song & the Storm, which is an introduction to The Wonder & the Wreck, a contemporary Christian retelling of Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid.


  To stay updated on all these releases, join the author’s email list below, where you can also download, for free, The Wedding Diaries #9: Stasi & the Silent Soldier, which features Stasi & Marcel’s love story.


  Join Joanna Alonzo’s Email List
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  Joanna Alonzo is an author of Christian fiction novels with grit, grace, and wonder. She has a Bachelor’s Degree in Information Technology from St. Louis University, but her creative leanings drew her away from software development to a career in faith and uncertainty. Her homebase is La Trinidad Valley in the Philippines, but she wanders around too much to have a permanent residence. She is a fascinated apprentice to the Greatest Storyteller of all and loves to highlight His supernatural grace in her stories. She loves having coffee chats with people, but isn’t a fan of them hugging her too much. Find out more about her and her work at Joanna Alonzo - Author.
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