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THE BATTLE RAGED. AGAINST THE southern sky, 
the Llewesian army swung their swords and charged 
warrior steeds at Tybiria’s knights. The soldiers’ shouts, 
thick as the milky clouds, smothered the air and com-
peted with the clanking and whirring of swords and ar-
rows.  

Georome Straussen, the younger Prince of Tybiria, 
catapulted another arrow from his slender bow. The 
weapon soared a brief distance before lodging in the 
gut of a gray-clad attacker. 

“Nice work, Your Highness,” panted Sir Kellan 
from his left. 

Prince Geo concealed a grin, aiming for another 
Llewesian, and another. He ducked as an enemy arrow 
darted past his ear. It struck one of his father’s knights 
behind him. With a muffled cry, the man collapsed onto 
the grass, already slickened with blood. Geo’s stomach 
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clenched. He hadn’t the time to turn and see who it was. 
His valiant horse had already advanced several paces 
farther into the fray, and it was all he could do to avoid 
the swords and arrows flashing in his face from every 
direction.  

The prince extended a sturdy arm over his shoul-
der, reaching into his quiver to discover it exhausted of 
arrows. His tongue was on the cusp of an oath when a 
familiar presence rode up to his side, and fired an arrow 
that only implanted straight into the ground. 

“Dmitri.” Geo mopped his brow. “Pray, may I bor-
row from your quiver?” 

The Crown Prince turned his helmeted head, fog-
gy spectacles slightly askew. “With pleasure, brother.” 
Without hesitation, Prince Dmitri extracted a cluster 
of oaken arrows from his personal quiver and dropped 
them into Geo’s. 

“Cheers.” Geo bobbed his stout chin. In unison, 
the royal brothers aimed their identical weapons and 
released. The arrows glided together until neither knew 
which was whose. The first landed by the hoof of a spot-
ted horse. The creature whinnied and stumbled back as 
the second arrow struck its rider precisely in the heart.

Time slowed as the youthful figure toppled down, 
improperly-applied armor meeting the ground with a 
thud. The helmet rolled away, revealing waves of crisp, 
golden hair, shimmering as it caught a fleck of sunlight 
through the parting clouds. The Llewesians surround-
ing him gasped. At once, they lowered their swords, 
falling to their knees beside him. 

“Prince Weyland,” a Llewesian soldier cried, cup-
ping the boy’s head between his hands. He peered up 



C.K. BROOKE10

at his fellows imploringly. “Had any of you knowledge 
that the prince fought among us today?”

Somber, the others shook their heads, even as the 
battle blazed across the field. 

The soldier stood, cradling the limp and bleeding 
corpse of the thirteen-year-old Prince of Llewes. Tears 
streaked his weathered cheeks as he bellowed, “Cease, 
I beg you. Our prince is dead!”

Geo’s pulse quickened as the sparring about them 
gradually subsided. Along with his brother, Tybiria’s 
knights, and the army of Llewes, he gazed at the lifeless 
form in the enemy soldier’s arms. Everyone seemed 
equally shocked that the underage lad had snuck into 
battle, evading detection until the moment of his de-
mise. 

Grimacing, a second Llewesian wrested the arrow 
from the boy’s chest. He examined it a moment, then 
raised it overhead. Before all, he displayed a familiar 
oaken arrow bearing the Straussen family crest, just 
above the Crown Prince Dmitri’s engraved initials. 

With howls of defeat, the opposing army retreat-
ed, waving white flags of surrender. A roar of victory 
erupted among the Tybirians, and Geo was lost in the 
crowd as the knights showered cheers and praise upon 
his elder brother.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE MOON WAS BUT A scant crescent, pale against 
the midnight sky. Luccia Camerlane, daughter of the 
Baron of Backshore, had deemed it perfect before se-
curing her hood overhead and venturing with stealth to 
the pavilion on the other side of the lake.

He awaited her there, as promised. A suggestive 
grin curved his mouth, and he’d already taken the liber-
ty to unfasten the throat of his blouse. In spite of her in-
tentions that evening, Lucie smirked. Such unabashed 
presumption. No question what the younger Prince of 
Tybiria anticipated that night. So he assumed their ev-
ery encounter would invariably lead him to partake of 
his pleasure, did he? 

And partake of it, he did. Lucie never did learn 
how to tell him no. Or rather, she’d never wanted to. 
As it were, she presently lay perspiring in his arms, like 
always, her glistening caramel limbs entwined with his. 
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Her amethyst pendant, which she never removed, rest-
ed heavy between her breasts, the meager moonlight 
illuminating its clever angles.

Geo’s eyes connected with hers. “Lucie,” he whis-
pered, voice dripping with affection. He threaded strong 
fingers through her golden brown hair. “There’s some-
thing I wish to say to you. For some time, I’ve been—”

“Geo,” Lucie interrupted, heart thudding. Whatev-
er he wanted to tell her would be irrelevant by then, for 
she was on the verge of breaking both their hearts. 

Truly, Lucie hadn’t meant to make love with him 
again that evening. She’d only requested the meeting to 
relay the crushing news. In private, she had fussed and 
fretted over her predicament, and spent hours rehears-
ing elaborate explanations to impart to her royal lover. 
Even so, she knew not how to tell him.   

The softness in the young prince’s eyes, coupled 
with his expression of mild confusion further pained 
her. Her breast aching with regret, she extended a hand 
to stroke his face. “My father has selected a husband 
for me.”

His features stiffened. Oh, Geo, she thought 
mournfully, in the silence that followed. 

At last, he replied dryly, “So, I take it you shan’t 
be my date to my brother’s engagement party?”   

Lucie sighed. The jest was too ridiculous to quali-
fy with a response. 

He then inquired, more seriously, “And to whom 
has your hand been promised?”

Lucie dropped her gaze. In truth, she didn’t know. 
Her father hadn’t disclosed the identity of her betrothed, 
and she had known better than to ask. But to admit so to 
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Geo would only complicate matters.  
Lucie was well aware of the prince’s persistent na-

ture. The unyielding young man won for himself any-
thing he desired—including her. Surely, as a virtuous 
damsel, she would never have dreamed of succumbing 
to a man’s passions prior to matrimony! But it wasn’t 
as though a mere baron’s daughter could ever wind up 
with a prince. Nay, their union would never be permit-
ted.  

Lucie’s mind was fast at work. The only way to en-
sure that Geo wouldn’t chase after her, creating a scan-
dal and tarnishing both their families’ reputations, was 
to fabricate a lie. One that would deter the prince from 
her, permanently. Much as she adored him, and the past 
nine moons of their affair had been indescribable—but 
secret—bliss, the pair knew all along that they could 
never be. It was time to part ways. 

“He is someone quite close to me,” lied Lucie, ex-
tracting herself from his arms. 

Geo reluctantly relinquished her, his brow knit. 
“Close?” he repeated.

“In the same manner as you and me,” she mum-
bled, retying her undergarments. Her cheeks burned to 
utter such a claim, although it was untrue. 

The man blinked in disbelief. Lucie looked away 
so as not to behold the shadow of pain expanding across 
his comely features. She draped her gown overhead as 
he straightened, his fibrous chest heaving somewhat.

Detesting herself, Lucie mustered the audacity to 
continue, digging a deeper trench of sorrow between 
them. “Look, Geo, it’s been a pleasant romp.” She 
tossed her long, dark hair out from the collar of her 
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gown, forcing a grin. “But you didn’t actually think all 
of this meant anything beyond sport, did you?”

His face hardened. “I suppose not.”
She inhaled. He was angry—good. Let him be-

lieve she’d betrayed him. It would be easier that way, 
for both of them.

He pulled on his trousers as she stepped back into 
her slippers. “Well,” she clasped her hands with a non-
chalant bow of her head, “goodbye then, Your High-
ness.”

Geo frowned. “Congratulations on your betroth-
al.” His tone was flat. 

Lucie said nothing more to her heart’s sole de-
sire as she left the lakeside pavilion for the final time. 
Amidst her moonlit tears, the young woman prayed that 
her cruelty had obliterated his yearning for her, and that 
the prince would move on, at last. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“YOU CALL THAT A SALUTE?”
Dmitri glanced up, as if just noticing his brother’s 

presence. 
Geo laughed. “Hello in there? That overactive 

mind of yours wandering again?”
His elder brother grinned, sapphire eyes alight. 

“Perhaps. Only I was just contemplating the latest nov-
el by Goudeaux. In it, he crafts a most fascinating verse, 
comparing an orchard to the parliament of—” 

“Ugh.” Geo ejected an exaggerated groan, twirl-
ing his epée. “Spare me the tiresome details, I beg you.”  

“En-garde,” announced Dmitri, flinging down his 
mask and posing in stance.  

Geo assumed his position. “Ready? Play!” With 
no further warning, he advanced, heel to toe along the 
piste, lunging before his brother even knew to retreat. 
“Touché! Touché!” He cackled as he repeatedly as-
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saulted the man with playful prods of the weapon.
“Whoa, halt!” cried Dmitri, attempting—and 

failing—to parry the blade. “Only one touch per bout. 
You’ve made your point!”

Geo crouched over, hands on his knees as he shook 
with continuous laughter. 

Dmitri lifted his mask. Thick blond hair fell just 
past his ears, and he tucked it back. “I can’t see worth a 
damn without my spectacles, anyway.” He fished in his 
pocket for the lenses in question. 

Geo held his smile, though a wisp of discomfort 
hung unspoken between them. The royal family could 
blame all they wanted on Dmitri’s shoddy vision, but 
the fact remained that the Crown Prince was medio-
cre, at best, in combat. Geo strongly suspected it had 
more to do with Dmitri’s roaming imagination and friv-
olous obsession with prose, however, than anything of 
a physiological nature. 

Both princes knew that Geo was the better athlete. 
Geo also knew that Dmitri did not resent him for it, 
either. In fact, the man did naught but admire and en-
courage his younger brother. But the Crown Prince’s 
shortcomings were not a matter to be discussed—or 
even acknowledged—in the Kingdom of Tybiria. 

“I know what distracts you.” Geo removed his 
mask to expose his own ash brown mop. “It’s the Re-
veal Banquet on the morrow, isn’t it?” 

Dmitri looked flabbergasted. “It’s tomorrow?”
Geo sighed. His brother’s thoughts were perpet-

ually elsewhere. Yet how could Dmitri neglect to re-
member the date of his own engagement celebration? 
Especially since his elected bride-to-be would be re-
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vealed to him, and the rest of the kingdom, for the first 
time. The man didn’t even know whom he was to wed, 
and he was idling about in his chamber with books!

“Time encroaches swiftly.” Dmitri shrugged. 
Geo gaped at him. “You are to marry a complete 

stranger in a matter of moons, and that is all you have 
to say?”

Dmitri didn’t respond, and Geo glanced away. 
Were it him, he’d be sweating sabers, jittery with anx-
iety. Of course, being the younger prince, Georome 
Straussen would not undergo the same ceremony for 
his own nuptials. Oh, it would still be the talk of the na-
tion, whomever he was to wed someday…but it didn’t 
hold the same importance as Dmitri’s wife, who would 
one day become queen.

With a sore heart, Geo’s mind drifted, yet again, 
to his last encounter with his former lover, the Baron of 
Backshore’s beautiful daughter. In the fleeting hours of 
passion exchanged with her over the course of several 
moons, Geo had dared to dream that she could become 
his princess.

Curse her. He had unveiled his authentic self to 
her. It had never occurred to him to be unfaithful. Yet 
when, at last, he’d summoned the courage to attempt 
to profess his love for her, she’d snubbed him with a 
callous confession of her longstanding betrayal.

A game, as it turned out, was all he had been to 
her. For sport, she’d said. During which, all the while, 
she’d been consorting with another. Geo tried to shove 
the girl as far as possible from his mind. But still, he 
was plagued by her heartlessness and couldn’t fathom 
her capability of deceit. And to her own prince, no less! 
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Why, was she unaware that he possessed the authority 
to revoke her and her father’s standing, even to lock her 
in prison, should he possess the slightest whim? But she 
didn’t respect him. He’d merely been her toy. 

And yet…something had been incongruous with 
Lucie Camerlane’s dismissal of him on that ill-fated 
evening. While her words had been flippant, those en-
chanting brown eyes seemed to brim with sorrow. Geo 
could make no sense of it. 

Presently, his brother rested a hand on his arm. 
“Now it appears to be your mind that wanders,” he re-
marked gently.

Geo clenched his jaw. No one knew about Lucie. 
And no one would. “Come,” he entreated Dmitri, toss-
ing his epée aside. “Let us go and see what the boys are 
up to.”

 
 
 
 

“MAD AS A HATTER.” SIR Kellan spat onto the soil. 
“The whole of Halvea shall benefit when the King of 
Llewes is finally defeated.” 

“Isn’t he, though?” Geo folded sinewy arms, lean-
ing up against the stone wall. “We slew his heir in our 
last battle. I don’t expect he’ll be provoking us again 
anytime soon.”

Sir Roc slowly shook his head, along with the rest 
of the knights. “We assume the contrary, Your High-
ness.”

“Aye,” said Sir Kellan. “Rumor has it, King Ira is 
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plotting his next attack upon our kingdom, and soon.”
Dmitri’s brow creased above his spectacles. “How 

soon?”
They shrugged. 
Ever since the King of Llewes lost his wife to sud-

den illness, the old man seemed to have become ill in 
the mind. His ruthless attacks upon Tybiria of late, and 
his recent, senseless ambition to conquer all of East 
Halvea, were thoroughly unfounded. His grief had ap-
parently unhinged him. 

Geo frowned, recalling his fellows who had per-
ished in combat against the Llewesians. “Why does he 
persist?” he demanded. “And why do the other nations 
permit him to? By all means, the lunatic ought to be 
locked up.”

“All we can do is defend our land, sir.” Roc nudged 
a stone with his boot. “Your father has ruled against any 
preemptive attacks against Llewes.”

Geo shook his head in frustration. 
“Well, let’s hope it’s only a rumor.” Dmitri’s 

voice was somber. “We’ve lost…too much already.” 
He glanced among the stalwart warriors, from whom 
several of his and Geo’s closest childhood companions 
were now noticeably—and evermore—absent. 

“Aye, such rumors have surfaced before,” Geo 
muttered. “But none have materialized since our last 
victory. Perhaps King Ira will finally cease his savagery 
now that his son has been slain.” He clasped Dmitri’s 
shoulder in support. 

“Perhaps,” said Sir Roc, his tone plainly doubtful.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“TIME TO GO, MISS CAMERLANE.”
Lucie glanced up from the vanity, nodding. The 

maid was gone from the doorframe with a swish of her 
uniform skirts. Looking back into the round mirror, 
Lucie scanned past the caramel complexion of her face 
and neck, until her eyes rested upon the amethyst pen-
dant at her breast. 

With a sigh, she arose from the plush chair. A li-
lac gown cascaded to her brown ankles, creasing with 
each movement as she walked to the door. A waste of 
time, attending the royal Reveal Banquet that night, 
she thought, annoyed. Why must she exert the effort to 
doll up and swathe herself in a silken gown, anyway? 
It wasn’t as though, of the droves of other hopefuls at 
the ceremony, she’d be chosen as the Crown Prince’s 
bride-to-be. She was already betrothed, for heaven’s 
sake.
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“We are obligated to show our support of the royal 
family,” was all her father had said when the matter was 
addressed. And Lucie had had no choice but to grum-
blingly obey.

Perhaps the year before, she would’ve been full of 
dreams and delight to attend such an event. But Lucie 
would never divulge the true reason why she dreaded 
returning to the castle. She descended the staircase, 
brushing intimate thoughts of Georome Straussen—
his heavy hands on her body, rough mouth hot against 
hers—from her mind. She begged her cheeks to cease 
blushing. 

She had first met the prince at the previous au-
tumn’s harvest festival. Lucie was instantly taken. And 
what girl wouldn’t be? Georome was rugged and ol-
ive-skinned, with a vibe of recklessness. And, of course, 
he was royalty. 

To her pleasure, the man had seemed drawn to her, 
too. Those brooding eyes had followed her all through 
the ballroom, until he’d finally asked her to dance. For 
nearly a year thereafter, Lucie had been sneaking from 
Backshore’s manor to the other side of the lake for 
many a memorable tryst with the prince. 

Presently, her fine slippers connected with the 
ground floor. The young woman tossed her hair behind 
her shoulders and stepped outside to the roundabout, 
where her father’s carriage was parked, coachman at 
the ready. “Evening, Lu,” the baron greeted her as she 
hoisted herself inside. He sounded unusually energetic. 

Lucie eyed the six snorting horses that anticipated 
the coachman’s command. “The whole ensemble?” She 
arched an eyebrow. “Surely, we don’t need a half-dozen 
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horses to carry us less than a mile?”
“Ceremony, daughter,” replied her father. “Al-

though, I do not doubt you’d know your way to the 
Straussens’ castle on foot.” 

Lucie held rigid in her seat as the horses com-
menced in a trot. Did her father mean something sig-
nificant by the statement? What—and how—could he 
possibly know? But when she dared glance over at 
him, he was already lost in thought, watching the scen-
ery pass outside the window. Lucie exhaled, relaxing 
against the bench. She was being paranoid.

The ride was over in a matter of minutes, and they 
halted before the welcoming limestone castle. Turrets 
unfolded from each wing, and arranged on the sprawl-
ing back lawn were long tables, countless chairs, and a 
hundred hanging lanterns to greet the dusk. 

Lucie walked slowly at her father’s side, bored 
by the faces both new and familiar that eyed her with 
interest. She was accustomed to the stares. While her 
mother, the late baroness, had been a thoroughbred Ty-
birian with skin as pink as a summer’s peach, Lucie had 
inherited her father’s darker complexion. As ambassa-
dors, his parents had emigrated from Heppestoni, a land 
to the west. 

Guests poured in from every direction as she was 
guided to a chair. She rolled her eyes at the other young 
ladies with their hair coiffed and garnished with fresh 
flowers, figures draped in expensive garments and 
flashy jewels, as though each was certain that the party 
was held just for her. In truth, no one but the parents 
of the spouses-to-be knew the identity of the Crown 
Prince’s bride, to be announced after the meal. And ev-
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ery young woman who’d been invited was hopeful for 
her own prospects, except Lucie.

She had no part in this game. Resigned, she took 
the seat adjacent to her father’s and spread a white lin-
en napkin over her lap. The harpers played, the jester 
teased and the king’s announcer made extensive in-
troductions. Lucie yawned as servants brought out the 
dinner courses, one by one, and she ignored the excited 
blather around her. Yet, all the while, she couldn’t help 
but scan the crowd for Geo. She dreaded, yet simulta-
neously prayed, to spot the man. After all, she hadn’t 
seen him since…. 

Her insides jolted as she caught a glimpse of the 
younger prince standing near the head table, where his 
family was seated. He was grinning, engaged in conver-
sation with a circle of knights. He was popular among 
them, Lucie knew. A fine warrior himself.

He then turned his head, glancing into the crowd, 
and Lucie immediately lowered her gaze. Her heart 
skidded. What was she was playing at? If she caught 
his eye, what would it accomplish? Cause the prince to 
simply hate her more? Or tempt them both to perpetu-
ate an affair that would only become more dangerous, 
the closer she approached her wedding day?

At last, the guests hushed as the announcer stood to 
his stocky feet at the onset of the dessert course. A pair 
of sisters across from Lucie gripped hands beneath the 
tablecloth. The announcer launched into a grand pre-
amble on the significance of the event, the impending 
moment about to sweep the land of Tybiria and change 
one woman’s destiny forever.

Lucie plunked a grape into her wine, muttering, 
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“Oh, get on with it.” Her father shot her a startled look. 
“And now, Her Royal Majesty, our beloved Queen 

Emaxandra, shall come forth to reveal the identity of 
her lawful daughter-to-be.” 

The lawn fell silent as the Queen of Tybiria, Lady 
Emaxandra Straussen, made her graceful way to the 
front of the gathering. Everyone stood and bowed. She 
graciously entreated them to resume their seats, and 
Lucie sat, stealing another glimpse at the head table. 
Geo remained standing among the knights, watching 
his mother with polite interest. 

Lucie’s eyes then panned over to the Crown Prince 
Dmitri. She pursed her lips. Even for a ceremony of this 
gravity, the man could not remove his clunky specta-
cles? Surely, someone needed to inform the poor fellow 
how awkward and unbecoming they appeared on him. 
She surveyed him a moment more, registering the an-
ticipation in his magnified blue eyes and the anxious 
gulp of his Adam’s apple, before returning her focus to 
the queen. 

“What a splendid tradition to celebrate with you 
this evening.” The regal woman smiled. “I daresay, it 
recalls to me the king’s own Reveal Banquet, when I 
was chosen among my peers.” 

Several seats down, a girl clutched her mother’s 
arm. The ladies behind Lucie appeared to be praying. 

“And so, with great joy, I announce the engage-
ment of my eldest son,” the queen drew a breath, and 
her audience held theirs, “to Miss Luccia Camerlane of 
Backshore.”

Silence. 
Lucie blinked, staring at the untouched petit-fours 
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on her porcelain plate. A symphony of applause built 
among the guests. The lanterns around her blurred, 
while the clapping sounded brassy and distant, as 
though reaching her ears from the opposite end of a 
tunnel. In disbelief, she looked up at her father. 

“Go on,” he grinned. 
Unsteady, Lucie rose, wondering how she would 

manage to walk while her legs felt like the contents of 
a jar of preserves. She tried not to notice the defeated 
frowns of the other girls, their perfunctory clapping, 
even the few who’d burst into tears. She felt like a fad-
ing star, shuttling aimlessly through space, with every 
reluctant step toward the queen, who awaited her with 
outstretched arms. At last, Lucie approached the wom-
an, her breath gone from her lungs the moment they 
embraced. 

Was this really happening? Why had she been cho-
sen? Lucie hadn’t considered herself fit for the younger 
prince, no less the elder. A baron was the lowest rung 
of nobility. It wasn’t as if her dowry or standing could 
contribute anything of value to the Straussens. 

Over the queen’s brocaded shoulder, Lucie cast 
one impulsive, terrified glance at the head table. This 
time, her eyes connected with Geo. With a look of ut-
ter devastation and disgust, the man clenched his chin 
and gave a single, hardly perceptible shake of his ashen 
head. 

Lucie’s heart plummeted. Why, she’d led him to 
believe that she had been regularly intimate with her 
betrothed behind his back. The prince thought she’d be-
trayed him with his own brother!

The queen planted a soft kiss on her brow. “Con-
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gratulations, Luccia. Welcome to our family.”
The young woman felt ill, the meal and wine she’d 

just consumed threatening to resurface. Desperate, she 
turned again to the head table. But Geo was gone. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GEO STORMED INTO THE DESERTED courtyard. 
A flock of sparrows took off before him, clearly startled 
by his inelegant arrival, but he barely noticed them as 
he fought to recapture his breath. 

So, Lucie’s alternate lover had been his brother? 
Shocked, he gripped the back of a wooden bench. Why, 
the ruthless girl had played both princes. No doubt 
she’d hoped her scheme would ultimately land her a 
royal title. And somehow, it had!

Geo wondered how he was to live with himself 
henceforth, having known his own brother’s bride in 
the carnal sense. Surely, Dmitri knew not of her duplic-
ity? And why would Lucie ever tell him? The Crown 
Prince was clearly the choice partner for an aspiring 
queen.

His fingers sweat against the wood. He forced 
himself to let go, and beat his fist upon a limestone col-
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umn instead. Dmitri. How in the blazes had mild, meek, 
bookish Dmitri landed an exotic minx like Luccia Ca-
merlane and managed to keep it secret? Geo was en-
tirely taken aback. He never would have suspected that 
his only sibling, who squandered so many hours locked 
alone in his study poring over old poems, possessed any 
firsthand knowledge of women. 

The prince paused, pondering this. Regardless 
of his broken heart and Lucie’s irrefutable profession, 
something still wasn’t adding up. The polite yet thor-
oughly blank expression on Dmitri’s face when he be-
held Lucie that evening appeared as though he’d never 
seen the girl before in his life. 

Well, the two enacted a convincing charade, Geo 
decided, peering out to the northern hills. The moon 
was making her fickle debut, peeking dimly over the 
treetops, only to disappear again behind a tuft of cloud. 
Geo squinted, catching shapes weaving down the dis-
tant hills. Little black figures were scattered among the 
terrain, yet moved rapidly in apparent formation. He 
rubbed his eyes. Did the early stars trick him? 

Alas, the shapes were real. And they only en-
croached closer by the moment. Were these more 
guests, he wondered, coming to join the festivities? It 
was too late for additional guests. And there were too 
many, pacing far too quickly. 

The prince’s pulse galloped in time with the pow-
erful steeds he could now make out. Abandoning fur-
ther thought, he fled, boots pounding against the soil 
as he sprinted back to the banquet. With every step, he 
was losing time, precious time. Why had he retreated 
so far away?   
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He returned to the lawn where the royal and noble 
families continued celebrating into the oncoming night. 
Sir Kellan was the first to greet him, appearing on the 
verge of inquiring of his whereabouts, until he regis-
tered the look on Geo’s face. 

No words needed to be exchanged. Kellan stepped 
out of the way, allowing Geo to access the king, who 
reclined at the table, listening to a ballad sung by the 
bard. “Father.” Geo brought his lips to the man’s ear, 
clasping a hand over his velvet-padded shoulder. “They 
are coming.” 

Discreetly, King Marco Straussen lifted his bald, 
crowned head. “You’re sure?” 

“I saw them with my own eyes.” 
More knights came up behind them. “Who?” they 

asked. 
“Llewesians.” The word was bitter on Geo’s 

tongue. “A whole army.”
The king lowered his glistening forehead into his 

hand. 
“Sire?” Sir Roc’s eyes were wide with concern. 

“At your command….”
Geo glanced over at Dmitri, who was still seated. 

Their mother was elsewhere, parading Lucie about as 
she mingled with the guests, no one any the wiser. In 
spite of everything, he was sorry his brother’s evening 
was about to be interrupted, if not gravely spoiled. 

The king heaved a defeated sigh. “Order guards 
to every post. Men, don your armor. The banquet shall 
conclude—”

A battle cry rippled through the air. Geo sucked 
in a breath of surprise, backing into the table as those 
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seated shot to their feet. He’d been too late. Foreign bu-
gles rang a horrific tune, and the whinnying of invading 
horses was imminent. 

The Llewesian soldiers stormed in, knocking down 
a Tybirian flag, their horses trampling the Straussen 
crest beneath muddy hooves. Women shrieked and ran. 
Geo could hardly hear as his father and the knights bel-
lowed orders for the guests to flee or hide. 

The prince gripped the hilt of the rapier at his belt, 
already regretting that he’d not thought to arm himself 
properly for the evening. The rapier was mostly cere-
monial, a costume piece. He’d never actually used it in 
battle. But it would have to suffice. 

The riders destroyed everything as they invaded, 
slashing swords through the fine linens, china crash-
ing to the ground and shattering as guests clamored to 
escape. Geo charged, slicing his weapon at a foreign 
horseman and attempting to knock him from the crea-
ture. Alas, he succeeded only in slitting the man’s thigh. 

“Straussen,” bawled a deep, mournful voice. The 
sound chilled Geo’s blood. He raised his head to the 
figure seated atop a frightful black steed, and beheld 
a familiar drooping visage. His hooded eyes appeared 
not to have seen sleep in moons. His face alone was the 
pinnacle of madness. 

“Ira.” Geo’s father spoke in a firm reprimand. 
“Cease this brutality.” The Tybirian knights encircled 
their ruler, who stood confronting the mad King of 
Llewes. Protectively, they raised their swords. 

“You.” Spittle dripped from the King of Llewes’s 
bearded lips as he pointed an accusing finger, but it was 
not aimed at the Tybirian king. Geo followed the Llew-
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esians’ hateful gazes to discover them directed at Dmi-
tri. “You took him from me,” Ira growled. “My only 
son. My heir. All I had left of my late wife—!” 

“The Crown Prince never intended to kill your 
son,” snarled Sir Kellan, glaring up at the Llewesian 
king. Dmitri remained frozen in place. “It’s not his fault 
your boy snuck into battle. Even your own men were 
unaware—”

The Llewesians lunged forward. Geo bolted be-
fore Sir Kellan, whom he thought they were after, and 
thrust out his rapier to defend the knight. But he was too 
late in realizing that they had instead gone for Dmitri. 

Geo cried out, aghast as multiple gloved hands 
hoisted up his brother and tossed him onto a horse. The 
queen screamed. Geo, the king and all of their knights 
launched after them as Dmitri struggled to fight back. A 
sword posed threateningly against the Crown Prince’s 
throat silenced him. 

Slashing a cluster of retreating soldiers with his 
rapier, Geo linked eyes with his brother, and took in the 
man’s expression of defeat. “Dmitri,” he cried, as the 
Llewesians rode away at top speed. He chased them as 
far as he could, his companions valiantly tailing him. 

But the enemy horses were inevitably faster. 
Lungs aflame and burning for air, Geo finally stopped 
at the castle’s outskirts, watching them disappear up the 
far hills. “No,” he roared, slamming his weak weapon 
down onto the grass. 

Sir Roc braced a hand on his shoulder, panting. 
“We’ll continue after them, Your Highness. We’ll fetch 
the horses.” 

“No,” Geo growled again, swiveling around in 
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fury. “We’ve lost too many of you already.” He winced, 
the faces of his fallen friends—Sirs Aidan, Kieran, Will 
and the others—flashing through his thoughts in rapid 
succession. Muscles tensed, he raced back to the ban-
quet, where young women stooped over the wreckage, 
sobbing in terror, and the queen fretted inconsolably 
among her ladies.  

King Marco paced the lawn beneath the swelling 
moon, speaking frantically with his soldiers. “Father.” 
Geo approached him, his voice wrung with exertion. 

The king held out a hand. “Not now, Georome; we 
are strategizing.”

“Let me go after him.” Geo swallowed. “Myself.”
The knights paused, turning their heads to gawk 

at him. 
“I know I can rescue him,” Geo went on. “We 

need not engage our men. So long as I’ve my bow and 
arrows….”

“Geo?” His mother approached, looking shaken, 
eyes gleaming with tears. “What is this talk?”

“Sheer rubbish,” muttered Sir Corcoran insolently. 
Geo disregarded them, speaking only to the king. 

“Father, I beseech you. If our whole cavalry follows, 
there will be more war, more bloodshed, more deaths 
among our knights, whose numbers are already dwin-
dling as is.” 

His father connected their gazes, listening. 
I’ve already lost too many friends, Geo wanted 

to say, but his voice threatened to crack. He cleared it. 
“Keep our men here, to defend the home-front from any 
additional attacks that may ensue, and let me retrieve 
Dmitri on my own. I know I can do it.”
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“Absolutely out of the question,” his mother cried. 
“You aren’t actually considering it, Marco?”

The king remained pensive, while his knights 
could only watch in silence. 

Geo exchanged stares with his father, until he rec-
ognized the pain behind the older man’s eyes. “You, 
too, are weary of the endless, fruitless battle against 
Llewes,” the prince whispered, testing his guess. “Well, 
parading our soldiers over their borders with gaudy fan-
fare will most assuredly guarantee more captures and 
deathly conflict. And it won’t help Dmitri. 

“At least alone, I retain the advantage of stealth. 
Father, you know I’m as good a warrior as any,” he 
appealed. “I am up for the challenge. I won’t fail my 
own brother.”

At last, the king inclined his chin. “Make haste, 
then, Georome,” he commanded.


