
Brighton
Raena had disappeared days ago, but the chaos in her wake had capsized the court. Over-dra-
matic royals threw claims and accusations that had nothing to do with her around like rose petals
at a wedding. Even downstairs, I couldn’t escape the whispers.

“Who would pretend to be the Countess’ niece? She must have used some potion to make the Countess
believe her.”

“I knew she was trouble the day she arrived. She just looked like it.”
“Lady Holland must have consulted her to bewitch Duke Reston.”
“Who else in Aylesburg did she deceive?”
The prince had locked himself away the day after she left. No one else in this palace

knew why he had not made an appearance. No doubt they’ve already begun spinning fantastical
stories.

I gently knocked on his door, knowing no reply would come. But even the hallways had
eyes and ears, no doubt looking for anything that could be reported to their masters or mis-
tresses. But I’d ensure they came up empty-handed. Pulling the key ring from my pocket, I
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unlocked the door, pushing it open just enough for me to slide in with the tray. I swiftly closed it
behind me with my foot and placed the tray on the table in the sitting room.

“Your Highness, morning meal is in the sitting room.” I spoke clearly, for no one’s bene-
fit except the lurking maid in the hallway. “Very well, I’ll see to it right away.”

Muffled footsteps skittered down the hall outside the chamber door. I rolled my eyes as I
threw open the drapes. The sunlight flooded the chamber, illuminating a meticulously kept
space. Not even the smallest feather quill was out of place, as though not a soul had been in here
since last week. Because he hadn’t.

I wrapped the pastries from the tray into a white square of fabric and stuffed them into
my pocket. Locking the chamber door behind myself, I walked through the servant’s passages.
Morning activity bustled in the hidden halls behind the walls with lady’s maids and chamberlains
bringing morning meal trays to their royal charges. The activity thinned out as I reached the halls
to the west wing.

I stepped into the deserted hall on the fifth floor, making my way to my daily challenge
locked away in the chamber. I pulled back the drapes, despite knowing the disheveled state of
the room would be better suited in darkness. I’d never been in love, so I couldn’t presume to
know what this felt like. But he saved my life, freeing me from that uncivilized town I was raised
in. I may have owed him my life, so I could at least give him my loyalty, which now meant more
than filtering secrets to him. It entailed getting him through this new life without Raena.

“Highness, it’s been almost a week. You’ve not made any appearances at court. Even
your father asked where you’d run off to. Don’t you think it’s time to move forward?” I busied
myself with straightening the room, standing the chairs back up, replacing the items on the dress-
ing table. I needed to keep my hands moving, because my heart broke to see the crown prince
curled up, cradling in on a pillow, puffy, blood-shot eyes devoid of the happiness she brought
him as he stared at the wall.

He mumbled into the pillow.
“I’ll send for Jonas. He’ll get you refreshed and cleaned up. There’s a council meeting

this afternoon that would be good for you to attend.” I spoke the words already knowing the
reply. It’d been the same over the last few days.

“No,” he muttered.
“Very well, Highness. I’ll stop by Claira’s for tea and to check on her. Promise me that

you’ll eat today?” I asked, setting his favorite chocolate-filled pastries on the bedside table. Only
silence answered. I sighed before returning to the shadows of the hidden panel.

Hours after Raena disappeared, before falling into his stupor, the prince requested that I
remain in the employ of the Countess without explaining why. Only that I should report any
change in her behavior to him immediately.
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One of Korbin’s palace guards found Claira in her chambers in the south wing of the
palace a few hours after the accusations against Raena were made by the Hunters. Whatever had
befallen her that night left her in a fragile state. For the last week, she remained in bed and spoke
to no one. When her eyes were opened, she wore the expression of being haunted by ghosts only
she could see.

I’ve been in her employ for the last two years. All the lady’s maids knew about her
volatile outbursts which meant the Countess was unable to keep a maid in her employ. They
feared her, something I didn’t understand. I only saw her as a woman that demanded perfection,
someone too ambitious for her own good. That’s not something I feared.

For the last two years, I let her believe that I worked for her, feeding her low-level
kitchen gossip occasionally. I knew that it had been enough that she trusted me to attend to
Raena after she arrived at court. Raena had secrets wrapped around her tighter than her cinched
corsets. And I did my best to keep them, only giving the crown prince what he needed to know,
when he needed to know it. I wouldn’t risk losing either of their trust.

I knocked lightly, tea service in hand.
“Come in, Brighton,” Claira said from within.
My heart lurched. My days between the prince and the Countess had become predictable.

I knew which questions would rile up a response and which would be answered in silence. And
my knock should have gone unanswered. I swallowed my surprise as I entered her apartment.

Claira stepped out from her bedroom, donning an emerald dress.
“You look well this morning, Countess.” I placed the tea tray on the bedside table, hop-

ing to hide my shock while I did so.
“Thank you, my dear. I feel refreshed. I’ve missed much in the last week. Tell me, has

there been any word on Raena?”
“Not to my knowledge,” I admitted. “She disappeared. And the courtiers’ whispers are

that she tricked you into believing she was your niece.”
She bit her lower lip, her brows furrowed. “I’m afraid she may have deceived us all. She

wasn’t who she claimed to be. I’ll need an audience with the council to formulate a plan to find
her. She must return to Aylesburg to answer for her actions. Will you see to my schedule today?”
she asked.

I nodded and backed out of her apartment.
Once I entered the servant’s passage, I ran to the west wing as quickly as my legs would

carry me.
Stumbling into the corridor, I grappled with the key ring. I entered with fire in my foot-

steps and rolled my eyes that the drapes had been pulled shut again. Ripping them open, I spun
to face the prince, still curled on the bed.
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“It’s time. Jonas will be waiting in your chambers.”
He blinked as though he didn’t hear me.
“Highness, she’s awake and seeking an audience with the council. Today. You said it was

important, whatever her role in all this was. It’s time for Aylesburg’s crown prince to return to
court.”

He slowly sat up, narrowed his eyes, and said, “See that I have a private audience with
the king before the council meeting.”

I tilted my head, taking in his face for the first time in a week. The blue of his eyes wasn’t
as pale, and the color had returned to his cheeks But it was the stubble of his neglected face that
was most out of place. At my gaze, he ran his hand over his chin.

“Don’t worry, I’ll have Jonas shave it off.”
I shook my head. “Keep it, it looks good. Very crown prince.”

The next morning, I knocked on the prince’s chamber doors in the north wing, reaching for my
key ring instinctively.

“It’s open,” he called from within.
I opened the door and stepped inside. He was already dressed, seated in the sitting area

with the drapes opened. “Any matters you’d like me to attend to today, Highness?”
“Please, sit.” He gestured to the chair opposite him. “I have a big favor to ask of you,

Brighton. You can tell me no, and I’d understand.” Whatever threat the Countess posed had
been enough to snap him out of the ghost he’d been.

“Yesterday didn’t go well, I presume,” I whispered.
He gave a small shake of his head. “I believe the Countess may have been working on

behalf of the crown. I informed the King that she was the Shadow Priestess and of what I saw in
the Sun Abbey crypt. But all he said was that I was delusional, that Raena had been the one to
betray us. And that the countess was under the protection of the crown. Should I lift a finger
against her, he’d strip me of my title as heir and prince. “I’m convinced that she was behind the
murders in the lower city and that whatever she’s working towards won’t be for the benefit of
Aylesburg.”

I was glad to already be sitting, otherwise my knees would have given out. “What can I
possibly do?” I asked.

“Become her shadow. I need to know what she does before she does it. I need to know
who she talks to, what she plans, where she goes. Otherwise, we lose it all to Heles.”

I gasped.
And nodded to the prince.
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