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A Steel Magnolia 

 

Prologue 
Every good story starts with once upon a time ago; too bad this is one filled with  cunning and 

deceit.  

 A time existed where the Kingdom of Stathos enslaved dragons and humans involved were 

capable of great cruelty. Fortunately, there were those that were also capable of kindness.  One 

group was more than happy to continue using and abusing the dragons, despite their intellect 

and conscious minds. and the flip side, were those who had befriended dragons and knew their 

worth and value could not be limited to the playthings of humans. This rebel faction believed 

they could live with dragons in peaceful co-existance without one oppressing the other. The 

rebels, however, were the minority. They did not have power, so  they had to take it. One night, 

by the light of the moon and stars, a successful coop to overthrow the nobles who supported 

dragon enslavement occurred. They freed the dragons who, in turn, killed all the former nobles. 

The leader of the dragon sympathizers, Matthias Leatherwood, offered friendship and freedom 

to the dragons, alas, they had been enslaved too long and wished to go their own way. The 

leader, sad but understanding, acquiesced and apologized for the actions of humans prior. 

Touched by the kindness of this human and those that followed him, the King of Dragons gave 

Matthias a vial of his blood to ingest, so that should his kin ever meet a dragon again, they 

would recognize them as a friend and grant aid in troubling times. The Dragon King also granted 

him a large scale from his back, imbued with protective properties that prevented death from 

physical injury to the beholder.  With this, the dragons flew off and Matthias Leatherwood was 

crowned King. 

The Leatherwoods ruled over Stathos for centuries, embracing King Matthias, and his ways by 

ruling under his pillars righteousness and kindness. You would think all would be well, 

but…there’s always a but isn’t there? Every gift has a curse. When the Dragon King said the 

scale would protect its beholder, he meant any male who wore it on his person. As such, only 

men can rule the kingdom of Stathos and women are seen as prize horses to be traded off to 
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the highest bidder. That’s my destiny. I, Armani “Remy” Leatherwood, am to be married off to 

our oppressors in Ardan  in order to lift one measly tax import on…grapes. Yes, my life is worth 

a grape. Thrilling, I know. 

Despite my urging, to forge a marriage with a more powerful ally, my please have fallen on deaf 

ears. My father, The King, believes marrying for power only brings war and we are a 

peacekeeping Kingdom. This may be true, but, our Stathos is slowly but surely dying. The 

people are scraping the bottom of their barrels by midwinter, harvests are providing less fruitful 

year by year as our population grows and our arid grounds struggle to keep up. All we have is 

our reputation as dragon-loved and our knowledge of superior irrigation skills, but what good is 

that knowledge when our rivers are dried. We have traded our princesses as brides for decades 

on decades to countries who could gain from our irrigation methods, but we never ask much in 

return. Fresh water supply for 50 years, lower import taxes on wheat, steel mines for our 

machinery; simple things that have no sustainable benefit. If only Ardan would not force us to 

remain in Stathos. Their military stands at our borders, controlling our trade for anything that 

allows our people to more than barely exist.  

My father, King Holland, hopes that a marriage with Ardan will allow the country to empathize 

with Stathos and call back its military patrolling our seaways I see what my parents fail to as 

they sit in their tower, pondering how to quell the angry nobles and deal with the ever-growing 

daily complaints from our people who become more resentful by the day. Stathos  needs power, 

political allies, trading resources; we need more, and I will find a way to provide it.  

My Mother, Queen Lilliana, is a pretty thing. Kind and intelligent, but seen as a wallflower to 

everyone but our immediate family. I wonder if , there is more to her than just being nice though. 

Could there be a steel magnolia, as she calls me, under that placid demeanor? There is a look 

of longing in her eyes when she believes no one is looking. I’m always looking. I look because I 

am so desperate to see someone in our family who is not washed out by having some weird 

affinity towards peaceful feelings. Seriously, how does such a docile family remain in power? 

Why has no one overthrown us yet? The answer can only be that it is a matter of time and I am 

afraid we are running out. 

I’ll probably never know. 

 My brother, Hale, the heir, is similar. A kind, polite, and doting. I have a theory that when King 

Matthias drank the dragon’s blood, it sucked all the energy and motivation out of him, thus 

making sure the dragons would never be harmed by a ruler again. 

 I wonder if I am different because I am my mother’s child only. After my older brother, my father 

became barren through a rare disease called Dracaris-Ardonis that is passed down in our 

family. It renders the host infertile and causes tremors at an early age, along with other small 

changes. His eyes used to be warm shade of earthy brown,  but they get paler and paler as the 

pigment somehow leaves them. There are no other cases of the disease documented in the 

history of Stathos, so we assume that the disease is a side effect of the dragon’s blood King 

Matthias drank 200 years ago. Hale has yet to show signs and we are hopeful it skips him. 

Because of this, my mother beseeched her cousin’s daughter’s husband for a sperm donation 

(still gross but we’re not related ok?) and had me. Armani the cunning and terrible. It suits me, 

really.  
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My father insisted I too have dragon’s blood run through my veins, so they injected me with my 

father’s blood from birth every 3 weeks till I was 3. Why that time period? They don’t fucking 

know, they aren’t scientists. Some loony priest figured  3 was a good number so they settled on 

it. Thankfully, if it is indeed the blood of the dragon that makes them so god damn docile, it 

didn’t work on me and Stathos is lucky for it.  

 

Chapter 1 
“My, Remy!” my mother’s voice breaks into my reverie. I was plotting all the ways I could kill my 

future groom. I sigh and turn towards her, “yes mother?”  

“I have a final gift for you my love. One I hope you’ll always keep by your bedside, to remember 

me when you miss home or feel the need to escape.” I get excited, hoping it’s a poisoned knife 

or something similarly lethal, but alas, I should have know better.  

“A teddy bear, oh.” I hold the light brown fluffy monstrosity in front of me, trying to plaster on a 

smile, knowing she means well.  

“I know you would want your poison set with you, but how can we possibly send you there with 

that in plain sight? It’s like screaming we’re trying to kill you. Your father would probably have 

more of a fit than the Hallwell royals themselves! Hug this in tough times my love, and find, well, 

other ways to pursue your hobbies if you must.”  

Poisons. She means poisons. I confidently hail as the only poison master in Stathos.  

“Thanks mom” I say, trying to truly be thankful, knowing the gift as heartfelt.  

She smiles, “come now, it’s almost time to leave. Your carriage awaits and we can’t keep poor 

Carsten waiting too much longer. You know how nervous he is about this journey. “  

I get up, and shuffle around to gather my things, purposely leaving the teddy on my bed under a 

throw. “You’d think it’s him getting married the way he titters, not me.”  

“Be kind, he worries for you.” She gently scolds before leaving me to my room one last time. 

Goodbye room of fluff and light, you shall not be missed.  

I arrive outside to see my brother and father waiting to say their goodbyes. My father hugs me 

fiercely, eyes tearing.  

“Oh dad, don’t worry, I’ll come back at visit” With a new treaty favoring our kingdoms after I kill 

His Highness, I don’t bother adding.  I look up at him, proud with his lopsided dragon scale 

crown sitting on his head. I touch it lightly. “be safe, please.”  

He nods, and touches my cheek in return,  “there is nothing to fear my love. We are a peaceful 

nation.” Little does he know I plan on rocking the boat soon. I send a silent apology his way for 

all the trouble I’ll be causing. 

“I wish I could give you the dragon crown for protection.” He says, correcting it to sit straight 

atop his salt and pepper head.  
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“It won’t be of any use,” I comfort him. “you know it only protects male heirs and there is Hale to 

think of.” 

“I know my heart, I just worry for you. You’ve always been the fiercest of us all, so similar to 

your mother.” I briefly wonder how he sees her.  She has never even so much as scolded a 

maid.  

My brother pushes my father aside. Remy, write often or I’ll worry. Don’t be a stranger. If you’re 

struggling, send word immediately and I shall have a visit with His Highness Hallwell. 

Remember, you are a princess  and deserve to be treated as one. I stifle the urge to roll my 

eyes and hug him tightly. He’s over the top, but he has a fond place in my heart for all the blame 

he took for my mischief when we were younger. I don’t tell him it is the His Highness that will be 

struggling with me, and not the other way around.  

I assume mother doesn’t want to watch me leave and get into the carriage. The journey of a 

Leatherwood bride must be made alone. I cannot contact my family until I have my new family’s 

knights’ oath sworn to me and my protection.  

I knock on the carriage roof, signaling Carsten- my protector and horseman- that it’s time to go. 

We are not even 5 paces when I hear my mother screaming for us to wait. I sigh, goodbyes are 

truly so onerous. My mother, huffing, rushes up to the carriage and sticks her arm in through my 

window. 

“My sweet, you forgot your teddy bear”  

Chapter 2 
Finally! I am free to be who I’ve always wanted. In the solitude of my carriage, I toss the teddy 

bear to the side and  pull out a stressed piece of paper that has been clearly folded and 

unfolded many times. It is my list to success 

1. Marry King Luther 

2. Kill King Luther 

3. Seduce his sons: Aristos and Brecken  

4. Create strife between the two brothers 

5. Kill them both, blaming it on a dual for my love  

6. Become the sole surviving monarch of Arden and offer a treaty to 

Stathos, undoing years of high import taxes placed to strategically keep 

my Kingdom off the map of power players.  

7. Poison the parliament and create an absolute monarchy, ruling Arden 

with an iron fist, er, sorry mother, as a steel magnolia   

8. Create a harem of men to feed me grapes and massage my feet when 

called upon.  

I have the list memorized by heart, of course, but it gives me direction, holding this tangible road 

to success in my hands, despite the dangers of it being found.  
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The journey to  Arden is 3 days long by carriage, and then half a day by boat, if the weather 

fairs well. I take the time to review Arden’s history and politics. Arden, is a constitutional 

monarchy with a bunch of corrupt old farts in the parliament and a family of monarchs who have 

just about as much true power as a squirrel facing down a grizzly bear. 

I assume my husband-to-be, King Luther, is still mourning the passing of his late wife , the 

gentle Queen  Eileen passing only 6 months ago. Which means he probably won’t be sharing 

my bed anytime soon. Thank heavens. Can the 60 something man even get it…up? I shiver and 

turn my thoughts to something slightly more pleasant: their sons.  

The first born of the Arden line, Prince Aristos, is the heir-apparent, made to rule when his father 

dies or succeeds the throne. His current role is ambassador to neighboring nations and he 

spends much of his time outside of the Kingdom strengthening relationships. It will be he who is 

hardest to get a hold off- and he who likely has actively chosen to ignore Solitza all this time. I 

hate him the most.  

His brother, Brecken, leads the Arden army in rare times of war. I imagine he will be easier to 

seduce as he will likely frequent the training grounds at the palace.   

The parliament is a wild card- as in every constitutional monarchy, they hold true power of the 

Kingdom while the royals make a play of it.  It may be the king who officially signs rule into law, 

but it’s assumed it is parliament that pushes him to do it.  

Despite their approach to marry me into their family, we know very little of Arden as it has 

remained a highly secretive kingdom up till now. They usually choose their Queen from their 

own nobility. I can only wonder why they chose me.  No matter, they’ll all be dead soon anyway, 

no need to concern myself. 

The journey by carriage passes without interruption. We stay at the best inns with Carston as 

my personal guard always in the room next door. I need him very little though. I begged my 

father to let me practice archery and swordsmanship from a young age. Hale couldn’t have all 

the fun after all. Of course, I eventually became better than Hale, who, bless his heart, is too 

timid of a person to truly enjoy the art and savagery of swords.  I am, in fact, better than Carsten 

as well, but we can’t have everyone knowing that a delicate flower such as my self has such as 

vulgar talent for a woman. Curse the patriarchy and its damn backwards ways. 

Ah, there was one incident of a drunken sod banging on my door demanding his lady love come 

out for a smooch under the moon. For the sake of appearances, I called out to Carsten to come 

“save me.” After which, I made a show of fanning myself and trembling till “my nerves” calmed 

down. Like I said, the patriarchy, ugh.  

It is at the ship, I leave behind my last piece of home. I bid Carsten goodbye, but before I leave, 

he grabs my hand. I raise an eyebrow. He is not one of impropriety.  

He blushes but doesn’t let go. “My lady, you will be alone out there without those you live. 

Arden, like Stathos, does not appreciate women of talent, and it will not be looked over as it has 

here by those you love. Be careful and discreet, please. He puts something cool and round in 

my palm and closes my fist around it. I was told to give this to you by Her Majesty. She said you 

would know what to do with it.  
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Baffled, I say nothing before he drops my hand, dips his head in respect and steps back, 

indicating the conversation is over. I nod to him in return and board the ship, the rare magic 

communicator in hand. My mother is full of surprises it seems.  

Chapter 3 
When dragons still blessed this land with their presence, their magic imbued the soil and surrounding 

nature. This led to the creation of magic communicators. A gem could be split in two. The two holders can 

then communicate by imagining that person in their mind and sending a message telepathically. 

However, the magic communicators, or magi-coms are extremely rare.  For one, they are limited to those 

you have met in person. Second, only amethysts have the magic to communicate more than 2 miles out, 

and at that, they must have enough magic within them to perform a task. The record for an magi-com is 

12 minutes of communication. This one, slightly smaller than the record holding  amethysts, I estimate 

hold about 10 minutes of communication time. When the dragons left, so did any magic being fueled to 

the land. This must be one of the last in tact magi-coms left. Where did my mother get something so rare? 

Could she know what I’m planning? Impossible.  I dismiss the idea as soon as it touches my mind. My 

mother may be intelligent, but all she has ever known is peace. She can’t possibly know her daughter has 

a taste for murder and power.  

I board the boat without fanfare. The captain introduces himself and he is a kind gent whose name I 

forget the moment he leaves my line of sight. This is the most dreadful part of the journey. I’ve been 

known for my drastic seasickness. Doctors always said it would get better the more time I spent on water, 

but no luck there. Hale knows this and packed dried ginger root in my knapsack and I start chewing it as 

soon as the boat leaves. Bless him, he had it covered with sugar to hide it’s strong taste. Alas, ginger 

cannot do much more that dull the nausea. That’s why I prepared as well. Getting to my cabin which is 

bare but large- must be the first mate’s room- I dig deep into my knapsack again and find something just 

a little stronger. Opium.  

My family would be aghast to know I visited a brothel for this, but what can I say? They have the purest 

form with the least amount of side effects. I met Lyssandra as an orphan when my mother made me go 

with her to do charity work. We instantly clicked and became friends in secret. We ran away from our 

lessons once a month and got into all sorts of mischief. I offered to make her my head maid, but 

Lyssandra is proud and knows she doesn’t have the education for that. Instead, she became a courtesan. 

One of her long-time  clients runs an Opium den and she gets the good stuff. She’s been trading to me in 

exchange for jewelry I rarely miss. But to her, they give her rank and higher end clients. She doesn’t 

deserve the life she have, but she refuses anything else that what she earns through hard work.  

I promptly thank Lyssandra and pass out till I am awoken in the evening by a disgruntled woman. Groggy, 

I give her a smile and she stares at me with disgusting. “we’re here Your Highness” she says with a hint 

of mockery at my title. I pay it no mind, I’m still high as a kite.  

 

That high comes crashing down when I meet the royal retainers who promptly escort me to hill. They 

cannot afford to use their horses on my travel as the drought has forced them to ration horses and the 

water they drink for only the most important things. So, in my petticoats and finery, I huff up the mountain, 

which is not as bad as I thought, but still a half hour hike. My anger, however, drains when I am met with 

the sight of…nothing. My husband to be should be at the top to greet me, but there is no one as the 

retainers all smile apologetically but continue to lead me into the castle. What in Stathos is going on!? 

My retainers lead me into the palace before knocking one of the many ornate oak doors. A deep voice 

calls for us to enter.  

“Your Majesty” the only remaining retainer intones, may I present to you, Princess Armani Leatherwood of 

Stathos, your future bride and queen.  
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I clear my throat and interrupt, timid as I have never been, “excuse me, but if someone would be so kind 

to explain where King Luther is.”  

The man behind the desk gets up and looks me dead in the eyes and says solemnly, “Has no one told 

you? The King is dead, Princess.” 

Chapter 4 
I’ve stopped listening at this point. I stare at this person who is not King Luther as I see my careful 

planning fall to pieces.  

“I think she is in shock your majesty”  

“Yes Evan, I think so.” The man who is now King takes his steely grey gaze off of me and I breathe a little 

easier 

“No, no, I am fine, just a bit shocked. If you could explain…”  

“ King Luther died two nights ago in his sleep, unfortunately.” The man says not unkindly.  

“I am his son and your new intended, Aristos. I’m very pleased to meet you.” He says.  

I notice the dark circles under his eyes and clench my fists, my mind going a mile a minute now that I’m 

catching up. “I believe the king was only… 65, Your Majesty?”  

“Please, call me Aristos, we are to be married after all.” 

I keep my silence, still waiting. Looking highly uncomfortable, Aristos continues, “It’s true, my father was 

not particularly old, but death comes for us all doesn’t it? We believe the grief of losing my mother and 

needing to marry again was too much for him, and finally overwhelmed him.  

“What, I’m that ugly?” I ask, the joke popping out before I can stop it.  

“Princess,” the retainer cautions disapprovingly. 

“Evan, please, it’s fine. The levity is welcome. There has been too much sadness in this room as of late.” 

He turns to me and gives me a small smile, “on the contrary Princess, you are more lovely than I 

imagined.” I notice it does not reach his eyes. 

“Evan, will lead you to your rooms Princess. Please get settled and someone will call you down for dinner 

shortly.” 

--- 

1. Marry King Luther 

2. Kill King Luther 

3. Seduce his sons: Aristos and Brecken Seduce the new King and…what role does 

Brecken play???? 

4. Create strife between the two brothers –impossible if Brecken has already been 

appointed ambassador. 

5. Kill them both, blaming it on a dual for my love  -Impossible if the above has occurred 

6. Become the sole surviving monarch of Arden and offer a treaty to Stathos, undoing 

years of high import taxes placed to strategically keep my Kingdom off the map of 

power players.  
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7. Poison the parliament and create an absolute monarchy, ruling Arden with an iron 

fist, er, sorry mother, as a steel magnolia   

8. Create a harem of men to feed me grapes and massage my feet when called upon.  

1. Just jump off a cliff and die already, Remy 

No, no no, no! All my plans are down the drain. The King is dead, the Prince is King. What of the second 

brother? Is he ambassador to the Kingdom now? I had hoped to control his appointment at court as 

Queen to the late-king, but that’s not an option now. I fall face first into my pillow before rising and taking 

a deep breath.  

Calm down Remy, you’re acting like mad person. You’re smarter than this. Think! Let’s re-evaluate the 

list.  I pause and look at the new scribbles I’ve made, along with the new number one I wrote down in my 

hysterical state as soon as I got to my rooms. This list will obviously have to go. It’s time to make a new 

one. I have one Kingdom to salvage and another to reign over.  

1. Collect information  

2. Assess options for murder 

? 

? 

? 

?. Can I still have my harem of men who will feed me grapes…? 

 

 

I stuff the work in progress into my brassiere and get ready for dinner. Of course, I have maids to help 

me, but I always put on my underthings by myself before I call them in.  

Once They have coiffed my hair to perfection, carefully highlighted my face with make that enhances my 

features but doesn’t scream, I’m trying to seduce you, they put me in a green muslin which is the height of 

fashion here. Thank goodness I’m done with corsets and petticoats. Oh, and green is a lovely shade that 

offsets my earthy brown eyes. Seduction without looking like a hoochie at its finest, I congratulate myself. 

I make my way down to the dining hall, attended by one of my maids who opens yet another ornate door 

at the South west corner of the Palace. My rooms are on the Northeast side and I walk just fast enough to 

give a natural flush to my face, but not enough that I start sweating excessively.  

I enter to see His Majesty waiting for me. He rises and smiles at me. “Please my lady do come in.”  

I look around, “I thought I was to meet members of the court tonight?”  

“I thought better of it after we chatted. You have received quite a shock this evening. It will just be my 

brother and I accompanying you for dinner tonight. We will introduce you tomorrow if you are up to it 

Princess.”  

“that’ll be fine, I say, switching gears. So tonight I won’t be coquettish and flitty, as the Stathosian rhyme 

mentions, instead I will be…intimate. 

Except I have nothing to say. And neither does he. We are strangers after all, forced together under 

political circumstance.  At last, when I can take it no longer, I say: 

 “Armani”  
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“Yes?” He questions 

“My name, you can call me Armani. Princess is rather formal.” 

“Armani.” He repeats my name. “It’s quite…” 

“Butch?” I finish what I assumed he was too polite to say. “ I suppose if my disagrees with you, my dear, 

beloved, or muffin-pie are all acceptable names as well, though I do ask you to refrain in public. We will 

have an image to uphold Aristos” 

“No, no” he says rapidly, blushing up to his ears. “I was only momentarily confused. Armani is such a… 

strong name for a woman of…you’re lineage.”  

“yes,” I say annoyed, “I know how the rhyme goes” 

The Kings of stathos rule Just and Kind 

Never ahead but never behind. 

The Queens of Stathos are pleasant and pretty  

But famously known for always being flitty 

 

“You wonder why I was given such a warrior-like name, instead of something delicate like Ferra, Lilliana, 

or Sophia. Well, I have my mother to blame for that. She insisted a strong name would suit me. My father 

tried to convince her otherwise, but mother wouldn’t budge. They settled on Armani. My nickname- Remy 

was acceptable enough to him, I suppose.” 

He waits, of course, for the invitation where I blush and say he can call me Remy, but I am not that type 

of woman and I do not give it. He is not my friend. He is not some one I care about. After all, when all this 

is over, he will be dead and I will be Queen.  

The silence grows uncomfortable again but we are saved by the kitchen door opening. A blur rushes 

towards me stopping promptly at my side, and before I can blink, places a not so delicate kiss atop it.  

“Please to meet you Princess, I’m Brecken, second son to Late King Luther and your future brother-in-

love, I mean law.” He smiles devilishly 

Ugh, he’s a womanizer, lovely. As the head of the knights of Ardan, I thought he would be rather strict 

and chivalrous. Clearly I thought wrong.  

All I say out loud is, “charmed, your highness” as I blatantly bring up my napkin to wipe the kiss off my 

hand. 

He grins, ignoring my insult, and sits down right next to me. “Call me Brecken.” 

“Brecken, behave and move to your seat. Stop smothering her.” Aristos scolds.  

I haven’t been particularly good at being “intimate” tonight. So I say “No, it’s fine. Please stay, Brecken.” I 

say while touching his shoulder in comfort for just a moment. I see Aristos clench his hand around his 

wine stem ever so lightly, and I smile inwardly. Let the games begin.  

Chapter 5 
The next morning I’m subjected to my wedding dress fitting. It wasn’t entirely for naught though, it’s 

always a good idea to make friends with other women who like sharp objects and pointy things. 

Seamstress Lydia is a mousy thing, quiet thing, though as I expected, efficient and quick with a needle. 

Her sun touched blonde hair escapes it’s bun despite the bobby bins sticking out every which way. I feel 

for her. My own hair was quite troublesome in the humidity of Stathos. I have yet to determine whether 

Ardan’s weather agrees with my own wavy oak brown hair.  
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As I stand impatiently for the adjustments to be made to the dress, I think about last night’s dinner. With 

all that happened in the day, I haven’t had time to consider that my future groom is rather….dashing. Tall 

with broad shoulders, but not too square. An oval shaped face that suites his high cheek bones and and 

straight jet black hair that falls just above his glacier blue eyes. I’m not one for blue eyes, they’re rather 

cold in my opinion…but otherwise, he is quite pleasant to look at. I daresay I am happier to marry him, 

albeit however brief it may be, than his thrice my age father.  Comparatively the 5 year age difference 

between my 22 and his 27 years is nothing. Not that it matters, I remind myself. Dead. Dead. Dead. 

That’s all he’ll be to me soon. 

It became clear to me last night at dinner that he has borne the weight of being heir his entire life, while 

Brecken has been free to have a childhood with laughter and friendship. Brecken with golden hair, icy 

blue eyes, and contagious smile, it’s no wonder he’s become the lout that he is. I make no mistake 

though, he would not be captain of the guard if he was not talented and I should not let his easy 

demeanor and deep dimples lull me into thinking he is harmless. He, in fact, may be even more 

dangerous than his brother. Their relationship last night was strained, and I do not know why. Have they 

always been this way?  

“Princess, it is done. You may step down now.” I look in the mirror knowing the dress will be beautiful 

when the alternations are complete.  

“Thank you, Lydia. I know it must be stressful when the marriage is to be in a week” 

“It is my pleasure and honor” she says bowing politely.  

That won’t do. Especially not if I want to pump her for information later. I clutch her hand in mine and say 

“Oh Lydia, I do hope we’ll become fast friends. We’ll be seeing so much of each other from now on. 

Please, call me Remy.”  

She startles and looks clearly uncomfortable. “I could not possibly Princess!” She quickly starts picking up 

her things to leave. 

Ah, did I go too fast? Damn.  

“Well, how about Armani then. Please, I’d like to be friends. These fittings will be rather boring if we know 

nothing of one another.”  

She hesitates but eventually agrees as she undoes lavish gown “Princess Armani then.”  

I’ll take it. Baby steps, Remy. I remind myself. “Then till tomorrow Lydia.” 

“Yes Princess.” I give her a look.  

 

“Yes Princess Armani, I look forward to it.” She amends before letting herself out.  

No she doesn’t. But these things take time. I’ll make a gossip out of her yet.  

In a drastic change of events, I go to my closet and pull out a black dress I had Lydia quickly alter for me 

early this morning. I brought it with me from Stathos. There is a memorial service tonight for the late king. 

I have to go and pretend to be sad that I’m not marrying a 65 year old man while everyone pretends that 

I’m not marrying his son the very next week. How quaint. If I have to go to something so bland, I refuse to 

wear a corset and stuffy layers. Thankfully, Lydia made quick work taking the layers  out and creating a 

simple but elegant black drape to cover my top half. Instead of a corset, I wear a thin black nightie and 

cover it with the drape while wearing the modified skirt underneath. With the layers off, the skirt revealed 

a lovely vertical cut stopping just below my right knee. Why on Earth did they cover this with so many 

layers of atrocity in the first place? I’ll never understand Stathos fashion. 
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I let the maids in who put my hair in a simple bun with a simple twisted bun outlined by a braid and apply 

some light make up. Nothing on the cheeks, I’m supposed to be crying, and I won’t look like a she-demon 

while I do it.  

Aristos comes to retrieve me himself when it is time, and I see the loss of his father in his eyes again 

anew, but…not overwhelming grief as I expected. Maybe he was not as close to his parents as I am to 

mine. My lacey white gloved hand takes his arm and we make our way out to a mass of people who have 

come to mourn their king. Citizens were not allowed at the official funeral, so today is their day to mourn a 

beloved ruler.  

Upon the balcony, I take to Aristos’ left, while Brecken stands at his right. Aristos steps up to center stage 

and begins speaking  

“ Citizens of Ardan, it is with great sorrow that we gather here to today to mourn a beloved king and 

father…”  

I stop listening as he shares how his father was strict but fair. His overruling demeanor did not belay the 

kindness underneath that he showed to his family.  

I tune back in after five or so minutes when I hear my name.  

Today, I am joined by my father’s second intended, Princess Armani Leathwood of Stathos. She comes 

to us in her grief and I ask you all to treat her with the kindness she deserves. Although she and my father 

were not married yet, it is always difficult to lose one’s intended. Princess Armani, would you like to say a 

few words?”  

No.  

“Oh yes, Your Majesty.” He steps into my place, as we discussed, as I take his. 

“My good people, King Luther was to be my husband. And while I can never take the place of the late-

queen Arabella, he treated me kindly.” Inside my lace glove is a  small vial of onion root. I put my hand to 

my face and let tears form as I let out the fakest sob I’ve ever heard.  Clearly the theater arts in Ardan 

must be lacking because I hear a  

“poor dear”  

“ so young”  

“she cries so gravely for having never met him in person”  

I continue on “He spoke fondly of his home and his people in the letters we exchanged.”  

Lies. 

“I was excited for a new life in Ardan at his side.”  

More lies.  

I know in his absence His Majesty Aristos and his highness Prince Brecken will lead you well in their 

father’s place.” 

I literally stand on a pedestal of lies at this point.  

I look over at Brecken which signals it is his turn to speak.  

He comes over we switch places, thank god. Never have I cared less about a person than King Luther. I 

tune out again as more of the same boring drivel comes out of Brecken and then a few select servants 

and subjects.  
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After all this, a lavish meal for those in attendance is served among many long wooden tables below. To 

my surprise, I see the people eying the food hungrily, not in a “thank god that’s over, let’s eat” kind of 

way, but a “I’m starving, my children are starving, how much can I grab and would it be impolite to stab 

my neighbor for that roast between us?” Odd.  

Something uncomfortable sits in my chest at the look in their eyes and I make note to look into it later. I 

cannot change anything if I am not queen. I must have power first before I can wield it. 

Once I am inside again, Brecken is there surveying the crowd from the corner of his eye, but Aristos is 

surveying…me?  

“What?” I ask.  

“That was quite a display. I did not know my bride-to-be was such a talented actress. I’m afraid you’ve 

missed your true calling, Armani.” 

I snort, “I’m sorry to say Your Majesty, but I never traded a single letter with your father in my life. I can’t 

very well mourn a man I never had a conversation with.”  

“No” Aristos says thoughtfully, “my father would not have written letters to you. The marriage was a matter 

of pride for him. Nothing more.”  

I look at him sharply. “What?”  

Aristos pulls his eyebrows together. “What, what?”  

I resist the urge to stomp on his foot. “I mean, what do you mean it was a matter of pride?”  

He looks baffled for a moment before back-tracking, “oh nothing really, he was just quite prideful”  

“ Brother we need to tell her this story soon. All of it!” Brecken interrupts. “You know why!” 

Aristos sighs and runs his hand through his bangs, causing them to become ruffled in a sexy way I mean 

not sexy. Very not sexy. How dare he sigh at me. 

“You’re right, but not now. Control yourself, Breck, we’ll tell her.”  

“Hello, her is standing right here.” I say irritated. “Please stop speaking in that weird bro code thing you 

guys are doing.”  

They look at me oddly but ignore the bro code thing. Does no one in Ardan have a sense of humor 

either? Ugh. I’m doomed to my brilliant wit  

“Armani, after dinner, let’s retire to the library for dessert. We can talk then.” Aristos says. 

“Yes, I’d like that. The three of us really should talk.” I give Brecken doe eyes and purposefully include 

him even though it is clear Aristos meant the two of us to talk privately.  

Aristos doesn’t miss a beat. “Alright, I have some business to attend to, I’ll have Evan escort you back.”  

“Actually” I say quickly, would you mind, Princess Brecken, being my escort? I have some security 

measures I’d like to discuss.”  

Aristos raises his eyebrows but doesn’t say anything and looks to his brother.  

Brecken, meanwhile, smiles that impish smile with full dimples on display as he offers me his arm. Of 

course, Armani, I’d be delighted to discuss…security.” 

I chuckle coquettishly understanding his meaning and take his arm without looking back at Aristos.  
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Chapter 6 
“I take it you had something else to discuss other than security measures, Princess?”  

I blink at him rapidly “what do you mean, of course I-” 

“Drop it, please Princess. I’m no fool. I checked your room after Aristos escorted you out to the memorial.  

A dagger under your pillow. Dagger holsters in your drawers, the subtle smell of chlorine from your lip 

paint…Bromine Mannite perhaps? Someone likes their poisons.  

Shit. I did exactly what I said I would not do. I underestimated Brecken Hallwell. I quickly search my head 

for an excuse, but Brecken conveniently makes one for me.  

“I don’t blame you of course. My father wasn’t the kindest person. Of course you’d want a way out of a 

loveless marriage with an old man. Personally, I’m rather pleased I don’t have to call you mother.”  

“You’re taking this all very lightly” I say on edge. “Why haven’t you locked me up by now if you know I’m 

so lethal?” 

He stops in front of my door and looks at me. I mean really looks at me, all hints of playfulness gone. 

“Armani, I hope with my father out of the picture, tell me, do I need to worry about Aristos?”  

Idiot. Of course, he should. In fact, he should worry for himself too. What I actually say is:  

“No, I have no need for those things. I believe my marriage to His Majesty will be a good one.”  

I’m not sure he believes me, but he doesn’t refute my words, but what he does say though, surprises me.  

“We can change things you know. You don’t have to be entirely powerless…if my father’s age wasn’t the 

only thing you wanted to avoid.  

“I, I’m not-” 

“No, let me speak first…And hope I don’t regret my faith in you later. I see you Armani. I see the same 

look in your eyes as I saw in my father and in Aristos when they fought violently. The desire for power, the 

independence to change the world at your own behest. I saw it in them and now I see that same look in 

your eyes. The fact that you were willing to kill father just proves your resolve…but, with him out of the 

way, we can change the rules. You don’t have to be Queen in just name. We can make it so you can 

work with Aristos. With our Kingdom. We can make it so your position changes our Kindgom for the good 

of everyone. You don’t have to just sit and look pretty. I think you’re capable of so much  more.” 

“And what does Aristos think of this?” I ask warily.  

“…He doesn’t know yet, but I’m sure he’ll come to agree with me, eventually. You see, he was raised to 

be suspicious of everyone. Give him time and he will realize your heart.” 

“My…heart?”  

“Ah, I don’t mean…” And the womanizer prince actually blushes. “What I mean is, he will see that you 

need change to be happy in this marriage, and he will respect you enough to give it. Once he trusts you 

that is. He’s not power hungry.”  

I consider his words for a minute.  

“Thank you, Brecken. Truly. With your father dead, I’m not sure what is in store for me or how my 

marriage to this kingdom will play out.”  
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Truth 

“But, I will take your words to heart and think about what type of change I want for this Kingdom and what 

this marriage to Aristos will mean. I just need time to think…but your words have brought me a sense of 

belonging. For that, I especially thank you.” 

Lies.  

The tightness around his eyes relaxes slightly and he grins again. “Of course Armani, you will be 

Ardanian and my sister-in-law soon.”  

I smile faintly. “If you excuse me Brecken, I have a lot to think about these next few hours.” 

He takes the hint, “Ah right, I’ll excuse myself. See you at dinner.”  

“Oh and Brecken! I call out after him. “If we are to be friends, call me Remy”  

---  

Shit. Double shit. Why do all my plans keep going awry? Am I really that terrible at this assassin stuff that 

I was caught in my first week? Thank heavens I keep the list on me at all times or I’d be a dead woman 

for sure. I take a deep breath. Or two. Or three. Or 20 really before I calm myself enough to realize that 

Brecken has offered me the upper hand here. Our conversation brought me vital pieces of knowledge. I 

go about making a mental checklist:  

1. Aristos and King Luther did not get along well…did they have different ideology on rulings of their 

kingdom?  

2. Aristos wants to change things during his reign, but what exactly? I need to find out. 

3. Even if I were Aristos’ Queen, they still don’t plan on giving me much more power. Just enough to 

keep me quiet.  

4. Brecken knows his way around poisons, which means Brecken and Aristos have likely been 

micro-dosing, like Hale and I since we were young. They must be immune to the major players, 

arsenic, cyanide, hemlock, monk’s hood…Belladona might work. With The colder climates of 

Ardan, there’s no change of growing it here. It’s unlikely they stocked it just to become immune, 

especially at the expensive rate it goes for. But how to get my hands on it? Hmmm… 

5. Brecken cares for Aristos, it’ll be hard to create strife between them…I might need more of a plan 

than my womanly wiles.  

6. If Brecken is already suspicious of me, as he still is somewhat, no doubt, then Aristos will be too. I 

need to be more careful than ever, or it’ll be off with my head.  

 

---   

Dinnertime arrives like a bad stomachache: quick and unclear what the outcome will be. We dine in their 

intimate dining room this time. (Turns out the one we’ve been using is for guests. Should I be insulted? 

I’m not sure…)  

At this 4 person table, I am seated on Aristos’ left, and Brecken at his right.  

As usual, Brecken is late, and we sit awkwardly waiting for the other to say something. It might be a good 

time to test out the waters. 

“ Your Majesty, as soon-to-be Queen, I’d like to have a say in what charities the royal family plans to host 

and fund.”  

He looks at me as if this is the last thing on his mind, but quickly says, “of course, Armani I’ll leave it 

entirely to you. After our honeymoon, you’ll have a full set of advisors to help you choose.  
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Help me? “You’re highness, I do not need advisors. I am capable of having my own thoughts.”  

“No, that’s not what I meant. I just-“  

“Aristos! Remy! Sorry I’m late!” Brecken bustles in. “What have I missed?”  

“Oh nothing, other than his majesty thinking I am incapable of thought.”  

 

“What?”  

“I said that’s not what I meant!” It’s the first time Aristos has raised his voice at me.  

“ Woah Stos, calm down…” Brecken says before turning to me? “What happened? Actually, I’m not 

getting involved in your lover’s quarrel. Let’s have a pleasant dinner shall we?”  

 

And like that, Brecken’s dismissal of a topic of a discussion he wasn’t even included in becomes 

impossible to continue.  

Dinner is without fanfare, and Brecken excuses himself after, reasoning that he must check on a security 

issue. Clearly a lie.  

“Why don’t you both go for a stroll in mother’s garden?” He suggests. “The weather is lovely out and I’m 

sure Armani would like to see some scenery other than these dreary castle walls.”  

“I’d rather not.”  

The slight hurts, even though it should not.  

“No mind, I’ll go myself. I didn’t realize I was so onerous to be around Your Majesty. Excuse me while I 

throw myself off a cliff. Would that help?”  

 

“No wait!” he quickly heads around the table and places a palm on my back to stop me. 

“I’m not…good at this.” He gestures at us and I raise an eyebrow. He does that sexy hair ruffling thing 

before continuing. “ I was not expecting to be married for a time yet. Forgive me. I have never needed to 

explain myself to women or court them.”  

“So humble” I say rolling my eyes. 

He glares. “It’s the truth.”  

And I suppose I cannot fault him for it. Unlike me, he is a true heir. While I know my family loves me 

immeasurably, there are many in Stathos who consider me more of a bastard child than an actual 

Princess. He doesn’t know that though and it’s unfair of me to snap at him for it. 

I sigh, “continue”  

“ What I meant was, I’d…rather not visit those gardens. You see, they were my mothers. I’m not-, I 

haven’t...We were close” He finishes lamely.  

Although he’s not saying it well, the emotion behind his words makes their meaning clear and I relent my 

anger. I do not know what it is like to lose someone so beloved as a mother, but I cannot fathom the pain. 

And to lose your father and take on the responsibility of a whole kingdom all in the span of 6 months…I 

can’t help but pity him. 

Suprising myself, I take his hand in mine. “I understand. Is there another place you might like to show 

me?”  
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And he smiles. The first true smile I’ve seen to touch his eyes. And it’s directed at me and it’s beautiful. I 

let myself be captured by it for just a moment.  

“Follow me.”  He says.  

---  

Aristos POV 

My mother always said I was a man of few words. I envy Brecken more so than ever for his gift of gab. 

Able to make conversation with anyone, woo the hearts of women with just a sentence. When you spend 

your whole life studying and playing politics, you lose a part of yourself. I did not get to play outside with 

friends, laugh, joke around when I was a child. The ability to be eloquent and comfort people is lost on me 

forever I suppose. 

I did not mean to offend her. She stares at me with so much distrust already. I do not expect love in this 

marriage, but I hope we become good companions for each other. So far, we have failed terribly. I know 

Brecken comes to dinner late to give us time to talk. I know he’s giving us this time now to make amends 

for the misunderstanding before he arrived. I need to make myself clearer or I risk making an enemy I 

absolutely cannot make in my midst.  

I notice Brecken calls her Remy. How have they become close in this short period? I feel a slight pang of 

jealousy. Not because I have feelings for her, but because she denied me the same. No woman has ever 

denied me. I have not taken many, I’m far too busy for that. But those I’ve had have always given what I 

ask willingly. Not her. She keeps her distance. To me, she’s made it clear that is still Armani; not Remy.  

“Where are you taking me?” She asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.  

“My gardens.” I say. “All of us, have our own gardens. It was mother’s idea. They serve as a place of 

refuge that no one else can enter unless invited in. It’s been a great respite from heated arguments, 

politics, and court life in general.”  

 

“I can imagine. That’s a brilliant idea.” Armani admits 

 

“She was brilliant.” I say.  

I lead her through the stone archway, and she asks…”did you…design this?”  

“Yes. I designed all of the gardens actually. Except fathers. I think in another life, I would have liked to be 

a landscaper.”  

“A landscaper? She says disbelievingly before laughing.  

“What?” I say defensively 

“Oh no, I’m not laughing at you,” she clarifies. “I’m laughing at the idea of there ever being anything else 

than the cards we’ve been dealt in life.”  

“Have you never dreamed what doors would be open to you if you were not a princess?”  

 

“But I am a princess.  I cannot change that.” She says simply.  

“Just imagine.” I press. I cannot believe she has never thought of this. She is quite as we walk along the 

pebbled pathway passing frosted lavender interspersed with holly bushes.  

“An alchemist” she says finally.  
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I wait for her to explain, and this time, thankfully, she understands my silence.  

“ I love the idea of mixing chemical compounds and creating something new…to help myself…to help the 

world. Alchemy is about making something that wasn’t…and now is. Tonics and potions, they’re used by 

healers, metalsmiths, chefs, really every profession if you think about it.”  

This is the first time I’ve heard her talk so much and I am enraptured. She speaks with such focus and 

clarity even though moments ago she had never even imagined such a life.   

Instead of complimenting her like I should, I put my foot in my mouth and joke “And poisoners.”  

She stops dead.  

“I didn’t mean anything by that. I’m not threatening to poison you or anything. Growing up in politics, you 

become rather maudlin, you know…” I run my hand through my hair, a nervous habit I copied from my 

father for as long as I can remember.  

Her lips tilt upward ever so slightly and I know I’m forgiven.  

“Speaking of misunderstandings…about the advisors. That’s not what I meant at dinner.”  

“As you’ve said, 3 times now”  

Right…I try to collect my thoughts. What would Brecken say? Never mind, I’m not Brecken. All I’ve got 

are my own words.  

“Just…this Kingdom, these people, their problems, it’s all new to you. I wanted you to have the support 

you need to make your choice. Stathos might require attention on different issues that Ardan. I just 

wanted you to be aware of it…but I can be unintentionally reticent at times.” 

“And I often suffer from a short temper. What a pair we will make.” She admits in good humor.  

Some of the tightness in my chest loosens as we talk a little more freely. She leading the conversation, 

and me following the best I can. It’s like we’ve reached a tacit agreement on how to communicate.  

I found out her favorite color is blue, and that she and her brother are close. She misses her mother and I 

suggest she invite the Queen of Stathos for a visit any time she pleases. That makes her smile again. 

Two smiles in one night. Brecket would be so proud.  

I tell her about the work I’m involved in, where my father left of, what is expected of me.  I don’t have a 

favorite color, I’ve never been asked. She throws my “what if” scenario back at me and I say blue, the 

color of the dress she’s wearing tonight. She is lithe and the dress crosses her collarbone before dropping 

into a deep V and flaring around the waist. It is a casual dress and I’m contented to know she feels 

familiar enough here to not stand on formality when it just she, Brecken, and I.  

Before I know it, Brecken finds us and it is time to tell her what I’ve been wanting to avoid all day. But 

Brecken is right. She deserves to know, the reason she is here. Brecken tells me she is sly and 

intelligent, and for better or worse, I’d rather she hear it from us than find the information snooping.  

 

Chapter 7 
We retire to the main library for drinks. Brecken with his scotch on the rocks, Aristos with his whiskey, 

neat, and me with a decadent chocolate martini—I was promised dessert and I shall have it in some 

shape or form, dammit.  

“What do you know about your mother’s past?” Aristos asks.  



19 
 

“What do you mean?” I ask, confused. 

“Humor us.” he responds 

“Well…” I start slowly “She was born to my lower noble grandparents in stathos. Her beauty captured my 

father’s eye. And…she declined your father’s hand in marriage. It’s why our countries have been at odds 

for so long.” 

“But when did our countries start being at odds?” Brecken pushes.  

“When your grandfather placed the trade bans to limit our prosperity. He was afraid Stathos would 

become more powerful than Ardan, despite Ardan controlling the channels.” I say proudly.  

“Sort of... but not the whole truth.” Brecken speaks.  

“And you know the whole truth. Is that right?” I retort. 

 

Neither of the boys bite back and their seriousness infects me. “What exactly is going on? I don’t like 

talking around issues. Get to the point.”  

They look at each other again and Brecken says “Your wife your story.”  

Aristos bights his thumbnail, “I’m trying to figure out where to begin.” He admits. 

“Start with her grandmother.” Brecken suggests. 

“My Grandmother?” I ask, now more confused more than ever. What did my fun loving granny, Stathos 

rest her soul, have to do with the trade ban? 

“Your grandmother, is not all Stathosi, did you know?” Aristos asks me gently.  

 He’s being stupid, but I’ll humor him. I know my granny better than he does. “What are you saying?” I 

ask. 

“She’s half Ardanian and broke our grandfather’s heart.” 

“um what?”  

“Ok, maybe back up another generation.” Brecken amends. “Armani stop that, you’ll make poor Aristos 

more nervous that he already is.” He says eying my bouncing knee. Plus, the chef won’t be pleased if you 

spill that drink all over yourself. I dare say he’d like to be awakened just to make a new one when we 

have perfectly good liquor here.  

“You leave my chocolate alone!” I say seriously, but I do stop bouncing my knee.  

“Ok, so backing up a generation. You grandmother was the daughter an Ardanian trader and palace 

maid. On a trading trip in Stathos with her father, she fell in love with a low Stathosi noble.  

“ok…so? She’s half Ardanian. Big deal?” 

“Just listen.” Brecken replies. 

Aristos continues, “Growing up, when she was too young to travel with your father, she spent much of her 

time here at the palace while her mother worked. She and my grandfather were playmates and he grew 

to love her dearly.”  

“Oh no, please no” I whisper 
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Aristos ignores me while Brecken throws me a sympathetic look. “Oh yes, he loved her and when he 

heard of her betrothal in her letter to him, he was heartbroken. He was too high in status and had already 

been explicitly told a marriage between them would be prohibited by his father, our great grandfather.  

They fought vehemently and he threatened to give up his throne for her. And he tried, for a short time. He 

sailed the Ocean to Stathos to beg her to come back. Your grandmother though, had never felt the same 

way he did, and rejected his proposal. Rejected, he travelled the stathos islands, looking for a way to 

convince her otherwise. He heard rumors from an old drunk gypsy women, claiming dragons could be 

found in the high mountains of Pyrinthea.  

“But those are just rumors! They’ve always said that on the outer islands!” I exclaim 

“He thought so as well,” Aristos agrees, “but he went anyway determined to grasp at any olive branch 

thrown his way.”  

It took him over a year to journey there by boat. He almost died climbing the mountain. No navigator 

would take him, for the mountains were dangerous, rocky, and slick with ice all year round. So he went 

alone. Some say he met a demon and made a bargain with it. I think love just makes men so desperate 

he accomplished what no one had been crazy enough to try before.” 

I stay silent at this. If dragons were once real, could demons be too? A tuck the thought away for another 

time. 

“ At the top of the summit, he found a nest with one single egg. It could have been any bird’s egg, but it 

was larger than any creature he knew, so he hid in the snow and eventually saw the mother come back to 

her nest. She was a great thing, he said. Blue, large, and beautiful. He could not bring this mother back 

for Arabella, but the egg, he could. He waited till his supplies ran scant and he had barely enough for the 

journey back and took his chance. He gathered his courage against the fierce mother, and when she was 

away, he stole the egg and hid in the snow again till her return. She was enraged when she saw her egg 

missing. She looked and looked but he was hidden well. He swears he even saw her breathe Ice from her 

mouth and it froze his fear solid.  

In the middle of the night while she was still out searching, he started to make his way back down the 

mountain. Hiding in the day and travelling at night. When he made it down, he required emergency 

medical care and had five of his toes amputated from frostbite. 

“He never did walk the same way again. Remember his funny gait?” Brecken asks Aristos with a smile on 

his face. 

We both ignore him this time. All through that time, even when he was unconscious, he never let go of the 

egg. When he recovered enough he sent a message to his father, apologizing, uring him to call him back 

to Ardan.  

Our great grandfather agreed and he came back, but kept the egg a secret. He hatched it shortly after his 

return in the caves of Valestos west of here. He chained it and tried to teach it to obey him, but dragons 

are smart creatures and it new it was far from where it should be. It spat and hissed at him. Crying 

frequently for its kin. Our grandfather grew frustrated, knowing 3 years had past since his beloved had 

married. She had already borne her husband a daughter. He was mad with his love for her though, and 

became desperate. He remembered the tale of your ancestor Matthias. How dragon blood would make 

his line of heirs recognizable by dragon kin.” 

I see where this is going and I’m not liking it… 

“He drank the blood, just once and he was a changed man. He was cruel in a way that he never was 

before. Eventually he stopped loving your grandmother and turned his adoration to power. He married a 

wealthy aristrocrat’s daughter here in Ardan, and she lived a wretched life. He beat her, locked her up, 



21 
 

and paid her no mind. Her only solace was in the one child she bore him. Our father, Luther. But he too 

was not protected from the then King and was often beaten within an inch of his life. He wanted so much 

to escape, but as crown prince, he could not. When his mother, the queen, eventually died and the King 

had banned much of Stathos’ necessary trade routes, our father slowly started poisoning the king’s 

desserts with cyanide.” 

“It’s so common and widely known, no one thought to look for it.” I say, thinking it through. Aristos looks 

exhausted. Brecken notices it too.  

“I’ll take it from here, Stos. So where were we? Ah yes, dear ol’ grandad took forever to actually die, but 

he became quickly unfit to rule and helm of power pasted on to daddy, dearest.”  

“Can you be serious for just one moment of your life?” Aristos bites out. 

“No.” Brecken says even though he does tones down the humor after that. “His first order of business was 

to fix relations between Ardan and Stathos. He sailed there and laid eyes upon your mother, Lilliana at a 

royal ball. And, it seems like the Hallwell men are cursed by your family’s women. Because he too 

became enamored with her dry wit and eye for mischief.”  

“…My mother? Are we talking about the same person here?” 

“They started exchanging letters and he thought all was going well. Little did he know, they would follow 

in the same footsteps as their parents. Arabella forbid the marriage, not wanting her daughter taken away 

from her. Lilliana herself told our father she loved Stathos and her family more than anything else, and 

she could not bare to leave it behind. She ended up marrying your father. And his rage, he went down to 

the dragon cave where the poor dragon had been so alone and neglected and took it’s blood, hoping it 

wood listen. Hoping he would succeed where his own weak-minded father failed. As you can guess…” 

“It didn’t take.” I finish.  

“ Correct. It only drove him mad, repeating 

history once again.” He married our 

mother, Elloise and had us. Eventually she 

too was driven to death by her husband.” 

He finishes angrily. 

“Wait, wait! Everyone always speaks of how much love was between your parents. It’s rumored to be a 

love marriage for the ages.”  

“Ah, you mean the nonsense of the century.” Aristos says bitterly before taking over the story again.  

“Our mother loved our father, dearly. No one will ever no why. He did not love her though. And he used 

and abused his love for her time and again until she became a husk of a person she once was. She had a 

weak constitution, and it was only natural for him to kill her off when we were grown enough and he no 

longer needed her.”  

“He poisoned her too. I’m sure of it. He wouldn’t allow for a coroner or an autopsy, damn him.” Brecken 

adds.” 

“Did no one suspect?” I ask, my heartbreaking for the brothers.  

“As you’ve said, their love story was known far and wide. He claimed she had been of weak constitution 

and sickness eventually took her. It was an obvious lie to us. But back then, we were powerless to stop it. 

Then he decided to have you, and finally get the Leatherwood girl that denied our family for so long. Like 

we said earlier, Pride. ”  
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They let me sit and think in silence. This was a hard story to tell clearly. Both their knuckles blanched 

white from clenching them so hard; reliving a tale I’m sure they’d like buried in the deepest parts of their 

hearts. I ask the obvious question.  

“Why are you telling me all this? Why trust me with this?  

“We need you.” Brecken says. 

“…For?”  

 

“This cycle of vicious hate between our two Kingdoms must end. “The gears of fate are turning again and 

we need it to change direction in our favor. We need to throw a wrench into the works.” Aristos responds. 

“We need to set the dragon free, and you’re our monkey wrench.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


