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J wuite this as the sun dips hehind the painted voses, casting long shadows that know theox place.
The palace huums with prepanation, and . find myself veflecting on the price of such elegance. Itis not
The prutyy was abready covnect when  awived this evening. That s the advantage of prepanation,
things hehave hefote gou ask thento. 9 walked thiough the halluoom stowly, hecause speed implies
wigpency, and. wiggency inwites questions & have no patience for. The violing (ifted where they should,
theix mefodies weaving through the ai (ke golden thueads, each note precise and wnetming, Vot hecause
they wete conumanded—hecause they hnew. The countiens paed with smiles that dic not stuain, thei
silles nustling i defenence, eyes gleaming with the weffection. of my crown.

Glold hehaves diffetently when it hefongs to gou. 9t does not flash garishly; it settfes, wam and heay,
like a loveris huand that knows tts houndaies. € youngs cowrtien leaned in too- close, his beath scented
with approved wine. & allowed t, i only to ohsetwe how . adbmination bowlered on fea,

Yowe Vajesty,” he muvurwoned, eyes bighit as polished coins, “this-is the finest gathering of the



I laughed lightly, because fe needed encownagenent, not confunation—encowagement keeps then
loyal without breeding entitlement. * 9t would be stangge if it weren't,” I neplied, my voice cavuying just
enough to duaw envious glances fuom the edges of the oom.

Coins spilled somewhere hehind me—a deliberate show from the jestets overf{owing pouch, timed to-
punctuate my presence. Pawghten followed, vippling outward in contuolled waves, (ke echoes in a
well-otdeed hall. Vi one hent to collect thent; why would they? <Thiat is how you know a system is
healthy no-one panics over abundance, for 9 have decveed scacity obsolete.

This is what stabifity eels ke, & thought as 3 sipped fom a goblet that nefilled itself. Comfortable.
Unquestioned. I it shines, it hefongs hene. €ind tonigght, eveything shines.

The Balcony After Midnight

e ain grows coofer, and with it, a fuint whispe of ash from the etetnal torches. & step out hete fo
ernined myself of my cwownis weight—not as a hrouden, hut as a promise.
9 stepped outside hecause even peifection needs aiuto breathe. The doots closed softly behind me
sealing i the wavunth like  secuet. <Thte muusic dicl not stop—it softened, fading to- o nespectful muwunuer,
which.is how sound should hehave when it honots you. <Thie night aix cooled my face, cauying the faint,
acvid tang; of ash from thetotches helow, whete fames flicketer in ion braiows ke cbedient subjcts. 9
brusher a speck from my sleeve, watching it dissolve into the wind.
The cwown felt heavien hete, out of the cvowds gaze. Vot buulensome—present, o constant veminde
that, authority weighs mote when unchsewed, unshaed. The SHound stood a vespecful distance back,



his postue perfect, silhouette sharp against the palace glow. &His loyalty is a comfott, though I
sometimes wonden if it too ahsolute, like a v that veffects without judgment.

“Repott,” I saic without twmning, my voice slicing the hush.

Ol hotdews secune,” e neplied, s tone as steadfiast as stone. “Vo vovegulanities, Vhouwn Viajesty.”
3 nodded, (etting the silence test ttself, “Good. Then this is simply maintenance.”

He hesitated—a mewe fraction, a breath field too-long. It vrked me, that pause. “Uowr Wajesty... do
gou vequire anything futhet

J considened the question caefully, twmning just enough to meet his eyes. in the totchlight—eyes that held
no questions, only veadiness. “Vie,” 9 said. “3 just needed to nemenber what quiet sounds (ike.”

The ash settled again on my hem. This time, & eft it. f the cuowon buous, it buws for me. Let
emind me of what Sve fouged.

The Followlng Dawh, Minar Amusements

Sleep evades me, as it should—queens do not slumber like common folk. Instead, 3 note the tuiffes
that amuse and annoy.
“Tte Dotnouse was mentioned toeee times before midnight in the vepotts that pile on my desk like fillen
leawes. Sach account contuaddicted the last spotted on the notth woad, then duiting thiough the south
covnido, lwiking hehind one patol and scampering ahead of another. ﬁ&uugab?wtu%e)maﬁfaug%mg
T ————
“Did he damage anything” I asked the Captain, who stood vigid befote me, his unifoun stwiched to
hide any tremot.



o, WWajesty,” he admitted, eyes fixed on the floot. “SHe just... wewvanged things. SHats perched on
statues’ s, locks nudged founand by o whisket, tepots halanced precariously on guards helmets.
Haunless pranks, suely.”

9 waved  hand dismissively, though o flikew of vitation stoveed within, “Then he's hoted. Botedom
is-not nebellion. Watch firm, hat do-not pursue—chases imply he wauants the effod.”

They seemed velieved by my verdit, s always, dinging to i (ke  deoree from on high. <The Tains
proved mote tedious still, Whispets of candy changing hands in shadovwed alooves, Wit sweetness
whete only discipline should linge—sticky anappets discaded wndet vose hushes, leaving tus of
temptation. J listened impassivelly as my advisots dehated in the council chamber, thet voices a dione
against the ticking clock.

“Ot dulls attention spans,” e wugued, brow fcvrowed.

“0t ifts maale, pehaps,” anothe countered, though his eges betvaged doubt,

“Ot makes peaple fouget why they've hote, a thivd inteyjeted, glancing at me waily.

That notion lingered, wusettling. TFouget In my ealim “Contain t,” I commanded cably, my tone
final. “Do ot duamatige . Dramas feeds itself, twwing sveets o symbols.”

Suga laws, 3 mused later, alone with myy quill. They stick whete they shouldi't, waiping what was
staight. But for now, its mee amusement. Vo cuacks yet.

Mid-Afternoon. The Mirrors
e quiet covidot, away from prying eyes. VV{ovwrs should he allies, not enigmas.



&nouceammummwmmg%egmangmmm%o{;w eflections lagging by a breath,
angles disagpueeing in subtle shifts of light. Nothing overt, nothing I could hehead fot breason. Qust...
(nconsistency, (ike o hewitheat skipping in the glass, ot a dockwotk silence boken by an evant tick.
 stopped hefote the oldest mivwor, the one etched with faded cuests of queens long fougotten, its frume
w(’dund@mg %ﬂud’mtmwlt I veminded it stemly, my voice echoing hack a fuaction too
Tite imagge oheyed. Ellimost. VV]y lips in the gluss moved after 9 spoke, a silent mockery. €ind the
crown— it sat sbuiggten thewe than on my head, as if the ef{ection fnew a seowet poise I lacked. I
adjusted it f{unly, pressing the gold until it aligned neality with the ideal. Thiat is how coviection wotks
hend the wotld, not the moowt.

Glass doesrt lie, o1 50 Jve always helioved. But today, it hesitated. I twued away, nefusing to give it
Svening Oudews, Send the Scouts

Pattens do ot fuactwe without cause. J sense the deviation, (ke a wose blooming red when white was
commanded.

Pauttewns do not hreak without veason—roads feeling longer, ouders sheyed with an extu breathi
delay, silence lingering too-intentionally. Roses hloomed cut of season in the gwuden this motn, petals
unfuiling defiantly. & summoned the generals to-the wa woont, whete maps spuawled fike conquered

“Doublepatiols,” I instuucted, tuacing botders with a gloved finger. “Quietly. Vo fanfwre.”



One daned s thuoat, foolhardy, “Vjour Viejesty, here s e o divect theat. Notely...
whispes.”

“0 an not vesponding totheat,” 9 neplied coolly, meeting s gaze until he ooked vty 9 am
esponding to-deviation. Scouts dor't sleep until its vectified.”

Glumot veplaced il i the hall; hoots thudded heawien than stippes. “The palaces sound shifted—mote
deliberate, o necessany weight. Thie &Hound eceived his odles privately, in the dinm antechamber.
“Fnd her,” J said, the name unspoken hut undenstood.

He did not ask which €ilice I meant. Good. FHis eyes gleamed with puipose as fre howed. Pananoia

Ne. “Prepanation.

Under Pressure. Hold the Line

Thte loggs hluce, but myy nesolve dioes not. Preessuvee vevenls buuths, (ke squeeing a fruit to-test its
tpeness.
Pressure s infounation, and lately, it presses from allsides. Whispets of a name netumed—€llce,
utteed canefully in covnicdons, like a cwse wapped in silke. SHewds {all in line, ot so-they should cands
maiching i perfect vanks, noses blooming ohediently. But today, a scout epotted
inconaistencies—moowts owacking fuither, veflections shifting (ike water.
“SHold the fine,” & commanded the assembly, my voice echoing in the thiene noom. ey vepeated i,
voices uniffed. Egain. Clgain. I spoke mote than usual, not from doubt, hut hecause dnity demands



einfotcement when systerns sbuin. “This is not anget, & asswed myself as  paced later. This s
anticulation. Velvet law, enforced with a smile.

The Hounds rgpott was colder “ She is alinost heve. VWondeuland veacts inconsistently—cdlocks ticking
hackaae, cveets sprencling (ke weeds.” Qv doubt tins i me, memeties of past diswptions. O hate
this feeing;, this fractare. Bt will mend it

WMidnight Solitude, Compostre

lone at last. The count dismissed, gloves vemeved. Vanenahility is a luy & afford only hete

By midight, 9 dismissed the cout, thein bows  symphony o cbedience. €ilone in my charmbers, 3
pueperly now—aligned, ohedient, no stuttors. “Thee,” 3 whispered softly. “Better

ot moment, evonyhing ageed, the candles (fame steady,theticking clockin sync. Then—a flcket.
Dust a stutter in the glass, a fugment of timing out of place. Glmost Alice, I thought unbidden. I
this i ... hen evetything remenbets.

3 towed away sharply. Cittention gives things ideas. Release the hound tomovow, I decided. Vot in
uage, but in contuol. This is preparation, not wa.

The Record No One Hears As T Arrange Myself
The candle huons low, wax pooling (ke unshed tewes. I speak aloud to the shadows. justifying what
needs no defense. '
J dorct understand why they esist— tuly dor't. Vot in anger, not in doubt, but in genuine confusion.
oy e safe undot my vigu, fed from bountful tables, spaed the chaos of choice. Why tanpet with



Mectm%mmemélw ec@wmgoﬁgt?wwa%w%mélayo&wgcwmtg Jt duopped to-a
rucuace when vebellion cuossed muy mind, settling wnensily at the thought of wongnes.

“That Glice,” & muttered, fingets tuacing the miots edge. Vot the right one. She misaligns

things —docks, moows, fogafhm.‘fﬁatawmetﬁanoaapwm. Dubstep pulses in my fread, a glitchy
thythm whert 3 name the vesistance, {tke the palace itself protesting. But composwee nestores itself.
"Publicly, at least.

“0 hnow what best,” 3 said unly, smoothing my colla, meeting my, owo. wngielding gae. “Semeone
has to.”

e canle guttered, [lame dancing one last deffance. & bew it out. The embets glowed o in the dark.
&ant@wkawag.c(ﬁegumam,wdbél.

Clostng Note (Unnritten, But Etcned in My Mind)
Sueupthing I did was necesswyy. If they cannot see that, it is hecause clavity is heavier than they
expect. Historyy will aggree with me—it aluways does, for 9 wite it. The embers fude, but my eign
enduwes.
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