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    Chapter 1: Jane 
 
      
 
    If eyes could kill with a single look, I'd be dead already. Eyes are hard to dodge. With three sets trained on me, I didn't stand a chance. The firelight flicked across my aunt and uncle's faces in a way that made me want to shrink into the fabric of my father's old leather chair.  
 
    Wrapping my arms tighter around myself, I looked toward my cousin, but shadows hid  his face, and I could not read what he thought about this. Only his eyes stood out, and they did not look friendly. 
 
    Uncle Ian cleared his throat loudly and moved his gaze back to the small man who held my father's will. I would have shrunk back for the look in Uncles eyes, but Mr. Lawson stood straighter.  
 
    "You're joking," hissed my uncle. "My good-for-nothing brother twisted the law to give my inheritance to this girl? The rights to my father's land belong to me. To my son," he gestured to Kellen in the dark corner. 
 
    "I'm sorry, but before your brother and his wife died, they made all the proper arrangements to give everything they had to their daughter when she turns eighteen. Since she will not turn eighteen for over a year, you are listed only as caretaker until that day." He scooped up his long dark cloak and swung it around his shoulders. 
 
    "I'll fight it," Uncle said to my aunt before he turned back to Mr. Lawson. "You hear me? I will contest this." 
 
    Mr. Lawson tucked the rolled parchment under his arm and sighed, his eyes flicking to mine, before returning to my uncles. "There is nothing you can do. She has survived her parents, and so she inherits. They made the arrangements with the king and queen themselves." 
 
    Mr. Lawson stormed to the door of my father's old study. But Kellen reached out and grabbed his arm. "But what if she hadn't?" 
 
    "Hadn't. . .hadn't what?" 
 
    "Survived." 
 
    Mr. Lawson's eyes darted around the room briefly. No one said a word. I could hardly breathe myself. Mr. Lawson's shoulders slumped for the first time since we began the reading of my father's will. "Then your family would have it all." 
 
    Kellen clapped his hands together, a smile bursting onto his face in a way that made my skin crawl. Mr. Lawson's eyes darted around the room, his face growing grimmer. 
 
    "But mark my words," Mr. Lawson said suddenly, standing up even straighter. Filling the doorway. "If something happens to her short of an accident, I will know who to blame." 
 
    Uncle Ian shot forward, the sickly, fake smile he'd worn all day yesterday during the funeral plastered over his face. "Come, good man. We aren't ruffians. We'd never stoop so low. I'm offended you'd even think of such a thing. Kellen just asked a simple question. A curious question any young man would wonder." 
 
    Mr. Lawson looked again over at me and around at my uncle's family. "Forgive me, I didn't mean to imply anything." 
 
    Uncle Ian clapped the man on the back. "Of course not. Thank you for explaining our new roles so clearly. Kellen, see the gentleman out." Kellen shot his father a dark look before gesturing to the door and following Mr. Lawson out of the room. 
 
    The moment their footsteps faded away uncle whirled around, a snarl frozen on his face. His eyes landed on mine, and I shrunk back. "You, girl, go to your room and do not come out until dinner," Uncle spat. "We will not have you underfoot." 
 
     I'd learned quickly in the last week after my parent's death to stay out of their way. With a quick nod, I jumped up and shot out the door. I was only a few paces away, however, before I turned back. I crept back to the door. I was more than a little curious about what my uncle's response would be to the news that I was to inherit our small estate and not him. I wanted to hear what he would say with no audience to keep him in check. I leaned close enough to hear through the door, but not close enough to be seen.  
 
    I found my aunt, wailing. “You promised, Ian. You promised me this house. You promised me a life of ease. You promised me dresses and riches the same as anyone of consequence.” 
 
    “Shut it, Matilda,” he barked.  
 
    But my aunt wasn't done. “I can’t believe your own brother shot us in the foot like that. This house should be ours. His fortune––small compared to others, but better than nothing––should be ours. So selfish of him. So rude.” 
 
    “I know. Believe me, my dear. I have been fighting to get my father's estate my whole life. You're right, we've earned it, and I am not going to let it slip away.” 
 
    Aunt Matilda harrumphed. “Well, what are we going to do now? You saw the will.” 
 
    The silence in the room stretched long enough, I began to think he wasn’t going to answer her, but as I began to back away, his voice stopped me. It was bold, full of conviction, and dark. 
 
    “It’s obvious, my dear. We will simply have to accidentally kill her.” 
 
    I froze, small prickles rushed up my arms like an army of tiny spiders. Eyes wide, I slowly backed away from the room. The words, accidentally kill her, echoing in my head over and over. Once I was several doors away from what had once been a room I loved to visit every day, I lifted my long skirts, burst into a run, and ran until I found myself in the safety of my bedroom. I closed the door, twisted the lock, and for good measure, pushed a chair under the handle. 
 
    I tried all afternoon to get the words out of my head, but they haunted my every thought. Nothing took it away, not reading, embroidery, or watching the leaves flutter on the tree outside. All I wanted to do was run to my mother and curl up on her lap and cry, but I couldn't. I couldn't because someone had taken her away from me. Taken both of them in a way everyone else believed was a terrible accident, but I knew the truth––they'd been murdered. Murdered by an unknown villain, but I wondered if I now knew who did it.  
 
    And I lived with them. 
 
    I ate my dinner alone in my room and tried again to rid myself of the worry from that afternoon, but it wouldn't leave me alone.  
 
    "Fine," I shouted into the empty space of my room. "I'll think of a way to stop it." I had too. I would not let them kill me too. 
 
    I watched the sun set behind the mountains and tried to think about what I could do. My aunt and uncle had every right to run my family's house until I turned eighteen. That meant I had a year to survive. A year to think of a way to keep my home and my life. A year to live with people who did not want me. 
 
    Creak 
 
    I swallowed hard, my eyes darting to the door, and blew out my candle. The few servants we had walked with quick, deliberate steps. They didn't make slow creaking sounds. Those only came from slow, methodical steps. Steps I've only used in this house to play hide and seek. With careful footsteps of my own, I tiptoed to my door and made sure the chair felt tight under the knob. 
 
    Creak 
 
    I could feel my heartbeat in my throat. Slowly, I backed away, imagining my feet were pillows. They wouldn't try to kill me now. Today. Mr. Lawson would know. Mr. Lawson would take everything away from them. Wouldn't he? They couldn't risk that. 
 
    Creak 
 
    I backed up toward my bed. Maybe if they thought I wasn't in here, they would go away. I grabbed my robe off of my bed and retreated to the curtains by my window. Moonlight streamed through the third-story window, but I hoped the dense fabric would hide me if they forced their way inside. 
 
    Creak 
 
    I pulled the collar of my robe up to my mouth and pressed the soft fabric against my lips. I used to think that I didn't need help from anyone. Not even a magical being. Not a fairy, a forest nymph, a sorceress, or even a fairy godmother like I'd read about so many times in the fairy tale books Father had kept in his library. 
 
    I hadn't needed magic, because my life had felt like a fairytale. I didn't yearn for a chance to meet the prince of our small kingdom, as my friends did. I didn't beg for wishes from the town witch. I had liked my life in the small manor house on the edge of the woods. I'd loved my parents and my simple, carefree days. If it were up to me, every other girl in the kingdom could beg the stars for the magic of fairytales, but not me. Never me. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Creak 
 
    I swallowed hard, my eyes darted out the window, and my heart screamed for someone, anyone––magical, mystical, or not–– to come and free me. Save me. Rescue me. But of course, no one came. 
 
    The doorknob jiggled, and I pressed my robe harder against my mouth. No noise would escape from me. If they were coming to get me, I wouldn't make it easy for them. 
 
    "You're dead, cousin," came my cousin, Kellen's, voice from the other side of the door. "It is only a matter of time. You have nowhere to go, Jane. Nowhere to hide." 
 
    My insides froze. My throat felt like someone had punched it shut. I couldn't move. 
 
    I heard a shuffling sound at the door, and then confidant footsteps walking briskly away. Silence followed the footsteps, and slowly feeling came back to me. Ever so slowly, I looked around the curtain. There in the moonlight on the floor by the door sat a folded piece of parchment.  
 
    I approached it slowly as one would approach a sleeping snake. Trembling, I unfolded it. Only four words appeared on the parchment in spiky writing slightly smeared from his quill.  Four words were enough. 
 
    I will get you. 
 
    I dropped the note on the floor and raced to my bed. I yanked the covers off and darted behind my dressing screen. I bundled up in a ball there. It wasn't much of a hiding place, but it felt safer than staying in my bed. 
 
    I have a year to go, I thought. How in the world am I supposed to survive a year when they are already making threats.  
 
    A year was a very long time. Longer than I ever thought before.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2: Alexander 
 
      
 
    The familiar pungent smell of sweat combined with the clanging of swords overwhelmed me, and I took a step back from my new group of men in training, for a breather. Over fifty men fought scattered throughout the large practice fields near the castle. Some were almost ready to receive their knighthood, others far from it. 
 
    My two best soldiers, Ben and Lucas, stood alone close to the stables next to the practice fields, directly by the weapons tables. They circled each other slowly, teeth grit, eyes darting from shields to swords. Their stances wide, a sword gripped tight in each of their hands. Sizing each other up was unnecessary between my men and me, but I still insisted they did it before every bout. I didn't want them to forget that vital step when faced with a real opponent at a tournament or a border skirmish. 
 
    I walked their way, ready to take a break from the morning of training. My friends were always less stressful than a large group of new soldiers. Lucas didn't look over at my approach, but Ben did.  
 
    He gave me a slight nod of acknowledgment. "Prince Alexander." 
 
    I gestured for them to continue and leaned up against the weapons table. A slight breeze began to blow, and I unbuttoned my vest to welcome it. 
 
    "Ready to face a younger, stronger version of yourself, old man?" Lucas said, wiggling his eyebrows in Ben's direction. 
 
    "Don't let my graying hair fool you into thinking I'm weak." Ben kept his eyes on Lucas. Ben was not one who'd fall into a distraction that easily, Lucas should have known better. 
 
    Lucas took the first move. Ben parried his sword away and tried to hit Lucas on the head with his shield. A move he used quite often. Prepared for Ben’s customary move, Lucas easily avoided it. What he wasn’t ready for was Ben’s quick step forward. Ben knocked Lucas in the knees, making Lucas stumble. Lucas fell back hard into the dirt. 
 
    Ben punched the air with both hands. Laughing at Ben’s exaggeration of victory, I took a step forward, leaned down, and offered my hand to Lucas to help him up. “And that is why Ben is my bodyguard.” 
 
    Lucas swatted my hand away. “I could have beat him, sire.” 
 
    “I'm sure you will. Some day.” I offered my friend my hand again and this time he took it. Lucas was a good soldier, but no one could best Ben. 
 
    “Well, I can certainly beat you, Alexander,” Lucas teased once he stood back on his feet. I laughed. He was really asking for a beating today. 
 
    “Are you seriously tossing out a challenge to our prince?” Ben asked, shaking his head. “You know that’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of Prince Alexander’s skill.” Lucas tossed Ben his sword and picked up a mace. The one weapon he knew I hated. “But is my prince willing to take the challenge?” 
 
    I shook my head and rebuttoned my vest. Fine, if he wanted a beating, then that was exactly what I would give him. “How can I refuse? Ben, pick me a shield. We'll have ourselves a real bout.”  
 
    Lucas laughed and slammed his helmet back onto his head. He swung the mace in his hand, testing the weapon. I rolled my eyes and picked another mace off the table. I would rather fight with a sword any day, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t more than proficient with a mace. 
 
    A young maid slowly approached the field. She bowed, and I waved off Luca's scoff at the interruption and approached the young maid. “Sire, his Majesty and the queen request your presence immediately.” She bowed again, keeping her eyes on the grass, and slowly started to back away from the fence. Clearly, she was hopeful I'd respond quickly enough for her to leave. 
 
    I began pulling off my leather gloves. “You can tell them I am coming.” 
 
    She nodded quickly and darted away from the practice field. “Sorry,” I said, tossing Lucas the mace I'd been holding. “I have somewhere I have to go.” I nodded to Ben, who put down the shield he had picked out for me. 
 
    Lucas flipped the mace around, catching the handle in his other hand. “Sure, take the easy way out,” he teased. “A forfeit is still a win for me.” 
 
    I shook my head, always a bit hotheaded. What did he have in mind today? A death wish, clearly. “My father has summoned me. The king doesn’t like to wait. Under the circumstances, this is not a forfeit––it's a delay.” I tore off my gloves the rest of the way and walked to the opening in the fence. Ben followed me as usual. 
 
    “It's still an excuse. Don’t worry.” Lucas shrugged his shoulders and leaned against the table full of practice weapons. “I hereby accept your forfeit.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. I didn't need this from him. “I’m not forfeiting.” 
 
    I knew a summons by my parents couldn't be ignored but neither could I have one of my best friends think I would forfeit a match. What kind of confidence would that inspire in my men? Ben didn’t wait for my command but tossed me a shield. I caught it, strode over to Lucas, and yanked the mace out of his hand.  
 
    Grabbing a fistful of his shirt, I waited until he met my eye. “Better use your best moves first, Lucas. I expect this battle to end in half a minute.”  
 
    He only nodded before he lifted a mace and swung it at my head. I barely had time to block. He picked up a shield and got into a battle stance, but I didn't make him wait for me before returning his swing with one of my own. One thing I could always count on with Lucas was predictability. He only used a few different moves, and depending on what he started with, he would show me how to defeat him. He took a few steps back as if considering his options 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a few of my men stop and come over to the fence to watch. I shook my head. If Lucas weren't my friend, I wouldn't have given in to his challenge. I raised my mace, and so did he. 
 
    A few seconds in and I had him, though I wasn't about to tell him that. I calculated his next couple of moves. I wanted to make sure I took him out when it would best serve me. He moved left. I moved right. He moved right. I moved back. The crack of the mace on my shield dead center told me everything I needed to know.  
 
    I faked to the far right and ducked low when he swung his mace to the right, but he put too much force into his swing with nothing to stop its momentum. I knew he expected me to return his attack as I had been doing, but instead, I circled around. He stumbled and tried to regain his control. I kicked his legs out from under him, and he fell hard in the dirt on his side.  
 
    I placed my mace on his chest. “Yield?” 
 
    He huffed, a flicker of anger in his eyes that quickly softened. “Yes, sire.” 
 
    “Good.” I offered him a hand and pulled him onto his feet, but I didn't let him go. I didn't need more of my men to follow his example. I fixed him with a hard look until he squirmed a little. 
 
     “A prince never forfeits.”  
 
    The men gathered by the fence began to clap, and I raised my hand in acknowledgment. I tossed my shield over to Ben and put the mace back on the table. 
 
    “But he’ll accept a rematch, right?” Lucas said as he tossed his mace back on the table, his face full of mirth. 
 
    I laughed. “Of course, someone has to keep you in line. But it will have to wait.”  
 
    With a nod at Ben, I headed back to the castle. Ben followed a few steps behind, his eyes always on the lookout for trouble. I told him we had no need on the castle grounds, but he didn’t agree. In his opinion, always keeping alert was the only sure way not to get ambushed. 
 
    In moments we were at my father's study door. It stood half-open. My mother paced inside by the window, her favorite lilac fan tapping against her fingers. “Ah, there you are.” She walked stately across the room and gave me one of her soft hugs. One that wouldn’t mess up her dress. She gently pulled me inside the room and shut the door behind us. 
 
    She stepped back far enough to look me up and down. “Alexander. I’m not going to pretend that I don’t have something important to speak to you about by indulging in small talk or commenting on your appearance." Her eyes darted to my rumpled shirt and gloves sticking out of my waistband. She moved closer to my father's desk. "We’ve made a decision, and it is time we told you about it.”  
 
    I didn’t like the sound of this. Mother had been busy with some secret project for over a month. If she’d spent that much time on it, whatever she'd planned wasn't some tiny thing. It was a big thing. A big thing I now feared I wouldn't like at all. 
 
    I looked to my father, but he kept his pen on his papers. The ink was all shiny in the light from the window, which proved how much he was keeping his head down and on his work. Great! This was not a good sign. He only kept his head down like that when he didn’t want to see the look on my face because of one of Mother's extravagant plans.  
 
    I sat down in one of the plush chairs across from Father's desk. “Concerning?” 
 
    “You.” She took the chair across from me and reached over to put a hand on the armrest of my chair. “My son. It is time we found you a wife.” 
 
    “A what?” I felt like she’d stuck me in the chest with a mace. “What do you mean by 'we'?” 
 
    “We’ve come up with an ingenious plan." She gestured to my father and herself. "The best plan ever to find you your perfect bride." She smiled, her eyes dreamy. I fought the urge to burst from the room. 
 
    “You need a plan to find me a wife?” My parents had married for love. I assumed they would wait for me to find that as well. Sure, I hadn't been actively looking for a bride, but I just assumed when the time was right, we'd meet. That love would find a way to come forth during a regular day. 
 
    “Yes, son.” She put her hand on my knee. “We need a good strong marriage alliance with a country that will help us become stronger. A country like Tovare. But I refuse for you not to have a happy marriage like your father and me. And so, I am arranging a way for you to find the love of your life, but quickly. Instead of simply arranging you a marriage.” 
 
    Every word she said on that matter filled me with dread. How could any scheme that had been intricately plotted out, make a man and woman fall in love? Out of respect for my mother, I said nothing, but did they honestly believe I’d go along with whatever they were insanely plotting? 
 
    “We are inviting thirty princesses to the castle to present themselves to you tomorrow." 
 
    I balked, stood up, and moved several feet away. Had she lost her mind? Thirty girls. That had to be any and every princess from every country who could travel here in a month's time. 
 
    Her lips pursed, but she continued anyway. "We wanted to give you options. A few of the girls are sisters, and I'm all for giving them each a fair chance, though you should probably look a little more at those who are the eldest in their families." 
 
    Okay, so maybe not every country. But still, I couldn't imagine trying to get to know thirty princesses at the same time, let alone fall in love with any of them. My parents were mad. My mother had clearly lost her mind. 
 
    Mother came over to me and pushed me back toward the chair I'd vacated. She waited until I sat back down before continuing. "My son, this whole ordeal is very simple. You’ll spend time with each girl, and slowly, we will weed out the ones who you do not like. In three weeks, we’ll have a ball, where you will announce your engagement to the princess of your choice.” She finished this all very quickly, a bright smile on her face. 
 
    I couldn’t believe this. My parents weren't merely mad, they were beyond insane. I shot to my feet. “You’re joking! Please tell me you haven't lost your minds but are simply trying to see if you could make me sweat. Mission accomplished. You won, I'm sweating.” 
 
    "Why would I joke about something this important?" The stern look on my mother's face told me two things: one, any argument on my part would be seen as treason with the same punishment as that of a spy infiltrating the castle, and two, I was not getting out of this. I looked to my father, who sat across the room. He continued with his papers, not looking our way. He was not a cowardly king––the battle wounds on his body were proof. Yet, he would not look me in the eye during this whole interview. 
 
    Mother folded her arms and took a step closer to me. "Alexander, it is your duty and honor to make sure our royal line continues. It is your duty to make sure our alliances are strong. It is your duty to follow the commands of the king and queen. You are going to do this." 
 
    I fell back into the ornate chair next to my father's desk and desperately tried to come up with a plea that my mother would hear. But she was not like my soldiers who would stand at my command or risk their lives for me. A prince could count on their answer. But with my mother? I had no clue what to do. 
 
    She sat across from me, a small huff escaping her. At least she noticed my less than enthused response. What did she think I’d say? Yes, please, marry me off to a stranger for the sake of our kingdom. Oh but only after you put me through some mad game. Who cares that the game would make it nearly impossible to find out if I really liked her?  
 
    I tapped my fingers against the arm of the chair. I already knew I held no hope in winning the argument. If she had everything already arranged for tomorrow, there wasn’t much time to change things, but I still had to try. 
 
    I took a deep breath in an attempt to calm my voice. “Mother, I know a marriage alliance is. . .a great strategy.”  
 
    She nodded, her smile brightening. 
 
    “And while I appreciate your consideration for my happiness in the matter, I can't condone this plan of yours. Finding me a wife shouldn't take a contest. It shouldn't have a deadline. I'm only twenty years old.” 
 
    Mother pressed her lips together, a sure sign I’d said exactly the wrong thing. “Alexander, we are not doing this to torture you. We are helping you, guiding you to a path that will benefit both you and our small country. We need all the help we can get. An alliance between our small land and any of our neighbors by the strongest bond possible is necessary for our future.” 
 
    I looked to my father again, who finally set down his pen. He laced his fingers together, crinkling his nose to wiggle his mustache. “Son, this is going to happen. The princesses arrive tomorrow. Your mother and I put off telling you until now because we knew you would oppose the idea, but our country needs this, and as the prince, we expect you to oblige our wishes and do your duty.” 
 
    I had no allies. “So, you expect me to stand there with a smile on my face and pretend I am happy with this plan.” 
 
    “Yes,” said my mother. “It is your duty. Frowning about it will do you no good. We hope to help you find love, my dear, but you are going to have to try and find it as well. If you do, everyone will end up happy.” 
 
    I sincerely doubted it. I clenched my fists in an effort to hold in everything I wanted to yell back at them. My father came around from his desk and stood before me. 
 
    “What would you have us do, son? How could we help you accept this?” My father asked in a way that made me uncertain of his sincerity. He doubted as much as I did that I could change any part of my mother’s plan. His offer was more of a plea to let any of my own arguments go. But he’d given me a tiny bit of a lifeline, and I wasn’t about to let it go. 
 
    I sighed, fingering the hilt of my sword. But I had no plan. No time to prepare a counteroffer. “I don’t know. I wish I had a say. A choice of my own in this plan.” 
 
    The king nodded. “Well, why not?”  
 
    Mother and I both turned to the king. He leaned back against his large desk, a smile of his own forming on his face in a way I did not like. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t Alexander add someone he trusts into the mix. It would bring our confirmed girls up to an uneven thirty-one, but if he would rest easier knowing that one woman in the mix was of his choice, I don’t see why not.” 
 
    Mother’s jaw slowly fell open. “But. . . We’ve spent weeks. Planning the events, vetting, families, choosing the girls that we felt he would like, from countries we know will aid ours.” 
 
    My father stood straight in a soldier's stance, effectively cutting off what else my mother had wanted to add. Did I dare hope? I watched him straighten his crown and his doublet. A sure sign he was about to make an official declaration. Not that we needed that right now, but my mother would accept whatever he said this way. 
 
    “I do believe he deserves a say. Alexander, if you can find one woman of your own choice and have her here by mid-morning tomorrow, you may add her to the queue. But if you can't, you will not utter one more complaint to either your mother or me. Is that understood?” 
 
    It wasn’t anything close to what I hoped for, but I knew our conversation was over. My father stood with his arms folded, his face set. He'd made his decision. He knew I probably couldn’t find a princess of my own to bring to this ridiculous party by tomorrow. It only looked as though he was being generous, while instead ensuring my mother's plan would move forward. 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. “Looks like I have no choice.” I turned to go but stopped at the sound of my father clearing his throat. 
 
    Clenching my fists, I turned back around and offered them both a bow. My father nodded in approval, and calmly I walked from the room. Ben stood to attention when I strode into the hall. My face must have said it all. His eyes widened, but he did not open his mouth. Good. I was in no mood to answer questions. He silently fell into step behind me. 
 
    We walked straight to my room, but the moment I arrived there I knew it was the last place I wanted to be. Stuck between four walls like a cage. Trapped, like I was in this ridiculous plan. I liked Ben. He was a good bodyguard, but I also did not need his shadow trailing around me while I trod holes in the carpet. I nodded at him to let him know he was excused and made to close my door. 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, barely keeping that one word from becoming a bark. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    Yes! I wanted to scream at him. Tell my parents they’ve come up with the worst idea I’ve ever heard of. Tell them to rethink their whole plan to build an alliance. Yes, tell them they are more than a little crazy! 
 
    I took a deep breath. “No, thank you. Just remain at your station this evening.” 
 
    He gave one courteous nod before I closed the door. I stood for a moment before ripping off all my armor and tossing it onto my bed. I began pacing in front of the fire. My greyhound raised his head from his place near the fire and yawned but otherwise ignored my antics. Jagger must have gotten used to my pacing. I gave him a pat on the head before I continued with my pacing. I tossed my vest on my bed and unbuttoned my shirt around my neck. 
 
    My father might have felt like he’d given me a way to tweak what was about to happen, but no. I had no girl I could ask to come to this insane contest. No woman who I trusted or liked enough, as my father said, “to throw into the mix.” He knew that. His statement had been only to appease my mother and me. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt as if I was suffocating. I unbuttoned a few more of my shirt buttons. When that didn’t help, I yanked open my balcony doors. A blast of cold air hit me, giving me the ease to breathe deeper. Thick, dark clouds were forming on the horizon as the sun began to set in the distance. If I sat here in this room right now, I’d drive myself crazy. 
 
    I whistled to my Jagger, and his head popped back up. “Let’s get out of here Jagger. If we’re lucky, we’ll get to fight off a wolf or a wild boar with huge tusks.” Perhaps doing so would allow me to get through the night. 
 
    I tore open my door to find Ben sitting in the hall, sharpening his sword. At the sound of my door opening, he jumped to attention.  
 
    With a huff, I shook my head. “I’m only taking Jagger out. No need to follow.” 
 
     I knew it was his job, but I couldn't stand being near people tonight. I wanted to run until I couldn’t breathe or fight a black bear with my weaponless hands. Not talk to people. Not deal with a shadow haunting my back, feeling like an iron tether around my foot.  
 
    I needed to feel free.  
 
    Something in my face must have told him I was in no mood to argue because he simply sat back down and offered me a deep nod. 
 
    I felt the first moment of relief since I'd walked into my father's study that afternoon, fill a tiny pocket of my chest. I nodded back before I stormed down the hall with Jagger following close behind me. If Ben thought I was only taking him outside for a bit, I just might have a chance to really feel free. I raced through the halls, increasing my speed until I burst out into the night air. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3: Jane 
 
      
 
    A picnic seemed like an innocent thing for most people. Usually, it consisted of a family or couple enjoying the fresh air while they dined out of a woven basket. But if I had learned anything in the last eleven months since my parents passed away, nothing was as innocent as my aunt and uncle made it seem. Not a new room assignment in my own home, not gathering water from our well, or taking a carriage ride. Each one of those "innocent" things had led to an attempt on my life. This suggestion held the same feeling.  
 
    Shivers ran up my arms the moment I climbed into the carriage with my aunt, uncle, and cousin. Kellen and Uncle Ian kept looking at me in turns while Aunt Matilda ignored me completely. I had that feeling of adrenalin mixed with gut cramps that began to twist in my stomach. Tiny prickles raced up my arms when the carriage finally stopped, not at a nice park but a small empty field. The grass stood overgrown and was starting to yellow from lack of moisture. Tall aspen trees fluttered in the wind all around the small field. 
 
    “Everyone out,” Aunt Matilda said before hopping out herself. She still wouldn’t look at me. That wasn’t a good sign. She might not want me around, but she herself was no killer. If she couldn’t bring herself to look me in the eye, then this wasn’t an ordinary picnic, as I suspected.  
 
    I stepped from the carriage and tried to find a place where someone could see me. Anyone. It honestly didn’t matter who. My uncle and his family may be determined to kill me, but they wanted it to look like an accident. If there were witnesses, their treachery couldn't be explained away as an accident. If even one person stood near enough, they couldn't enact whatever plan they had come up with this time. 
 
    The wind began to blow colder than expected. I rubbed my arms. Dark clouds swirled up overhead, adding to the ominous feeling. Matilda waited until Kellen and Uncle Ian both exited the carriage before she turned and climbed back inside. Her eyes flicked to mine for a flash of a moment before she stuck her nose up in the air and closed the door. The carriage immediately,  moved out, leaving me alone with the men. 
 
    Whipping around, I started to back away from my uncle, who stood surveying the clearing, his overly large fists on his hips. Kellen was rummaging in a large picnic basket. A basket I doubted held any food. Prickles sped back up my arms and made my throat constrict until I felt as if they had already put their hands around it. I gasped and swallowed hard in an attempt to rid myself of that feeling. I had to stay calm. I backed up a step, but I had nowhere to hide. 
 
    Kellen smirked at me and began pulling out various weapons from inside the basket. 
 
    Uncle turned to him and began to examine the weapons as well, but he didn't look my way at all. He raised a dagger that glinted in the light and tested its point. I recoiled and slowly started to move close to the tree line. 
 
    “You know Kellen and I have had a lot of fun playing cat and mouse with you these last several months," he called out, putting the dagger down and picking up an arrow instead. "I felt like we had the time to err on the side of caution, but the time for that has run out. We can't afford to be so careful anymore. There is too much at stake for us. There are things you don't understand, and never will.”  
 
    I took a few more steps away from them. “What do you mean, 'time has run out'?” 
 
    Kellen scoffed, his blond hair falling into his eyes in a way that made other women swoon, but I knew better than to think that action attractive.  “You think we are going to sit here and let you inherit our home in a month's time.” 
 
    “Your home?” I spat.  
 
    Kellen whispered something to his father, ignoring me completely while he buckled on his quiver and picked up his bow. He strung his bow and tested it. His creepy smile growing. 
 
    Uncle glanced at me. “Yes, our home. The home my son will inherit from me, as I should have inherited it from my father or my dead brother.” Uncle stuffed a handful of arrows into Kellen's hand before he closed the basket and took a few steps back toward the road. 
 
    Kellen finished with his bow, and finally, he looked me right in the eye. “Now, Janie-cat shooting you where you stand is too easy. I’ve got to make this look like a hunting accident after all, or else we lose what we are working for.”  
 
    Uncle Ian nodded darkly up by the road and folded his arms. He had is own quiver and bow but he didn't look ready to hunt. His dark eyes darted between me and Kellen, a smile growing larger on his face. How could he simply stand there and watch this? How could he encourage the kind of sick game? 
 
    Kellen raised the bow and nocked an arrow. “I’ll give you a fighting chance, Janie-cat. You have until the count of ten.” 
 
    I knew better than to question him, or to beg. Without a moment's hesitation, I turned and ran for the small amount of safety the trees could provide. 
 
    He laughed, “Thanks for the challenge, cousin. I expected you to head for the city.” With that, he didn’t say another word. Only the breath of the wind disrupted the silence. He became the hunter, and I the hunted. I ran hard; my heart beat out of sink with the pounding of my feet. 
 
    An arrow whizzed by my head and embedded itself in a tree. My heart hammered in my chest so hard it nearly propelled me into the ground. No. Please no. Not when my birthday was so close. I only had a few weeks left. I felt the unbidden tears prick my eyes, and I darted behind a thicker evergreen tree to catch my breath.  
 
    Kellen laughed and raised his voice to nearly a screaming point. “Yes, Father, I do believe it was a deer I saw. Though it is quite dark, with the storm clouds, I can’t be completely sure.” I heard the string tighten on his bow again, and I knew this was quickly becoming more than simply dangerous. They weren’t taking one miss as a sign to give up like before. I turned and ran sharply left, maybe he was top distracted by his loud ruse to notice. 
 
    "She dies today. I will not have you mess up this time," Uncle Ian called lightly on the breeze. 
 
    "Come back, Janie-cat!" yelled Kellen. 
 
    I could barely hear his voice, but it hit me hard all the same. My gut churned into a tighter knot, and I slowed my steps enough to make less noise. I didn’t need to draw their attention. A murder while hunting, was an accident if the person who received the shot couldn’t say otherwise. I turned sharply again. I had to get out of there. I might I get away if I didn’t break a branch or something to draw their notice to my movements. 
 
    Careful about my steps, I made my way down a small decline and began to pray that the churning clouds really would storm. Maybe if it started to pour rain, Kellen and Ian would agree to try again another day. Not that I was going to give them the chance. I had to run away now. I knew I had nowhere to go and nothing to my name but I wouldn’t return to my house until I could show up with an armed guard and legally kick them out. They had grown too dangerous for me to stick around only to be killed in my sleep next time. 
 
    An ear-ringing crack of thunder answered my prayer for rain, and I picked up my pace. I had only moved a few feet more when a stick snapped under my foot. Gritting my teeth, I stood still. An arrow flew past me and hit a tree a little to my left. I swallowed my scream and ran, sharply right, no longer caring if I made a lot of noise. He was tracking me in the forest, and I needed speed. The wind picked up, whipping my long skirts, so I gathered them into my arms as the first drops of rain fell. I knew it was unladylike to hold my skirts above my knees, but I didn't care. 
 
    “Don’t think a little rain will stop me!” yelled Kellen, but his voice sounded farther away  than before and more to my left. Run, I told myself. Run until you can’t breathe anymore. The sound of other arrows hitting random trees echoed in the dark, but they were nowhere near me. He did not know which way I went. A tiny thrill shot through my chest, but still I ran hard. 
 
    The rain began to fall faster as the forest plunged into darkness, and I slowed to a jog, my breaths coming in heavy gasps, my sides in agony. I began to stumble often and I crawled over fallen logs that I could hardly see. My dress and hair soaked with mud and leaves weighted me down, and I began to shiver as the light faded away completely.  
 
    I hadn’t felt the cold before, but now it sunk in into my skin as I was forced to slow down. I leaned against a tree, slick with cold water and moss, it only added to my chill. I hugged my arms tight to my chest. If I didn’t find shelter, my “family” might just succeed in their deadly plot. 
 
    I waited until my breathing returned to normal, and the burning in my sides abated a bit. I peered through the darkness but could hardly see my own hands in front of my face. The cold wind blew with a sharp, icy edge, and I rubbed my arms vigorously. I knew if I stayed by that tree, I’d probably die of cold. I had to find a way to escape the wind. I forced my exhausted legs to move. Feet numb, I continued awkwardly forward. Hopefully, I would somehow stumble into a cave. 
 
    The sound of a growl through the blackness brought me up short. New adrenaline pumped through my limbs. My heart hammered in my throat again. I took off running. Images of wolves with long, glinting teeth and strings of saliva filled my head. 
 
    “What is it, boy?” I heard a man shout through the rain. What kind of man brought his dog out in a torrential rainstorm? Not a good one, I wagered. He was probably a bandit or worse. I tried to run faster, but my already fatigued limbs would not allow it. My feet slipped on the creamed mud. One foot slid right into a deep, sloshy bit, and it sucked my foot in. My balance faltered, and I fell facedown in the mud. 
 
    “Jagger, is it a raccoon?” He called to his dog again. 
 
    I pushed myself up on my arms just in time to find the tongue of a big dog panting in front of my face. His hot breath warmed my frozen cheeks. I gulped. 
 
    “Hold, boy. That’s a person,” shouted the man through the rain. "Hold on, I got you." 
 
    Hands wrapped around my arms, and I was yanked me out of the mud with an odd sucking sound. I screamed and tried to pull myself out of this strangers grasp.  
 
    “Stop, stop. I’m trying to help you," he said, steadying me on my feet.  
 
    Help me? Rain fell between us, but in the darkness, I couldn’t tell if he was speaking the truth. Why would a strange man help me? 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, turning out of his grasp and backing up a step so I could run off into the woods again.  
 
    “No, you are not.” He reached for me again, but I moved out of his reach. He let his hand fall. "Are you hurt?" 
 
    “Please, sir, don’t. Let me go. I have nothing. I swear it," my lips trembled. I bit them to keep the cry at bay. Please, I begged the universe. Don't let me stumble into a situation even worse than the one I just escaped.  
 
    “I believe you." He put his hands up, but I could barely see them in the darkness. "I’m not trying to rob you or anything else you might be imagining. Please, let me help you. I know a cave, not far. We can get out of the rain.” He paused, probably trying to find my eyes in the darkness. “Let me help you.” 
 
    The cold seeped deeper into my bones, causing a shiver to run up and down my frozen body. I knew I had to give this man and his cave a chance or die alone in the rain. I didn’t like trusting him, even a little. But I had no choice.  
 
    I wrapped my arms tightly around my chest. “Okay, but keep your distance.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lady. It’s this way.” He moved around me and off to the left. I followed his dark form into the night while his dog darted back and forth between the two of us. He sniffed my elbows and darted off to sniff his master's hands. 
 
    Several minutes later, he stopped. “Duck your head, okay? This cave isn't very big.” He held out his hand to me, and I shook my head. A small huff of air escaped him, but he nodded and ducked into what had to be a cave. I felt for the top of the opening with my hands. It was almost level with my head and made of rough rock. I felt for the edges but couldn't feel them for the length of my arms. Gearing up the last of my courage, I followed the stranger inside. 
 
     Bending, I moved slowly into the cave and breathed out a small breath of relief at the end of the incessant rain. Outside it fell as hard as ever, but if a cave of rough rock were huggable, I would have hugged it for the small relief it gave me. 
 
    "Come on, Jagger," the man said with a short whistle. 
 
    The dog bounded in right behind me. I scooted away and ran into the side of the cave. I sunk down and hoped this stranger was trustworthy. I hugged my arms tighter to my chest. If he had only brought me in here to kill me, I didn’t have a fighting chance. He shuffled around for a minute, and before I knew it had a spark on an already built pile of kindling.  
 
    “The sentries use this cave in emergencies––lucky for us, they always leave kindling prepared for a swift fire.” As the flames grew, I could finally see his face and was shocked to find him a young man, not a harsh gray-haired brute with scars all over his features and a dagger in his teeth. His blue eyes looked toward me, and he smiled. “I won’t hurt you. I swear it, but you need to come as close as you can to the fire, or you'll freeze.” 
 
    I looked around the small cave. The opening was short, but the mouth was wide. The fire sat right next to the mouth of the cave, only just out of reach of the rain. The man sat across from me on the opposite side of the fire. I supposed I'd have a fighting chance if I felt warmer. I scooted forward until I felt warmth hit my feet. Welcoming the warmth that spread to my shivering form, I scooted forward a couple more inches. After several minutes of silence, my heart calmed down enough to realize that maybe he was being sincere and did not mean me any harm. A concept I hardly remembered. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 
    He smiled and leaned back on his elbow stroking his dog's wet head. Just that gesture alone made my stomach unclench a bit. He raised his eyes to mine, and his smile grew. He was probably trying not to laugh at me. My dress was caked with mud, and water still dripped from messy tendrils of my hair onto my face. He was wet too, but his clothes still looked mostly clean. 
 
    He put his hand out to the fire. “My pleasure. Though I hope you will allow me to ask why you were out in the rain to begin with.?” 
 
    I sighed. “It wasn’t by my own choice if that's what you mean.” 
 
    “Someone forced you outside? In this?” His thumb gestured to the rain pouring outside the mouth of the cave. His gaze darted into the night for an instant before he forced his face to look calm again. "I have a hard time believing that." 
 
    I bit my lip and held my fingers closer to the flames. “If they hadn't become so insistent on killing me, I wouldn’t have run away in the rain.” 
 
    “Wait,” he said, shaking his head, his dark hair whipping rainwater into the fire. He sat up straighter. “Who is trying to kill you? What do you mean by insistent?” 
 
    I really shouldn’t have brought that up. I shrugged and looked back at the fire, but I could feel his gaze on me. I turned back to find his eyes looking directly at mine. They were not hard, but he stared at me with an intensity I did not understand.  
 
    “Who is trying to kill you?” he asked again. 
 
    I sighed. “It's no big deal. They’ve tried and failed plenty of times already, and this time I’ll stay away so they don’t have another chance.” 
 
    “Another chance? Hold on a second. Someone has tried to kill you before today?” He looked shocked, as if such things didn’t often happen.  
 
    I supposed they usually didn't. Judging from the niceness of his clothes, he had to come from the upper class. I looked down at my raggedy, mud-covered dress. As far as I knew, we were from two completely different worlds. I looked up to find him still staring at me and nodded in answer to his question. 
 
    He leaned forward slightly across the fire. “How many times?” 
 
    I kept my eyes on my skirts. I didn’t know if I wanted to see his reaction. It wasn't his business anyway. Besides he probably expected a regular answer like, only once, my situation defiantly wasn't normal. "It doesn't matter." 
 
    "Yes, it does." He lifted his hand as though he wanted to reach out to me but dropped it again––the blaze of the fire blocking his path. "I can't believe this has been happening in my kingdom. Please, I'd like to know." 
 
    I swallowed hard and reached down to rub my muddy shoes. A little feeling was beginning to come back to my feet. I looked back at him, and he nodded at me his eyes still asking questions for him.  
 
    I sighed. “Eleven. Today was attempt eleven. At first, I think they thought of it as a game, but not anymore." 
 
    “Do you live with bandits?” He asked, his eyes pinching together. 
 
    I laughed. A full gut-laugh, with tears mixing in to make it more of an ugly cry than I meant it to. I turned away and buried my face in my arms so he couldn’t see my face. “If only. Look, I don’t need to divulge all my problems. Thank you for helping me. And if you know a camp of bandits who are looking for more members, by all means, please point me in their direction.” 
 
    I peered back at him, hoping he would realize I was only joking. I had no intention of joining a group of bandits and causing terror in my town. A slight raise in the corner of his mouth let me know he had caught the jest. And a tiny bit of my stomach loosened a bit more. 
 
    He shook his head. “You are a strange puzzle, my lady.” 
 
    “What about you, sir? You’re out in the rain alone too.” Time to turn the conversation away from myself. 
 
    He nodded, a frown forming on his face. “I simply had a bad day too. Nothing compared to yours.” He held up his hands as if awarding me some kind of victory. “My parents only want to arrange my marriage, and I’d rather they didn’t. Of course, they won't listen to me.” 
 
    I unclenched my fists and held my palms out to the fire. “Parents don’t always make the best choices for us. I understand that, believe me. So you’re running away too?” 
 
     He shook his head and tossed a stick into the fire. “Hardly. A prince can’t really run away from his problems.” 
 
    My jaw fell open. He was the prince. And I had just insulted our king and queen. How could I have missed that fact? My parents were well enough off, but they weren't nobility, and so I had never met him in person. I never sought the company of those above my station, so how could I have known. That excuse felt right. I also noted that in his soggy state without any armor or a flowing cape, he didn’t look much like a prince. 
 
    “I. . . I’m so sorry. . . I didn’t mean to. . .”  
 
    He waved away what ever I was going to mumble. 
 
    “Don’t, please, your candor is refreshing. For now, in this cave, while we are both wet and miserable, please think of me as Alex, nothing more.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I was supposed to politely agree or politely refuse. Having no background knowledge from which to draw, I decided to honor his wishes. That, after all, sounded like the best way to respect the prince. 
 
    “I’m Jane.” I wadded my wet skirts with my hands. Was I supposed to offer him my hand? I had no idea. 
 
    “Not, Lady Jane?” he asked his eyebrows raising.  
 
    “No. Just Jane. A simple girl who only wants to make it to her next birthday.” 
 
    “Yes, speaking of which, will you tell me more about your problem?” He moved so his other side faced the fire. His back was more to me, and he looked out at the rain. Probably to dry his other side, but I couldn’t help but feel that he didn’t want to be anywhere near me. Figures, I wasn't a princess or a noble lady, so I didn't deserve any of his time. He probably only wanted to know my story to fill the time. 
 
    “As you wish, your highness or––er Alex.” I knew quite well that not holding the title of a Lady or Princess meant I really shouldn't call him Alex, but I didn't want to be rude by denying his harmless wish either. 
 
    I shifted to let more of the fire's warmth hit my own side. “My parents were murdered several months ago. Before they passed away, they changed their will so that I would inherit our small estate on my eighteenth birthday. My father's brother, my uncle, however, is beyond livid at this prospect, and they have been trying to accidentally take my life, so they can have the estate instead. That's it, plain and simple.” 
 
    He didn't immediately reply, but when he did, his voice sounded careful as if he was holding back what he really wanted to say. “That’s horrible. What are you going to do?” He turned completely so his back faced the fire. I followed his example as well and sighed as the warmth hit my back. 
 
    “I only have four weeks left until my birthday, and I hope that on that day, I can return to my home. Perhaps with help, and kick them out. Honestly, that is the only choice I have left.” 
 
    “Do you have any witnesses to their crimes or anything we can use against them now?” 
 
    We? I noted the we but quickly chose to ignore it. Probably a slip of the tongue. “No, they have been very cautious and thus unsuccessful in actually killing me. You’d have to be their most trusted friend in the whole world to get them to tell you anything.” I laughed. “I’d love that, a spy who'd infiltrate their world and gain access to their confidences only to upend their whole plan in the end. But such things only happen in books.” 
 
    Alex snapped his fingers. I turned to find him on his hands and knees, facing me across the fire. His eyes were wide and a huge smile formed on his face. “I have the best idea, Jane.” Alex jumped up and started pacing the small confines of the cave. “The answer to both of our problems.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I had no idea what he was getting at. 
 
    He pointed at me. “You can be my decoy.” 
 
    His what? “Your highness, You are not making any sense.” 
 
    “I know.” He turned and sat down right next to me. I scooted away, hugging my arms around my chest. Jagger got up and sat right at our feet too. As if making sure we knew he was a part of this. 
 
    “Just hear me out. You need to go somewhere. To hide anywhere but at home for a few weeks. Right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, drawing out the word. 
 
    “And I need someone on my side. Listen, my parents invited thirty princesses to meet me tomorrow and are planning to put us all through some kind of process of elimination test, until I find the girl of my dreams. I don’t see how that's possible. But I have to pick someone in the end. If you came and I don’t find the woman I want to marry, I could choose you.” 
 
    “What?” Heat instantly raced into my cheeks, and I backed away another few inches. 
 
    “I'm sorry. That came out wrong. Let me finish. My father gave me permission to bring one person into this insanity. If I picked you, they would never allow me to marry you because you are not a princess, and that is what they want. A marriage that ties me to another country.” 
 
    “Oh,” I finally caught on. “And then you wouldn’t have to marry any of them either and could get out of the crazy situation.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers. “Exactly. I’ll protect you, and you protect me. Your family would never look for you at the castle. Sure, they will check the town and probably the port but never the castle. It's the safest place for you.” 
 
    That's for sure. “That makes so much sense it's almost scary. But wouldn't they simply make you choose one of the other girls?” 
 
    "I doubt it. As much as my mother wants me to choose a bride, she also says she wants me to find love. If I've eliminated all of the other girls, how could I love any of them? This will work. I know it." 
 
    "You're right, I guess." I didn't know his mother, but he seemed so sure. 
 
    “So you’ll do it?” His face resembled my father's when he found out our cook was making his favorite berry tarts. 
 
    “Ah. . .” I looked down at my soggy state and weighed my options. I could try going it alone with no money, no friends, and no help––or I could take his offer. It felt like the most insane thing to do, but I really didn’t have much choice in the matter. 
 
    "Couldn't I get arrested for impersonating a princess? Don't they know all of the princesses in the surrounding countries." 
 
    He nodded. "True." Then he snapped his fingers again. "Father said I could bring someone; he never said she had to be a princess. You can be a noble lady. There are too many of them to keep them all straight. We could have been friends forever. Regardless, we are friends now. Please, I know this is a strange request, but this will work. I know it. The fact that you are not a noble or a princess is vital if I end up needing to choose you as my decoy." 
 
    I couldn't believe that I was actually considering his offer. Before my aunt and uncle took over my life, I'd had a friend who was a noble lady. Trinity always felt so much more dignified than myself. Could I pull this off? "Do you think we will really get away with this?" 
 
    "Yes. Besides, it's the best plan we have. Please say you'll do it?" He looked at me with such desperation in his eyes. He wasn't forcing or demanding, and it wasn't as if he was offering me nothing in return. The castle really was the last place they would ever look for me. I felt my worry fade into the background. I didn't have to run to who-knows-where or live in the forest for weeks if I agreed to this. I swallowed hard. 
 
    He waited patiently while I thought about it. Finally, I nodded. "This plan is crazy, but I'll do it." I stuck out my hand. 
 
    His hand wrapped around mine, and he shook it gently, yet firm. I could feel the callouses on his hand, which must have come from sword fighting. "Crazy or not, you won't regret this," he said, letting my hand go. 
 
    I tucked my hand back around my own waist and nodded. I knew better than to trust his word on that. I had a feeling I probably would regret this, but I had no better options. I had no fairy godmother or tree nymph to save me. I had only myself and this prince's offer. I knew what I had to do. 
 
    “We have lots to do before tomorrow morning. For this to work, we are going to need to stop at a friend's house. We better leave soon.” He looked out the cave’s opening. “It’s still drizzling,” he said, his excitement fading from his face. 
 
    I stood. Hopefully, this friend of his would have some dry clothes and some food. “So, what’s a little rain?” I asked, gesturing to my already ruined dress. 
 
    His smile grew, making the corners of his eyes crease. He jumped to his feet and extended his hand. “Then may I have the honor of escorting you out?” 
 
    I looked at his extended hand. “Is this how you talk to everyone?” 
 
    “Basically, so you’d better get used to it if you’re going to fit in.” 
 
    I took a deep breath before I forced a smile to my face. Ignoring his hand, I swept him a curtsy.  “The honor is all mine, my prince.”  
 
    He laughed and offered me his hand again. "Let's go." 
 
    I felt my gut clench. I knew he probably wouldn't hurt me, but the last year had taught me that no man could really be trusted. He let his hand drop, but his smile remained. He whistled to Jagger and nodded toward the entrance of the cave. He kicked some dirt onto the fire, and the three of us left the warmth of the small cave.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4: Jane 
 
      
 
    The rain finally stopped once we entered the city. The clouds cleared enough for me to study the young man walking by my side. He stood a whole head taller than me. He didn’t act how I thought a prince would act. Didn’t demand we send for horses. Or balk at the chance to help me over a soggy log. He simply reached out his hand and offered me a smile.  
 
    I knew I shouldn't, but I couldn’t help but begin to count myself lucky he’d found me in the woods instead of a bandit or a rough sailor. His plan was beyond insane but if it would keep me away from my uncles family and not living in a hole for a month, then I’d do it.  
 
    He walked along as if he didn’t have a care in the world, whistling and reaching down to rub his greyhound's head every once in a while. For some reason, I had supposed that the prince would act less normal. My old friend, Trinity, and her brothers acted far more snooty than prince Alex did. Trinity once described the prince as always dignified, and I had to agree with her there. 
 
    I followed him to the city gate. Guards stood to attention at our approach but relaxed their stance when they recognized him. With a hand signal from the prince that I couldn't quite see, they moved away from the gates and allowed us through. I felt their eyes on me. A muddy mess like me probably should have been held for questioning. For the second time that night, I felt glad Alex walked by my side. 
 
    “You’re highness,” they bowed. I slowed my steps, not sure if I had to do something to gain entrance too. Gently, Alex put his hand on the small of my back and steered me into the city. “Best not give them any reasons to suspect our plan, Jane.”  
 
    I agreed with him, of course. It was going to be hard enough to act like a woman of noble birth, but if we were outed before we even began, I might as well let the guard toss me in the dungeons right then.  
 
    “So, where is this friend of yours?” I finally asked when we were only a few buildings away from the castle gates. 
 
    He pointed to the last house on the block before the castle walls. “There are two of them actually, and they live right there.” 
 
    Two friends. I felt my gut clench again. “Won’t your friends think it strange for us to show up in the middle of the night in damp, mud-covered clothes?” 
 
    “Yeah, probably, but luckily my friends are a lot more open-minded than most people.” He waved both Jagger and me forward. I swallowed my worry and kept up. 
 
    "We walked past the last of the houses and knocked on the door of a nicely cared for shop with a thatched roof. The sign out front read, Royal Seamstress. When he said friends, I hadn’t expected this. I expected the home of some noble family or knights or something. 
 
    Alex knocked three times, waited, then knocked again. I knew they had to be asleep, but I hoped they would come to the door anyway. The night air and my damp dress were working against me. I rubbed my arms to ward off the chill. Maybe we were here to borrow a dress. I couldn’t very well pass myself off as a noblewoman in my torn and muddy dress. That made sense. We needed them. He’d said they were the only people who could help us pull this off, and now I understood why. A light suddenly shown through the small window by the door. 
 
    “It’s the dead of night, curse you if you’re some villain. But if you’re a friend, speak the password, and we might let you in!” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up at that statement, but Alex only laughed and leaned against the door frame. “Does Xander Sander, mean anything to you?” 
 
    The door flung open. Standing in the dim light was a round woman with graying hair. “Good grief, Alexander. It's long past midnight. Get in here, before the sentries arrest their own prince and toss you in the stocks.” 
 
    She pulled him inside, only then noticing Jagger and me standing behind him. “And your friends.” Her gray eyes fixed on me, but she moved aside to let us inside. 
 
    “Who is it, Ruth?” a voice asked from another room. 
 
    “Just our Xander, Dorothy.” A woman with dark curly hair, with less gray streaks than Ruth's, stuck her head around a doorframe. 
 
    “At this hour?" she said straightening her nightcap. "Shame on him, doesn't he know old maids need their beauty sleep too?” 
 
    “Yes, I do, not that I see any old maids in this house,” Alex cut in. “I'll take all the blame you two sisters can dish out, but we need your help. And before you jump to any conclusions, let me tell you what we need.” 
 
    Ruth gestured to a small wooden table, and we all sat. Alex nodded to me. “Jane needs some dresses so she can fit in with a horde of princesses tomorrow.” 
 
    Ruth gave her younger sister, Dorothy, a knowing look only two sisters could manage. “Yes, we heard about the Queen's plan. We’re to stay on standby day and night while the princesses are here, in case so much as a small snag appears on one of the many lady's fancy dresses so we can repair it immediately.” She turned to me, her eyes looking me up and down. “How do you fit into this, dear? Not to sound rude, but I don’t think you’re a princess.” 
 
    “I’m not. I'ma  regular citizen,” I looked to Prince Alex, and he nodded. “I’m his decoy.” 
 
    Ruth laughed out loud, but Dorothy looked perplexed, her round forehead scrunching up into her curls.  
 
    “Jane is my out, Dorothy,” Alex explained. “If I don’t like any of the princesses, I’ll choose her and since she’s not a princess. . .” 
 
    “You won’t have to get married.” Dorothy finished his sentence when she caught on. She nodded, her nightcap bobbing on her curls. 
 
    “What a sinister plan, Alexander,” laughed Ruth. “Dreadful to be sure. We’d lose our jobs in an instant if we so much as breathed a word of it to anyone.” 
 
    Alex leaned in closer to look Ruth right in the eye. “Jane simply needs to pass for a noble lady. I can count on you?” 
 
    She swatted at him playfully, her graying hair bouncing in its messy bun. “Of course, we’re delighted for such an intriguing endeavor. Dorothy, stoke the fire. It looks like we have a customer. Don’t worry, Jane, dear, we will have you looking like a princess in no time.”  
 
    She gestured to me to stand and follow her. “Alexander, you’d better go before the guards mount a search party for you. This will take some time. I will make sure she arrives at the castle in the morning.” 
 
    “Wait!" I hated to mention it but I didn’t have any money for a new dress. All eyes turned to me with various looks of confusion. “I can’t buy a new dress, could we clean and repair this one?” 
 
    Ruth and Dorothy both shook their heads. “Oh, no. Sorry, dear that dress––even clean––would not allow you to fit in with the princesses,” Ruth said. "It's also far too gone." 
 
    “The plan would fall apart before you even started,” Dorothy added, patting me lightly on the shoulder. 
 
    “I just. . .” 
 
    “The prince is covering it. Right, Alexander?” Dorothy said giving him a sharp look. 
 
    His eyebrows shot up but he nodded quickly. “Of course. Sorry, Jane, I didn’t mean to worry you. Get her whatever she needs. Everything she needs.” 
 
    “There you have it.” Ruth pulled on my arm, and I stood this time. I looked toward Alex, my heart racing faster. I knew it felt strange to wish to stay close to him so soon after meeting him, but he was the only person in a year who had willingly helped me. My friends all gave up. 
 
    “Now go on, Alexander.” Dorothy opened the front door, pulling her lips in a tight line, which made her rosy cheeks puff out. “We have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    He nodded but looked hesitant to leave me too. “I will return for her in the morning.” 
 
    “Better make it midmorning. We aren’t magic women. Now go.” Dorothy opened the door a little wider. 
 
    He nodded, and with one final, quick smile at me, he and Jagger disappeared out the door. 
 
    Ruth and Dorothy led me into the back room. Rolls and Rolls of colorful fabric lined the walls. Spools of thread lined shelves in every color, including gold, crimson and purple.  
 
    A few finished dresses hung near the door–– rich colors of blue, purple, red. and even yellow. Some of the bodices were embroidered in gold thread in the shapes of flowers. Long sleeves flowed down from the elbows like sparkling waterfalls on others. I didn’t come from a poor house, but I had never imagined myself wearing dresses like these. 
 
     I felt my throat tighten. Ruth pulled up a tape measure and started measuring every inch of me. She was a little shorter than I and had to stretch to make a few of her measurements. I hadn't been this close to anyone in a year who didn't want to put a knife in my gut. I kept telling myself over and over, they are my friends, but my gut still clenched a little every time she approached me.  
 
    Dorothy started pulling down roll after roll of fabric. “We must make her sensational,” she said, pulling down a sage-green roll of shiny fabric and feeling it between her thumb and pointer finger. 
 
    “But not too sensational. She’ll be acting like a noble lady, not a princess," countered Ruth. 
 
    “Right, and if she needs to have a dress by morning, we’d best alter one of these.” Dorothy went to the finished dresses and began thumbing through them. “Tiny waist, not too tall, either,” she mumbled to herself. I didn’t know what else to do but stand there with my arms out. 
 
    “I think she’d look divine in a light-pink piece with her gold hair, though this sage would really bring out her lovely green eyes," Dorothy said, holding out some fabric. 
 
    “I agree,” Ruth said darting back to measure the length of my arm. 
 
    All this dress talk had my head spinning. “Excuse me. You both talk as if I’ll have more than one dress.” 
 
    “Well, of course, you will,” Dorothy laughed. “You’ll need at the bare minimum at least seven. With an extra special one for the ball.” 
 
    “Eight?” Were they kidding? I got one, maybe two new dresses a year and absolutely none this last year under my aunt's care. Eight seemed overly ridiculous. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Dorothy nodded. “Absolutely sure. The princesses will have packed fifteen or more.”  
 
    "Probably more," Ruth mumbled, darting over to help Dorothy look at the finished dresses. 
 
    My eyes widened. I couldn't even imagine owning eight of these fancy dresses, let alone fifteen or more. Doubt at the success of this plan spread through me, what had I hastily agreed too? Apparently, I didn't know the first thing about acting like a noble lady. How would I pull this off? 
 
    Ruth pulled out a dark-blue dress from the racks of finished dresses and held it up, her eyes squinting at me. She lowered the dress and sighed. “You know, I think before we do anything else. We should draw you a bath. I’m quite certain your hair is a lovely gold color but caked in all that mud, we will never get the right colors to match your skin tone, let alone your hair.” 
 
    “Goodness me," squeaked Dorothy. “You’re right. So rude of us. How uncomfortable you must feel.” She dropped her fabric rolls on a long table in the middle of the room and darted over to me. “Ruth, I’ll get her cleaned up, and you can find her underthings that will fit." She turned to me. "Lucky for you, we sell a lot of underthings and have every size on hand.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to respond to that other than to nod. She held out her arm, and I stepped off the stool. “Now tell me, do you prefer your water hot or warm?”  
 
    She looked at me as if asking such a question felt completely normal. I swallowed hard. The first thing my aunt and uncle had taken from me was any servants who were loyal to me, leaving me to draw my own baths, care for my own hair, care for my clothes, and clean my own room. 
 
    “Warm is fine.” I hesitated for a moment. “Thank you. I really appreciate what you and your sister are doing for me.” 
 
    She smiled brightly. “We’d do anything for that Xander Sander. Even help him avoid marriage if that’s what he wants.” 
 
    She hung a large pot on a hook above the kitchen fire and began filling it with water. I tried to help, but she shooed me away. “You sit. Tomorrow you’ll have to act like a lady with no sleep to help you. I can warm the water.” 
 
    Dorothy sat down across from me at their smooth wood table. “Are you sure you’re okay with this, dear? I mean, you’re going to be lying to practically everyone every single day. You'll have to act in ways you might not fully understand unless your momma brought you up like a lady. I don’t know how Xander convinced you into this, but are you sure you are up for it?” 
 
    She spoke the truth. I would have to lie every second after I stepped foot into that castle. Everything I said to anyone would be a lie. I’d have to lie to the king and queen. It was a complication I hadn’t considered in the cave. A complication I now had to live with. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, dear. I'm not saying I don’t agree with the plan. I simply want to make sure you are prepared for it. Xander is too important to us for you to back out on him.” 
 
    I considered my options. One, I stay and lie to everyone I met from here on out until the prince decided on a bride or fake proposed to me. Or I went home to die. Or I starved on my own until my birthday in a month. My odds were not good, no matter how I looked at it. All I had were terrible choices in front of me. At least my mother had raised me like a lady. She had told me that we don't have to be born from the upperclass to act properly. 
 
    “Honestly. . .” I pulled my legs up and wrapped my arms around my knees. “I don’t have much choice. Do I enjoy the idea of faking who I am? No. But this is the only way to help us both. 
 
    I expected her to question me about my past, or the mud, or something, but she didn't. She only studied me silently. Finally she nodded, “Alright. then. If you are willing to help Xander Sander then we are in.” 
 
    “Why do you call him that?” 
 
    Dorothy laughed a twittering laugh that shook her frame. “When Prince Alexander was only a boy, he decided to run away from home and become a tradesman. Our father found him, and instead of crushing the little boy's dream, he informed the king and queen of his whereabouts and promised he would show him that trade wasn’t an easy life. The king and queen agreed to let him stay with us until he felt ready to go home, as long as we convinced him that becoming a future king was a better idea. Father was near retirement age, and he needed the extra help anyway. Ruth and I were young ladies, but we adopted him––in a way." 
 
    Dorothy tested the water and shook her head. “Almost. Our father was a carpenter, and Xander, which is what he called himself then, got to help him sand countless pieces of wood from sun up to sundown. He lasted three weeks, all the sanding and splinters convinced him to go home. Thus he became our Xander the Sander.” 
 
    I laughed. “That is adorable.” 
 
    “Yes, Ruth and I made a pet of him and took him everywhere with us when we could sneak him away from sanding. He called Ruth and me Aunty.” She sighed. “Those were good times. After he left, he kept in touch with us, claiming we were the truest of all his friends. That, my dear, is why we are not surprised he came to us for help now.” 
 
    She tested the water again, and this time nodded. “Now, let’s help our Xander with his latest scheme.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5: Alex 
 
      
 
    I didn't even try sneaking into the castle. I waved to the guards, who all exchanged worried looks, a few of them looking over their shoulders. Just past the gates Ben, Lucas, and a handful of other soldiers all stood, horse reins in hand. I watched Ben's jaw tighten, and his eyes close, his method to keep from screaming, which is what I'm sure he wanted to do. But he was too much of a loyal soldier to chew me out in front of the other men. 
 
    "Your highness, you've finally returned," he said through his clenched teeth instead. 
 
    I nodded but turned to look at the other men. "You are no longer needed men. You're excused." They all exchanged looks before dispersing. Lucas dragged behind, but he, too, finally left, leading his horse back to the stables. 
 
    "You called out a search party?" I said and nodded toward the castle. He fell into step beside me. 
 
    "You were gone for hours, Alexander," he said, his tone still flat. I knew he'd be angry. 
 
    "I needed some air, okay." 
 
    Ben raised an eyebrow. "It was raining, sire." 
 
    "I came back when I felt ready. You didn't alert my parents, did you?" We pushed through the front doors and turned toward the stairs. 
 
    He sighed. "I was about too." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    "Sire. I can't protect you if you don't take me with you. I searched the grounds twice before I decided you must have left the castle. It is my job to make sure you're safe." 
 
    A small pang of guilt hit me but not enough to regret my evening away. "I know. I'm fine, and for what it's worth, I'm sorry I worried you." 
 
    He harrumphed. He knew he had no real place to argue with me. If I wanted to dismiss my bodyguard, I could. The only one who wouldn't like it was him and my parents.  
 
    "I heard about tomorrow," he said when we reached my door. "I understand why that upset you, and I assumed you'd run off." 
 
    An assumption that made sense for the way I'd acted. "I thought about it, Ben." I clapped a hand on his shoulder. "But I know my duty, I am loyal to my country, and I am no deserter. I just needed some time alone. A lot of it, to figure out how to––deal with this." 
 
    He nodded and returned to his post across the hall from my door. "You'll understand if I refuse to let you go off on your own from now on," he said. 
 
    I laughed and opened my door. "Of course."  
 
    I closed the door behind me. Jagger trotted over to the fire and stretched out. I fell down on my bed, ignoring the dampness still in my clothes. I kicked off my boots and settled in for what I knew would become a sleepless night. I tried not to think about what Jane, Dorothy, and Ruth were doing; I only hoped it would be enough.  
 
    The first rays of sunlight broke through the curtains and woke me. I didn't know when I'd fallen asleep, but more sleep sounded enticing, however, my nerves were already vibrating. I pulled myself out of bed and rang for my manservant. Mother would want me clean and dressed in clothes that hadn't spent half the night in a rainstorm. 
 
    Once dressed, I settled in behind my curtains and kept watch. Not long after the sun had fully risen, the first of the carriages began to arrive. More quickly followed. With the arrival of each one, I felt as if someone punched me in the chest consecutively harder each time. I watched them all from my room with the door locked and the curtains drawn except for the small slit I used for spying. By mid-morning, I stopped my occasional pacing and headed to my door. After the stunt I pulled yesterday, I didn’t have an inch of hope Ben wouldn’t follow me, but I’d need him on board with me today anyway. 
 
    I opened the door to find Ben, asleep at his post.  
 
    I walked up to him and cleared my throat. He jumped to attention. “You know, if you don’t let someone relieve you for at least part of the night, you won’t be of much use to me during the day.” 
 
    “Well, if you’d let me do my job, I wouldn't have to stay up past my post-change, sire," he countered. 
 
    I laughed and pulled him to his feet. “I’ve learned my lesson. Come on, I’ll explain on the way.” Without waiting for his response, I started down the hallway. 
 
    “On the way to where?” His hand went to the hilt of his sword automatically. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Here it goes. “I have someone I need to pick up. She’s a friend.” 
 
    He put his arm out to stop me, his eyebrows raised. “She?” 
 
    I spent the rest of the way explaining all about Jane and the deal we’d struck. He didn’t ask any questions, but I could tell he had a lot. To avoid the incoming princesses, we snuck out the same way I had last night and made our way to Ruth and Dorothy's house. 
 
    Ben stepped in front of me, placing himself in front of the door. “Prince. Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    “My father practically invited her himself. I’m not backing down, and I'm not breaking any rules.” He nodded, with a look on his face that told me he didn’t like it but would go along with my wishes. Perfect, that’s all I needed. 
 
    I knocked on Ruth and Dorothy’s door. Ruth pulled the door open and gave us both a tired but wide smile. “Perfect timing, Alexander.” She waved us into the room.  
 
    I don’t know what I expected to find. Jane, still looking like a half-drowned fox probably. Instead, she stood in the room wearing a dark-blue dress, her gold hair curled and pinned in the way the noble ladies of the court arranged their hair. Her green eyes stood out, and somehow, her skin looked ten times more soft. Must be the lack of mud.  
 
    She a gave me a half-smile, and my throat went dry.  
 
    “Do I look the part?” 
 
    I looked over at Ben and found his eyes wide. Laughing, I nodded. “You look perfect.” 
 
    “Now, Xander,” Dorothy said, coming forward. “Ruth and I are still working on some dresses for her, and we will deliver them as soon as possible. Also we’ve been talking. Jane isn’t a very royal or noble sounding name. It's more commonplace, don't you agree?" 
 
    "I suppose so, but what is wrong with that?" 
 
    "We think it would help if she changed her name for this little undertaking," Ruth cut in. 
 
    I suppose that made sense, but I didn’t understand what was so wrong with her name. It was simple, but I liked it. “Change her name to what?” 
 
    Dorothy smiled at Ruth, “It had to be something where if either of you slipped and called her Jane, you could both laugh it off as her nickname. But to fit in with all those princesses, we decided on. . .” She looked back at Jane. 
 
    She who stepped forward and offered me her hand, in a practiced manner as if they had rehearsed this all morning. “My name is Lady Janelle. It’s a pleasure to meet you, your highness.” She swept me a fine curtsey, leaving her hand in the air. 
 
    I took her hand because they seemed to want us to play this out. “The pleasure is all mine.” I kept her hand in mine and moved it to the crook of my arm. “Dorothy, Ruth, I owe you big.” 
 
    “Not too big,” Ruth winked. “It’s been a real pleasure. Dorothy’s going to come to the castle. The queen sent word this morning that she wants one of us there for any emergencies, and that way, she can finish fitting dresses for Jane. I’m going to remain here to work on the rest, and receive anything new from the others in the castle or the town.” 
 
    Dorothy nodded, excitement lighting up her face as she picked up a bag of her own.                            They had thought of things I would never have even considered. But of course, I usually spent days on strategic plans figuring out every angle. This time I'd jumped right in headfirst. “Alright. We’d better get going. Mother has something big planned for lunch with all of the ladies." 
 
    I turned back to look at Jane. Shocked again at how different she looked not covered in mud. “Might I escort you to the castle, my lady?” 
 
    “Thank you, your highness.” I nodded at Ben, who picked up Dorothy and Jane’s bags. Sneaking a girl into the castle felt like an impossible task. Add Dorothy and Ben to the mix and I had no idea how we were going to accomplish it. 
 
    We exited the house to find a line up of three more carriages. Dorothy pushed us all back inside. “Aren’t we supposed to sneak Jane inside unnoticed?” We all peered back out the window. Two more carriages slowly rolled toward the castle gates. With where the sun stood in the sky, these had to be the last few princesses.  
 
    “Yeah. We don’t want anyone to see us walking around with Jane. Mother and Father might know she’s my friend, but I don’t want the other girls to know. Who knows what that would do.” I looked over at Jane, who nodded. Grateful she agreed, I looked back out the window for an answer to our problem. Sitting across the road was a wagon. Flour sacks were currently being unloaded, but they looked almost finished. 
 
    “Ben, the wagon.” He nodded in understanding.  
 
    Dorothy nudged Ben. “Bring it around back between the butcher's shop. We’ll wait for you there.” 
 
    Ben nodded once and left out the door. I turned and tried to lead Jane ahead of me. “Wait,” she said, pulling away. “Aren’t we going to make sure he gets it?” 
 
    “If you knew Ben, you wouldn’t have any reason to worry.” I offered her my arm again. She looked at it for a moment before she took it. We followed Dorothy and Ruth through their house, and out onto the back porch.  
 
    Ruth started pulling brown paper wrapping and burlap sack bags out of a storage container. “Don’t muss your dress, dear, or your hair. I have a feeling Dorothy won’t have time to fix anything.” She handed Jane a bunch of paper and sacks. 
 
    Ben pulled up behind the house. “I told them I needed it for a matter of royal security, and they stepped right down.” 
 
    “Perfect. And I know you’ll make sure they get it back,” I said.  
 
    I climbed right in the back and offered my hand to help Jane. She didn’t hesitate a second this time, which I appreciated. You'd think after last night I wouldn’t have expected her to complain about this, but that was the reaction I was used to––women who complained about anything that felt awkward even if it was necessary. I laid down on the flour sacks, and only then did I realize how small a wagon we'd secured. If Jane felt awkward about it, she didn’t say a word. She simply tossed down a pile of burlap sacks at our feet and laid down right next to me. 
 
    "Dorothy, you can ride up front with me," Ben said. "You're expected after all." 
 
    "Thank goodness, I don't know if I could fit in there." She took Ben's hand and let him help her to the seat.  
 
    Jane and I held still while Ruth and Ben tossed more sacks and paper over the top of us. I didn’t know what to do with my arm. It felt odd at my side, but neither could I wrap it around Jane's waist. I ended up holding it stiff as a board to my side. Jane's gold hair tickled the tip of my nose. My mother would disapprove of this closeness, but we didn't have much choice. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you not to make a sound,” Ben said, climbing up on the wagon seat. 
 
    “Good luck,” Ruth called out. “I’ll have the next dress to you this afternoon.” 
 
    With a snap of the reins, we moved forward. Not prepared for the inertia from the movement, Jane fell back against me, and my arm shot out automatically to hold her still. She looked at me out of the corner of her eye, and my heart started pounding faster. I went to move my arm, but the paper crinkled. Jane slowly shook her head and I settled my arm back on her waist. Feeling for the first time since I’d met her a little awkward, not because I didn’t like my arm resting on her waist––I actually very much liked it there––but because I knew it didn’t belong there. Jane and I came from opposite ends of society, never would I ever have been this close to her. 
 
    The cart bumped a lot on the uneven road, and I found myself tightening my grip on her to keep us both from rolling around. If she felt awkward about it, she didn’t say. I assumed she had enough sense to know that my touch didn't mean anything but to keep her safe and our presence hidden in the cart. 
 
    We stopped completely, and Ben leaned back. “We are behind the last carriage. It might take a moment.” 
 
    The two of us laid there, the sun beating on the paper. I felt my forehead begin to bead with sweat. I lightly tapped my foot and tried not to notice how much time was fading away. If we were late, would my mother not honor my father's deal. That wasn’t something I was willing to risk. Only when I felt ready to burst out of the paper did the wagon move forward. 
 
    “Halt. Oh, it’s you Ben and. . ." 
 
    "Dorothy, the Royal seamstress. She's been asked up to the castle," Ben answered. 
 
    "Oh, yes. We were told to expect one of the sisters." 
 
    "What’s with the wagon?” One of the guards stated. 
 
    “Not much just some supplies for the princess dresses,” Dorothy answered. 
 
    “Can we move forward?” Ben asked after a moment of silence from the guards. 
 
    “I’m supposed to check the wagon.” We heard the rocks crunch as a guard approached the wagon. I felt Jane stiffen. She had every right to worry. 
 
    “Ronald, it’s Dorothy and me. I promise you, all I have is paper for patterns and bags full of things for dresses.” The silence stretched on. I found myself torn with what kind of answer I wanted from this guard. If he didn’t check the wagon, you could bet he’d get into trouble, but if he did check, we had no explanation for the two of us. 
 
    I heard a crumple of the paper. "See?" Dorothy said. I'm not sure what she showed the guard, but she must have had a bag with some kind of fabric in it." 
 
    “Yeah, okay, Ben.” 
 
    Ben slapped the reins and I heard a sigh of relief from both of the women. I smiled as well though I made a mental note to talk to this Ronald about his security checks later. Ben turned sharply after we passed through the castle gates. Good, he went for the stables. 
 
    He pulled the wagon to a stop, and whispered loudly. “Wait.” 
 
    We all froze. The sound of a bunch of men approached. “Ben, what have you gotten yourself into?” 
 
    “Nothing that concerns you, just delivering Dorothy, the seamstress, to the castle.” 
 
    “Touchy old man, I was just asking a question.” I recognized that voice. 
 
    “Lucas, make yourself useful and carry one of her bags.” Great. Lucas was one of my best friends, but he was also the most curious. 
 
    “Alright, I'll help. I just thought you should know the king and queen are looking for their son.” 
 
    “I’ll relay the message," Ben's tone was short. Lucas should have caught on by now that he wasn't in the mood for a chat. 
 
    “You didn't lose him again, did you? I mean, if you’re getting too old to do your job, I’ll gladly step in.” Not much of a teasing tone remained in Lucas' voice. He meant what he said. 
 
    Ben scoffed. “Not until you can beat me every time we fight.” 
 
    “So it's going to be like that?” 
 
    “Yes. And if we didn’t have to escort Dorothy inside, find the prince and get him to the throne room, I’d show you how much I mean that.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “I’ll take you on any time, old man. But to show you I play fair, I’ll help you with the bags and find the prince.” 
 
    Ben cursed under his breath. “Fine. Let's go." 
 
    We waited until their footsteps faded away. “Don’t move,” I said to Jane. Slowly I moved the paper off of myself and checked our surroundings. Ben had parked the wagon on the far side of the stables, out of sight of anyone who usually worked around here. Good. “Come on out.”  
 
    I hopped out of the wagon before turning to help Jane. She took a deep breath before she accepted my help. Carefully she took my hand and let me help her to the ground. She let go of me quickly and folded her hands together. Didn't she trust me? “Ready?”  
 
    She nodded, not looking at me. I tried not to take offense. She was out of her comfort zone and probably exhausted. I knew I felt that way. I best not worry about it. 
 
    The only negative to our location was the large open field between here and the side doors to the castle. Normally when I snuck out across this field, the darkness of night hid me. We had to do it in the middle of the day. 
 
    There had to be something to give us cover. Some way to get us across, maybe not unnoticed but disguised or something. I looked at the paper and bags and immediately shook my head. Those had lost their usefulness. A stack of large shields drew my attention. It was a lot more visible than I had hoped for, but if we moved quickly enough, perhaps all anyone would see was a prince and a servant with a shield. 
 
    “I hope you can hold this.” I handed Jane a large wooden shield. She wobbled with the weight but held it firm. Good enough. “Come on, as fast as you can.”  
 
    She held the shield up so that her head was covered. I couldn’t do anything about her long dress; perhaps from a distance, it would look like a cape. My eyes darted all around. Many of my soldiers clustered near the front of the castle, trying to get a peek at the princesses, no doubt. Good. I needed them distracted. We moved as quickly as we could to the side door. 
 
    Usually, a guard stood there, but not today. Apparently, I needed to talk to more than one of my soldiers about their posts. I made a mental note before opening the door and letting Jane in. She dropped the shield against the side of the castle and scampered inside. 
 
    I turned to Jane. Her appearance was a little ruffled, but her hair and dress had mostly survived. “I hope you’re ready for this. They have to believe our friendship has lasted longer than a day.” 
 
    “I've done a lot of prep work with Dorothy and Ruth. I can do this.” 
 
    I offered her my hand, and for the first time, she didn't hesitate in taking it. I placed her hand on the crook of my arm. I don’t know why but that small gesture of trust from her made me smile. Together we walked down the hall toward the throne room. I didn’t go in the main door but pulled Jane to a side door closer to the thrones where I knew my parents would be waiting. 
 
    I eased the door open to see the room empty except for my parents. It's now or never, I thought, and let go of  Jane's hand. I gave her a nod and pushed open the door. 
 
    We entered the throne room. Mother and Father both looked up, their eyes growing wider at our approach. I escorted Jane all the way to the dais and offered my parents a bow. Jane offered an excellent curtsy. She might not have been a noble lady by birth, but you would never have known it by her curtsy.  
 
    “Mother, Father, I would like for you to meet, Lady Janelle, my friend, whom I have invited to participate with us.” 
 
    Mother shook herself, and it looked like it took quite a lot of effort for her smile to follow. “Well, this is a surprise.” She swallowed hard. “Welcome, Lady Janelle.” 
 
    “You took us up on our offer we see,” said my father. He obviously hadn’t expected me to follow through. If I were completely honest, if not for a chance run-in with Jane, I wouldn't have. 
 
    Father stood and came toward us both. "We're honored you could join us. I am surprised I don't know you. Who is your family?" 
 
    Jane swallowed hard. "I come from the line of Northcott's." 
 
    My eyes widened briefly, but I kept my smile in place. I hadn't anticipated the questions, but she apparently had. Northcott wasn't a common name, but it was an older well-known name. One that wouldn't sound foreign to my parents. 
 
    Father nodded and sat back down. "An older family surname." 
 
    "Yes, my king," she said with a bow of her head. 
 
    I held my breath while Mother studied her. Finally, she sighed and stood as well. "How is it that we've never met you before?" 
 
    "I don't often make it into the capital city. My parents preferred country living. They never made an effort to visit court." She looked over at me, and I nodded for her to continue. "The prince and I met by happenstance, and we've been friends ever since." 
 
    Where had all that background information come from? Maybe Ruth and Dorothy had helped her come up with it. They were good at that sort of thing. I kept smiling and acted like none of this was new to me. Though the way she said it, a lot of it was true. 
 
    Mother's lips grew thinner, but finally, she sat back down as well. "She is not a princess, Edward." 
 
    The king nodded, a slow smile building his face. "No, but we are a generous king and queen, are we not?" 
 
    Mother's smile tightened. "Yes." 
 
    Father's smile grew. "Then why wouldn't we give a noble lady a chance to win our son's heart. The people would love to hear that one of their own is in the running. Think of the excitement that will instill in the people. Even if she isn't chosen, the people will feel like they won because they had a chance." 
 
    Mother nodded slowly, thoughtfully. "Alright. If you'd join the other ladies, Lady Janelle, they are waiting in the room across the hall. We will get started here shortly." Mother gestured to the side door opposite of where we entered.  
 
    With a nod from both of us, I took Jane's arm and escorted her to the door. I couldn't believe they almost didn't go for it. 
 
    "Alexander, would you remain for a moment?" called the queen. 
 
    "Of course, Mother." I squeezed Jane's hand on my arm lightly. We'd made it past this first hurdle. There was no turning back now. A servant opened the door, and Jane walked through. She turned back before the door closed, her green eyes full of worry. 
 
    Don't worry, Jane, I thought. We can do this. We can pull this off. We have too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6: Jane 
 
      
 
    I entered the hallway with a servant and without Alex beside me. I understood from the tightness of the queen's mouth that they had somethings they wanted to say to him without me present. They probably hadn't actually counted on my arrival. They wouldn't toss me out now, would they? 
 
    My hand missed the comfort of his arm the moment he let me go. I hadn’t any experience with being escorted around by a gentleman, but if it always felt like that, then I understood why so many couples linked arms or held hands while they walked. 
 
    It felt odd to say that I trusted him, even a little, when only yesterday morning, I hadn’t even known him. When yesterday I felt there was no way any man could be even sort of good. Uncle Ian’s face and Kellen's swam into my mind, and I shuddered. I couldn't think about them or the hurt they’d caused me.  
 
    Right now, I had to focus on fitting in. Fitting in with a hoard of Princesses. It felt impossible, but so had making me look like a lady. I let my eyes wander to my dark-blue skirt flowing around gracefully while I walked. That had proved more than possible with the right help. 
 
    Light-hearted chatter filtered under the door. The servant gave me a small curtsy before she pulled it open. Clusters of Princesses filled the small room. Only a few of them looked up when I entered but then quickly returned to their conversations. I took a steadying breath. I could do this. I moved slowly into the room and directly to the table lined with food. 
 
    A princess with brown hair that shown auburn in the light when she moved stood looking at a bowl stacked high with grapes. She saw me approach and smiled. Her teeth were perfectly straight. “I’ve never cared much for grapes. You?” 
 
    I blinked, stunned she’d talked to me so casually. “I don’t mind them if they are sweet.” Lame answer probably, but what else could I say? 
 
    She bit her lip before plucking one off the vine and popping it into her mouth. Her face twisted, and she swallowed hard. “Nope, still don’t like them.” She held out her hand. “I’m Princess Quinn from Cardovia.”  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest. This was it. Dorothy and Ruth told me not to hide who I was pretending to be. I was no princess, and I shouldn't even try. 
 
    “I'm Lady Janelle.” 
 
    She raised one eyebrow.“Lady?” 
 
    “Yes.” I didn’t think I was supposed to explain. Alex had not wanted anyone to catch us sneaking in, but once we were in the castle, he didn’t hide me from anyone. I decided on a short answer. “I'm a friend of the Prince.” 
 
    Her smile brightened. “Then I hope we can be friends. Maybe you can give me a few pointers.” She apparently didn't think of me as competition. Good, I thought. 
 
    I nodded. Honestly, I didn’t know him any better than these girls––less if they’d ever attended any royal functions together, but I'd give tips if that was what they wanted. 
 
    The door opened at the far end of the hall. A servant waited until everyone looked her way. “The welcome feast is about to begin. If you would please follow me.” 
 
    A princess with ebony hair that hung plated just above her knees darted forward first. Her eyes sliced at everyone else who could have stepped ahead of her, and they backed off. We formed an awkward line.  
 
    Thankfully, Quinn and I were able to stand next to each other. She leaned over to me. “Now we know who thinks she’s gonna win.” She scoffed. “Only Valinda would fight for a place like that. It's not as though we aren’t all going to have a chance to get to know him. Right?” A tiny bit of uncertainty snuck into her voice on that last word. 
 
    “Absolutely.” I decided right there that I liked Quinn. Her uncertainty helped lessen mine. 
 
    We walked until we entered the banquet hall. King Edward, Queen Mallory, and Prince Alexander, all stood at the head table. The rest of the tables formed a U-shape in the room. Valinda practically ran to take the seat closest to Alex. I had a feeling the moment she learned I was a friend of the Prince, she'd do everything to make sure I didn’t win. As if that were even an option. 
 
    The rest of us chose whatever seat was most convenient. I ended up in the back corner, probably the least sought-after seat, but at least Quinn decided to sit at my side. 
 
    The queen rose to her feet and tapped her fork against her crystal glass. The room instantly fell quiet. Many of the girls leaned in as if that would help them hear her better. “I would like to thank each and everyone of you for coming today. Many months ago, around the time our dear Alexander turned twenty, I started to grow concerned that he’d never find the perfect bride. As a mother who loves her son dearly. I couldn't fathom simply arranging him a marriage. I wanted him to like or even possibly love his bride.” 
 
    Alex looked down at his gold goblet while his mother spoke. I couldn’t tell for sure from this distance, but I thought his cheeks looked a little pink. I didn’t blame him. The king nodded along with everything his wife said. 
 
    “As you can see, I had quite a dilemma. And then one day it hit me. Such a glorious idea, it consumed me. I would arrange for him to meet all of you, so he might find the love of his life. Now, our ultimate goal is to have a proposal by the end of the masked ball in three weeks. You are all invited to the ball as one last change to chance his mind, but in the meantime, you will slowly be eliminated. Everyone is welcome to remain in the castle until the masked ball, but you will no longer be granted any time with my son, except for breakfasts in the morning and any chance meetings.” 
 
    The girls broke out into shocked chatter. The queen held up her hands, effectively shushing the group. “Becoming eliminated is not a judgment on your character. It's only a judgment of if you’re right for our Alexander. The king, prince, and I will all discuss each of you after every planned event with the prince, and we will inform you of our decisions. This is the plan all of your parents agreed too, and we expect you to adhere to the plan. If you can't, you are of course, welcome to leave.” 
 
    She paused and looked around the room. Many of the girls looked around too. No one moved. “Excellent. Tomorrow will be our first event. A one-on-one picnic in the gardens. We want to make sure only the best of the best move on.” She smiled at us, and I felt a sinking feeling in my gut. Best of the best, did that mean she'd kick me out tomorrow? 
 
    What if she eliminated me? What would I do then? How could I help Alex? How could I help myself? I wouldn’t have anywhere to go. I couldn't become Alex’s decoy. Our plan would be ruined. I looked at him and saw the same worry reflected in his eyes. My gaze must have drawn his because his dark brown eyes connected with mine. I tried to look encouraging, but we both knew our plan could fail as soon as tomorrow. 
 
    With a raise of her crystal glass, the queen said, “Let the feast begin.” 
 
    Servants entered the room with platters of food, and musicians began to play from a small alcove. A pair of jesters even raced into the center of the room for our entertainment. Plates of meat, bread, and fresh vegetables were placed in front of each of us. My stomach grumbled. Ruth had made me some porridge that morning, but that's all the food I'd had in over twenty-four hours.  
 
    A few of the girls didn't touch their food right away but watched their neighbors to see what they were eating first. It was as if everyone was testing each other. I wondered what they had to prove. I ate slowly even though I wanted to shovel it inside me. It was all delicious and more food than I usually received. Not long after my aunt and uncle moved in they began rationing my meals. I think they wanted to weaken me or possibly slowly starve me to death. 
 
    The girls closest to Alex kept talking over each other to win his attention. A few looked disappointed they weren't joining the fray, but there were several who sat back and looked on at them in disgust. 
 
    "They're behaving like animals." A blonde, curly haired princess said, stuffing a carrot into her mouth and chewing gracefully. "If I have my way, they'll send me back home tomorrow." 
 
    "How can you say that?" said the girl next to her. "He's so handsome." 
 
    "Helen, handsomeness isn't everything," scoffed the girl. "And I've seen handsomer." 
 
    "Then why are you here, Harpenda?" asked Helen looking back over at Alex. 
 
    The blonde took a long drink out of her crystal chalice. "Not everyone got to make that choice." She turned away from Helen and engaged another girl in conversation.  
 
    Helen looked longingly over at the prince, and with a sigh picked up her fork and continued eating silently. I looked over at Quinn, she seemed more interested in her dinner than anything else, but she too stole glances over at Alex. 
 
    I looked around the room, noting all of the different emotions and couldn't help but think, What in the world have I gotten myself into?


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7: Jane 
 
      
 
    Dorothy woke me up the next morning. “Do I have a surprise for you!” She giggled, holding up a lavender dress with darker purple stitching in swirling patterns on the bodice. "It's glorious. I've been working on this bodice for a long time. I can't wait to see it on someone. Come on, get up lazy bones. We've got to get you bathed and dressed." She tossed the dress on the bottom of the bed before bustling off. 
 
    I blinked my eyes several times before I pushed up from the plush pillows. I'd nearly forgotten where I was. I stared around the room, hardly believing my luck. I should have been taking shelter in a cave looking for berries to eat, not living like a princess. A tiny bit of guilt wormed its way into my stomach, but I ignored the feeling. Alex needed me, and this was the safest place. I counted to three and threw off the covers. 
 
    Dorothy had a steaming bath all drawn up. "Come on, dear, get in. You're to go down to the gardens in just over an hour." She bustled off again. 
 
    I stood there still as a fox caught in the torchlight. "Dorothy, I don't mean to be rude, but why are you doing this? You're not a servant." 
 
    "Oh, the servants will make your bed and things. I'm acting as your lady in waiting, and don't you dare take that away from me, missy. I've waited my whole life for this moment. I dreamed of becoming a lady in waiting since I was a wee one." She poked her head back in the bathing room, her arms full of fresh underthings, and pointed at the water. "Get in the tub." 
 
    How could I argue with that? Though it felt strange to have someone care if I got up or dressed. Aunt Matilda had banned all the servants from helping me or talking to me or even looking at me. I'd been alone, so alone for a year. Unable to speak my mind. Unable to do what I wished. Unable to walk around a corner without worry. A captive more than a person. 
 
    After my bath, I let her help me dress and do my hair. All the while, she hummed as if she'd never been happier. "Now listen, Jane. Don't let those girls boss you around. I know you may not feel like it, but because the prince invited you here himself, you have every right to be here. There, done." 
 
    She took a step back and evaluated her work more than me. "You're perfect," she said, tears in her eyes. 
 
    I wouldn't say perfect, but I defiantly couldn't have accomplished this without her. "Thank you, Dorothy. You're a life saver."  
 
    She pulled me into a hug. "My pleasure, my dear. Now go show them what Lady Janelle is made of." She raced to the door and opened it. 
 
    What I'm made of? I knew what she was trying to do, but I doubted they wanted to know that I was actually a liar and a whirlwind of nerves. I gave her a smile anyway and walked down the hall. It took me longer than I thought to find the group gathered outside. Quinn gave me a friendly smile, but the rest of the girls only eyed me with blank faces. A few girls clustered together having whispered conversations while others sat alone. 
 
    I sat down to wait on the white metal garden chairs like everyone else and watched girl after girl led away into the gardens. I could sit silently; I'd had a lot of practice over the last year. I couldn't help but wonder what Alex thought of this whole day. Did he enjoy the attention? I knew he said he didn't want a marriage forced on him, but what about this opportunity to talk to so many girls? I knew Kellen always judged his outings with how many women he was able to spend time with. Was Alex the same? 
 
    After half of the girls had gone, a servant finally called my name. She led me through some thick hedges and then through a garden full of rose trees. I’d watched fifteen of the other girls walk this same path, but had no idea where it led. We walked through a line of maple trees just turning red for the fall and behind some bushes shaped as woodland creatures. On a large patch of grass sat the prince. He was set up on a blanket that looked far to fancy too be allowed outside. The blanket was laden with tea and cakes. His face looked sullen, but the moment he heard our approach, he forced a smile and got to his feet.  
 
    His eyes fixed on mine, and he visibly relaxed. “Thank you,” he said to the servant and she left. 
 
    He drug his hands down his face. “Thank goodness it's you.” He nodded to the blanket before he sat back down and reached for a plate of mini sandwiches. 
 
    “Has it been that bad?” I asked, sitting down on the silk blanket across from him. Maybe he wasn't like Kellen after all? He offered me the plate, and I took one of the small squares. 
 
    He massaged his forehead and then popped one of the sandwiches in his mouth. He chewed it before saying anything. “It’s worse than I thought. I haven’t even been able to eat. They’re all fawning over me. Pouting their lips. Batting their eyes. Its' infuriating. Like a day with the courtiers but ten times worse.” 
 
    He leaned back on his arms, stretched out his legs and looked up to the sky. “It's like they are all trying to trick me into proposing to them on the spot. Even though they know that isn’t my mothers' plan.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are from the way they talk.” 
 
    He lifted his head and looked back at me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’m sure it's how they size each other up. You know, evaluate the competition. I didn't pay much attention.” Except I had. With nothing to do but sit there and listen to their chitchat all morning, I had little choice. 
 
    He scooted a little closer to me, stuffing another bite of sandwich in his mouth. His eyes were wide like my old cook's little son's when he wanted a bite of cake. “Tell me.” 
 
    I sighed and leaned back on my elbows too. Hopefully, such behavior was acceptable. “It's nothing, they're only trying to one-up each other. When we were all together waiting for our turn with the prince, they’d say a bunch of things as if someone would reveal everything about themselves with their answer. Things like, 'I have two gold carriages.' 'Two? Well, I have three.' 'The prince will love me the best because I’m an artist.' or 'I sing the best out of everyone I’ve ever met.' I shook my head. 
 
    He groaned. “Sounds almost as awful as my morning. I’m sorry you were stuck with all of that.” 
 
    I shrugged and reached for another of the small sandwiches. This morning was better than any day this past year. “They’ve mostly left me alone, thankfully.” 
 
    He ate a sandwich and then turned to me, his hand flinging out to cover mine. “Jane, what if. . .” he looked down at his hand as if surprised he'd put it there. He withdrew his hand slowly and shook his head. “Nevermind.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No, no.” 
 
    “Alex? What is it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I just thought. All I see from them is what they want me to see. An act. Since you are behind the scenes, you could tell me if they are genuine or not. You could help me decide if they are worth keeping around.” 
 
    "Worth keeping?" I scoffed and turned to look at him more directly. “Hold on. Let me get this straight. You want me to help you find a wife?” 
 
    “It’s stupid, I know. . . and I’m already asking enough from you.” He turned away so that he was looking back up at the sky again. It did feel like an odd request but no more than acting as his decoy if he couldn’t find someone he loved.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s not.”  
 
    His eyes flew back to mine. "It isn't?" 
 
    “You’re right. I see them in a completely different way than you do or the queen will. I could help." A small warmth began to fill my gut where the guilt had been that morning. "And I promise you I’m happy with our deal so far. I haven’t had to worry about anyone killing me for two days. That relief alone is more than I could ask for. You're my friend. Right? Let me help you.” 
 
    His eyebrows pinched together.“You’re sure?” 
 
    I pulled my knees up to my chest. “Listen, I have to spend time with them anyway. Adding this small favor isn't anything at all.” 
 
    “I guess you're right. Thank you, Jane.” He leaned back on his elbows and closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath. I liked that I could help him feel better. 
 
    “Besides," I said, picking another small sandwich off of the plate. "It will give me something else to think about instead of my murderous family. So you’re doing me another favor,  we’re more than square.” 
 
    With a laugh, he rolled over onto his stomach.“You know, I’ve meant to talk to you about your situation. I understand the whole staying away until your birthday, but how do you intend to stop your uncle from trying to kill you even after you have control of the estate?” 
 
    I hadn’t spent a lot of time thinking about that. I had been preoccupied with keeping my life, and making it to my birthday alive. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t really know.” I laid down on my side on the opposite end of the blanket and looked up at the sky full of wispy clouds. The bright blue sky was actually pretty calming. Something both of us needed right then. “All I do know is that it won’t be easy. From what I understand, removing his claim to the estate would become a long, grueling process, and still wouldn't guarantee my safety.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s worth it to try and fight for your home?”  
 
    I tossed one of the lacy cookies at him. He caught it and tossed it into his mouth, effectively ruining what I’d intended with that cookie. I glared at him, and he laughed. Leaning up on his elbow, he reached for another cookie while I picked one up that had what looked like raspberry preserves in the middle. 
 
    “Of course I've thought about simply walking away. Yes, I've wondered why my parents fought so hard to get their property in my name. But all they told me is that they wanted me to have a home if the worst should ever happen. Then it did." I looked away, blinking back the tears I did not wish to share.  
 
    I cleared my throat. "What do you want me to do, Alex? Let him win because he’s a bully? Give up? Become a popper on the street, begging for my food and clothes?" 
 
    “No. No, of course not. It’s just. . .” He paused long enough I had to turn to look his way past the platters of sandwiches. “He doesn’t strike me as a man to back off if he's so bent on getting rid of you. I’m afraid you’d always live in danger. Always have to watch your back. No matter what we do. Who’d want to live like that, even in their family home?” 
 
    “No one, but what choice do I have? Your future is planned for you. In less than a month, you’ll be engaged to the woman of your dreams and preparing for the day you will take your father's place as king.” He rolled his eyes, falling flat on his back, his gaze back on the sky. “Alex, I don’t have that luxury. Any plans I had for my life died with my parents.” 
 
    He tapped his fingers against the edge of one of the metal trays. “And what were your plans?” 
 
    “Nothing exotic.” I looked down at my hands. “I always wanted to travel. See more than our little country. I dreamed of marrying someone who loved me with his whole heart and maybe have a few kids.” I shrugged. 
 
    He looked back over at me. “Why can’t you?” 
 
    “Because as you pointed out. I’ll always need to watch my back. If I travel anywhere. they will try to take over. And if I succeed in keeping my claim to my house, I’ll become responsible for my estate in every way.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, his eyes focused in a way that made me think he was thinking hard. “Jane. We’re going to make it right. I don’t know how yet. But I promise we will.” 
 
    The crunching of leaves announced the arrival of the servant who had brought me down to the garden. “Forgive me, Prince Alexander and my lady. But your time is up.” 
 
    He sighed and pushed himself back into a sitting position. “Pray for me,” he said while I got to my feet. 
 
    I laughed, “Okay, I will. And good luck.”  
 
    He nodded, his stiff sullenness returning in full force. I felt bad for him. I really did. No one should have to find love this way. I followed the servant away from him and sent up a silent prayer on his behalf. I hadn’t known him long, but I'm glad he counted me as a friend. 
 
    I walked around the bushes shaped like animals back through the rose garden, but on the opposite path, I supposed since none of the girls ran into each other when escorted back to the castle. I wished there was something more I could do to help Alex. But aside from us both becoming pirates and running away to the sea, we didn’t have a choice. 
 
    I turned on the path to see the queen sitting on a bench on a small hill, a spyglass in hand.  She waved me over. One didn’t refuse the queen, so I turned her direction and walked up the small hill. “Well, Janelle, you surprised me. You really are his friend?” 
 
    I looked down the hill. “You were watching?” 
 
    “Of course. How else am I to guide my son in choosing who goes and who stays. I’ll be honest, Janelle. I assumed that he’d simply pulled you off the street. But he acted so relaxed with you. Like you’d spoken often enough to actually have a friendship.” 
 
    I nodded. Her assumption was true, but so was our friendship. A short friendship for sure, but that didn't mean it wasn't real. If she’d asked me if I trusted him with my life, I’d say yes. He’d already saved it once. I knew he’d save it again. 
 
    “Now, don’t get any ideas in your head about marrying him. I still expect him to marry one of the other girls. He needs to marry a princess, not a noble lady.” She winded her eyes emphasizing her point. 
 
    I knew that she didn't have to worry. “Don’t worry, Your Majesty. I’m here to help, not hurt your plans. I don't intend to get in the way.” 
 
    She nodded, lifting her spyglass. “Excellent. I trust then that if he confides in you a certain interest in a young lady, you’ll pass the message along to me?” 
 
    I sighed, was I to become a spy for everyone in this endeavor? “Of course, Your Majesty. For as long as I am here.” 
 
    She waved my comment off. “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t cut you, right away. You’re the only spy I have into his mind. I need you to help us. I don’t want my son unhappy. I’m not doing this to hurt him. I’m doing this because our country needs him to marry. Needs him to form a strong alliance through that sacred bond. You understand that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” I said with a bow of my head. I knew her intentions were good it was this plan of hers I didn't like. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed toward mine. “Then I can count on you?” 
 
    I curtsied. “Yes, Your Majesty. He is my friend, and I only want to see him happy too.” 
 
    “I’m so glad we understand each other.” She sighed as if our little chat had taken a load off her chest. “Now, off you go. I’ve got a lot more girls to watch.” She lifted the spyglass back up to her eye. 
 
    I made my way out of the garden, my head spinning. I was here as the prince’s decoy. I agreed to help him find a bride, and now I had to spy for the queen. No wonder my mother always said lies got complicated.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8: Alex 
 
      
 
    The warmth of the fire felt fantastic against my bare feet after a long day sitting out in the cool air. Jagger laid down at my feet, and I finally felt the tension begin to loosen in my shoulders for the first time after Jane left me that afternoon. I closed my eyes and wiggled into my chair until I felt content. This was how I needed to spend my evening. Free. Completely free from princesses who only wanted me because I would one day become a king. Girls who schemed, teased, or taunted. There was a handful of them who didn’t completely annoy me. I could only hope they would move on in my mother's game. 
 
    With my eyes closed, I pretended this whole day was a bad dream. I felt as if I’d begun to drift off when a banging on my door woke me. It was insistent, the kind I recognized as Ben’s fist. Don’t tell me the fates were on my side, and I had a group of bandits to capture. If I played my hand right, that could take at least two days, maybe three if they proved talented at all. Two or three days away from this mess sounded perfect. 
 
    Quickly, I raced for the door and yanked it open. Ben stood there, but so did Dorothy and Jane. “Get inside quick. What if someone sees you?” I didn’t know why they were there, but I couldn’t chance them getting caught in the hall. 
 
    “No one followed us,” Jane said, her lips tight as she looked over at Dorothy.  
 
    Dorothy, however, cheery as ever, simply smiled back. “We need your help, Xander.” 
 
    “Not tonight, Dorothy,” I said, falling back into my chair, the soft comfort it had provided already lost. 
 
    “That’s the thing; I think we need the help now. Jane. . . well. . . Jane confessed during our tutoring tonight that she never learned how to dance. We thought you could show her a step or two so she doesn’t look like she’s been raised by wolves.”  
 
    Dorothy’s statement, as usual, brought a smile to my face. She had a knack for saying absurd things in a way that made them feel normal. "What do you mean, tutoring?" 
 
    Dorothy tossed her hands in the air. "Yes, tutoring. I'm making sure she knows all the ins and outs of acting like a courtier. If I don't teach her, who will?" 
 
    "Hold on, I'm not condemning it. Thank you, Dorothy, that's very kind of you." Heavens, I didn't have the time during the day to teach her anything she'd need to know. My other duties were keeping me on a short leash. 
 
    Jane shuffled her feet, her eyes on them as well. She had not suggested this. I suddenly felt bad. I was asking an awful lot of this common girl who only wanted to survive, to live a regular life. 
 
    “I know you’re tired. You don’t need to show me now.” She took a step back toward the door. 
 
    I stood up from my chair. If it had been anyone else at my door, I would have turned them away, but this was Jane. She needed help with something I had asked her to do. How could I not help her? 
 
    “I don’t have time to teach you everything in one evening, but I can show you enough for you to get by.” I stepped to the center of the room where I had more space. Dorothy and Ben both sat at the end of my table, their eyes studying each other. 
 
    Jane stood there looking more nervous than I’d seen her. “You’ve fought for your life for a year, and a dancing lesson scares you?” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip. “I know it’s ludicrous. I told Dorothy we shouldn't worry about it. I have other skills but she insisted I needed to learn right away.” 
 
    “I said,” Dorothy cut in. “That she might need to know at least a few simple steps before the ball, and it will take more than a half-hour.” 
 
    True. Who knew what my mother had planned over the next few weeks. Dancing gracefully felt like one of those things she would look for in my future bride. “She’s right. This might take a few lessons.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes darted over to Dorothy before he jumped up and grabbed my lute. He settled back next to her and nestled the instrument in his arms. Dorothy smiled at him. Ben suddenly flushed, his cheeks growing a little red. Jane caught my eye. She must have had the same thoughts going through her mind. It wasn’t an absurd idea. Ben was only a year or two younger than Dorothy. We’d do them a favor if we give them some time together. I stepped up to Jane and held out my hand. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    She gave me a tight smile and held out her hands the opposite way. I took hold of her hands and switched the lower one higher and the higher one lower. She blushed, the rosy color making her features all the more pretty. 
 
    “We will go slow. Alright?” I said giving her hand a squeeze. 
 
    She nodded, looking at her toes. I could almost feel a tremor run though her. I let go of her hand and gently tilted her chin up until her eyes met mine. “It’s easier if you don’t look down.” 
 
    She nodded. I could see more than nervousness in her eyes. A fear showed through them, a fear so strong it most certainly wasn't a fear of me. I stopped and moved my hands to her shoulders. “Jane, what is it?” 
 
    She shook her head and attempted to turn up her lips. 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I trust you, Alex. I promise, I really do, but the last time I tried to learn to dance. My cousin Kellen. . .” she lowered her eyes back to the floor and let out a deep breath.  
 
    “A couple of months after my aunt and uncle moved in, aunt Matilda pulled me aside and explained that we needed to make me more interesting to rich men. That marrying well would benefit all of us. She told me that Kellen had volunteered to teach me some dance steps so we could all attend the neighborhood dance the next week.” She paused and looked up at me.  
 
    I nodded for her to continue. 
 
    She swallowed hard, her gaze falling back to the floor. “He. . . um. . . he stuck a knife in my side ten minutes into the lesson.” She touched her side where he most have stabbed her, and I felt my breath stop in my throat. 
 
    Dorothy and Ben gasped. Neither had been privy to the danger Jane had lived in. They only knew she had agreed to help me. This information, however, caused a fire to burn in my chest. “And he got away with it?” 
 
    She nodded, taking a step away from me. “They told the doctor that his knife had gotten loose somehow, and when he twirled me it. . .” she didn’t finish. She didn’t have to. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself but her hand stayed in place on her side. “If I hadn’t performed the step he was trying to teach me wrong, he would have killed me.” 
 
    I shouldn't have asked, the pain in her eyes told me that. But I had to know one more thing. “What attempt was this?” 
 
    She swallowed hard, blinking back tears in her eyes. “Number six.” 
 
    Ben nearly dropped the lute as he shot to his feet. “Are you telling me her family is trying to kill her?”  
 
    Dorothy gasped again. "Not our Jane!" 
 
    “There is more than one reason why Jane is here,” I said, gently pulling her close and wrapping her in my arms. She stiffened for a moment but then let go and returned my embrace. I shook my head at Ben. He looked even more ready to go hunting her family than I did. I’d explain everything to him later. I knew it didn’t take the pain away, but I held her until she pushed me back. 
 
    She took a shuttering breath and shook out her hands. “I can do this.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I didn't want to bring up those memories again. 
 
    She forced a smile and nodded. “Of course. Why kind of decoy would I be if I didn’t dance at your ball?” We all smiled weakly at her attempt at some humor. She had courage I'd give her that. More courage than half of my knights. 
 
    Gently, I took her hand again, this time lightly putting my other hand on her waist. “Let's start with an easy one.” She nodded. I walked her through the box step a few times until she performed it without trying to glance at her feet. I nodded to Ben, and he started strumming. 
 
    “Now, the real test. Can you dance and talk?” I asked squeezing her hand. I appreciated how nice her hand fit in mine. 
 
    She laughed lightly and raised her chin higher. I had to give her credit––she didn’t back down easily. “And what, pray tell, would you like to talk about, sire?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Any of the girls I should watch out for?” That brought a real smile to her face for the first time all evening, and my heart gave a stronger thud. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you’ve noticed that Princess Valinda is quite insistent to gaining your attention.”  
 
    I nodded. Valinda was very forward but not in an annoying way. And gorgeous. Not a reason for me to count her out. I actually appreciated knowing where she stood. 
 
    Jane let her eyes dart down to her toes, for half a second, before she brought her gaze back up to mine, her eyes wide, like she hadn't meant to peek at her toes. “Persephone and Laylana, don’t sit well with me," she continued. "I don’t know what you think of them but they kind of give me shivers.” 
 
    “I agree.” If I had my way, those two could pack their bags tomorrow. 
 
    “I like Quinn and Helen. They both have been nice to me from the start and to everyone else. They didn’t scoff as many of the others did when they learned I wasn’t a princess, but a lady.” She fumbled a little but I held her steady. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve wondered how they'd take that.” 
 
    She ducked her head to check her feet. “I simply told them what the king said, that a princess was their first choice, but they didn’t want to ever say they didn’t give a noble lady a chance.” 
 
    I snorted. “And. . .” 
 
    “Mostly they shrugged it off. I don't think they are worried about me." She stumbled a little but quickly corrected her feet, this time with out needing to lean on me for support. "As far as I can tell, my cover is intact.” 
 
    Ben stopped strumming, signaling the end of the song. “That, I am glad to hear.” Without thinking, I placed a quick kiss to the top of her hand. I couldn’t explain why I’d done it, but the warmth that filled me, made me wish I could kiss her fingers again. 
 
    Her eyes widened at the gesture, only making them that much more beautiful.  
 
    I backed up a step and let her hand go. I couldn't think such things, not with Jane. Quickly, I turned away to Ben and Dorothy. “Satisfied?” 
 
    “Completely,” Dorothy said, pushing back from the table. “We will let you go now.” She waved for Jane to follow her to the door. Jane nodded her eyes still a little wider than normal. 
 
    “Ben, take them the back way. I don’t want to chance them getting caught near my rooms.”  
 
    He nodded and set the lute down. “I’ll check the hall first, ladies.” 
 
    Jane shuffled her feet. “Thank you, Alex. Or should I call you Alexander now?" 
 
    My full name sounded foreign on her lips. “Jane, you can call me whatever you like, but you'll always have my permission to call me Alex.” 
 
    She offered a quick smile that looked more like her lips were twitching before she followed Dorothy and Ben out the door. 
 
    I fell back into my chair and patted Jagger on the head. He put his front legs on my knee so I could scratch his chest. “Ready to call it a night boy?” 
 
    He yawned in response. Thoughts of Jane began to try and push through my subconscious, but I pushed them back. I couldn't think of her or her horrible situation, or else I would never sleep. Quickly, I got ready for bed. I didn't know what tomorrow would bring, but I knew some princesses were going to get cut. That, I couldn’t wait for. 
 
    Before the sun had fully a risen, Mother woke me to claw my opinion on the girls out of me. We sat through breakfast in my room, talking to great lengths about the pros and cons of each girl, except for Jane. Though she wanted my opinion, she didn’t tell me who she was going to ask to leave. By mid-morning she stacked her papers full of notes and looked me in the eye. “I’ll see you in ten minutes in the throne room.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, just let me put on some proper clothes.” 
 
    “A good idea,” she said before she left. 
 
    I dressed quickly and raced downstairs. Yesterday, I had dreaded, but today I wanted to see who’d leave. I entered the room from a side door to see the hall already filled with the women. Mother nodded toward a chair at the front of the room, and I sat down. 
 
    Mother approached the girls. A few of them grasped hands, and others tapped their feet. “We wish we didn’t have to ask any of you to step down, but my son cannot have thirty wives." Nervous giggles flitted through the room. "This choice was not easy. And those we are asking to leave should not feel bad in any way.” 
 
    I felt more like a puppet than ever sitting up there. How had I let my parents talk me into this? I should have run away with Jane that night in the forest. I hadn’t planned on living life like an outlaw, but right now, that sounded better than this. My eyes found Jane's near the back of the group, and she smiled at me. She had no idea how much I needed her friendship right now. 
 
    “Unfortunately, these five girls will not continue on to court the prince. You are still invited to the ball, but beyond that, you will no longer have a part in this quest. Princesses Persephone, Evelynn, Harpenda, Laylana, and Athena.” 
 
    Two of the girls shrugged, another burst into dramatic tears, and the other two looked mad. Thank goodness we were cutting them out in groups. I didn’t think I could handle this moment thirty more times. We watched as the guards helped escort the girls out of the room. Persephone and Laylana sent hard glares my way, but I didn’t feel bad. I was grateful to see them go. 
 
    Only twenty-six more till I’m free. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9: Jane 
 
      
 
    I entered the sitting room the next day after the queen asked five girls to leave. I smoothed the new powder-pink dress Dorothy and Ruth had finished that morning. It was the simplest of all the dresses they had made so far, but still elegant. I liked it all the more for that reason. It felt more like me. 
 
    Valinda and a large group of the girls giggled on one side of the room. She seemed to be in the middle of some extravagant story that held most of the girl's attention. Helen, Arabella, Valorie, and Quinn were talking near the windows, so I walked over to them. Quinn saw me approach and waved me over. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said, slightly bowing my head in the manner Dorothy claimed perfect for this situation. They might have accepted my presence, but they were still above me in every way and deserved that respect. 
 
    “Valinda is telling her stories again.” Arabella shook her head, and Helen rolled her eyes. “As if we care how she had almost married King Henry of Merdolvina. I've heard that story, what is it, five times now?” 
 
    Princess Valorie turned to me. “How are you doing, Janelle? Keeping up? I mean, I can see why they’d want to include you to make it seem fair to everyone in the country, but this has to feel so strange to you. Especially knowing you’re only here to make the royal family look good, but the prince will never choose you. I mean all of us at least have a hope, a dream that we will become his choice. But you don't even have a chance.” 
 
    Valorie had no idea how hard her question hit home. The innocent look in her eye made that clear. I knew very well that I didn’t belong here. They knew I wasn’t a threat, and I knew I’d never become the prince's choice, unless, of course, he used me to get out of this whole mess, and even then, I’d never marry him. Not with my lower birth status. And I didn't care. I liked him. I liked him a lot because he strangely made me feel safe. He cared if I lived. He cared about would happen to me after all of this. He was my friend, and a good friend was all I needed. 
 
    “You know I'm grateful for this opportunity. I'm lucky I was chosen for this role.” My response sounded lame, but I thought it best to keep my responses simple. They didn't want my opinion, not really.  
 
    Valorie nodded, apparently expecting that kind of an answer. "Oh, you're so sweet." 
 
    The queen entered the room, effectively quieting us all down. Everyone was speculating what we’d have to do next to impress the prince and the queen. She walked in the room, a bounce to her step. I liked that about her. “Ladies, I am so excited to talk to you about the next part of the process.” 
 
    This didn’t sound good. A few of the girls gripped their neighbor's hands. I held my own and prayed it wasn't dancing. One short lesson from Alex wouldn't hide how little I knew about the subject. 
 
    “We are going to have an assessment of talents. A queen should be richly schooled, have a vast list of different talents she can share, help juggle the responsibilities of a wife and mother, and participate in the management of the Kingdom.” 
 
    Now I knew I should worry. I hadn’t been trained from birth like the princesses. I never had a tutor to teach me how to sing, sew, or dance until now. Dorothy had given me several short lessons on a lot of subjects, but Alex had only shown me a few dancing steps. I drew and painted a little because my mother loved art so much, but probably nowhere near the caliber these ladies could. If the queen hadn’t spoken to me the other day, I was sure this would be the test where I’d get kicked out. 
 
    The queen waved us to follow her out of the room. We walked down the hall and into another large room. Charcoal and pots of paint sat in baskets underneath easels where single canvases sat stretched and ready on each of the easels. In the center of the room, looking like a grumpy boy who didn’t get an extra cookie after dinner sat the prince on a chair. He had on his royal crown and long, red cape. 
 
    He looked as though he’d rather do absolutely anything else but model for us. Even muck out the whole entirety of the royal stables barehanded. 
 
    Quinn leaned over to me while we walked. “I didn’t expect this.” 
 
    “Alex. . . I mean, the Prince, doesn’t look like he expected it either.” I hoped she hadn’t caught the slip. Her eyebrows narrowed a little, but she didn’t mention it. She just walked to an easel like everyone else. I picked one right next to her. She was my only ally in the group. I didn’t want to lose her because I’d been dumb enough to call him Alex in front of her. 
 
    “Ladies.” The queen clapped her hands to get our attention. “Alexander has generously given his time so that we can see how truly talented you all are, and I thought this might also give him a chance to study you in return. You may begin.” 
 
    Most of the girls reached for their charcoal right away. Eager to prove themselves, I guess. A few brave ones left their places and circled the prince. His eyes followed them as if warning them not to touch.  
 
    I looked over at the queen, who was selecting a cup of tea from a refreshment table. How could she think this was a good idea? How would this show Alex who was right for him? 
 
     I looked at the art supplies and sighed. At least this wasn't dancing. I didn't like to paint with others in the room. I had to block them all out, or I'd never get through this. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on the face I knew as Alex. My mother told me to always close my eyes before I touched the paper and form the image I wanted to paint in my mind, hold it tight, and then begin to draw. His face formed in my mind but not as he was now, grumpy and annoyed. It was his face in the firelight of the cave. His wet hair pushed back from his eyes and a genuine smile of kindness on his lips. 
 
    I blocked out everything around me and pretended I was alone in my mother's upstairs art chamber. I picked up my charcoal and began to draw a close-up image only of his face. I spent a long time on the eyes. His were usually so cheerful; I couldn’t bear to draw the misery I saw in them now. Only after the outlines showed exactly what I wanted did I stop to look around. All of the girls were already painting.  
 
    Apparently, I had already spent too much time on the first step. I grabbed a nice premixed creamy color and a brush and looked around again. All the girls had painted him in full, exactly as he sat now. Some of the paintings already looked incredible, full of bright, vibrant colors that perfectly matched his fine attire. Had I made a huge mistake? Mine wouldn’t be anywhere that bright and only showed his head. Without a crown or anything but what I remembered from that night we met. 
 
    I looked at the face I had drawn and sighed. Maybe I could add some color to it––some blue in the background or something. I set the cream paint down and picked up the royal blue that was a close match to his shirt. A hand shot out and stopped me. 
 
    “Don’t.” I looked up to find Quinn staring at my canvas. “I’ve been watching you. Don’t let what we are painting stop the magic you’re forming on that canvas. I could see the panic in your eyes when you set down that cream color. What were you originally going to do?” 
 
    “I. . . ah, just wanted to focus on his face.” I couldn't tell her about the image I had in my head. 
 
    “I think you should keep to that plan. Don’t sacrifice your art.” She picked up the cream and handed it back to me. I smiled. It was a rare thing for someone to help me. 
 
    “You talk like my mother.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled. “I love to paint more than anything else in the world. I couldn’t simply stand by and watch you ruin yours.” 
 
    “Thanks, Quinn.” I felt truly touched by her words. Was it possible to find more than two friends while at the castle? Even though I knew all of these friendships were doomed to end after this, I couldn't help but want to gain them now, even if it hurt later. 
 
    She nodded and went back to her painting, which truly was a masterpiece. I didn't doubt one bit she loved to paint. She returned to her work, the same look on her face as my mother's when she painted. I swallowed a lump of longing in my throat, and I made a note to tell Alex Quinn was someone he should think about. She was beautiful, kind, smart, and a true artist. 
 
    Two hours later, I stepped back from my painting and frowned. It wasn’t exactly right. But without the flickering of firelight on his face, it never would look the same. The queen walked back into the room and clapped her hands. “Finishing touches, ladies. Then we’ll let the prince see your masterpieces.” 
 
    I cleaned my brush and leaned over to look at Quinn's painting. “Wow, you are incredible.”  
 
    She smiled and wiped her hands on a rag. “Thank you. Let me see yours.” 
 
    Where everyone else's paintings were full of color, mine was very dark. His dark brown hair nearly blended into the shadows of the background. His face was full of light from my imagined fire, and his eyes shown brightly, but again, after his neck everything faced back into the shadows.  
 
    Quinn put an arm around my shoulder an squeezed. “Aren't you glad I stopped you from ruining this with that blue?” 
 
    I was grateful. “Yes, thank you. You saved me.” 
 
    She laughed. "All in a good day's work." 
 
    The queen stepped next to her son and clapped her hands. “Alright, ladies, even if you are not done, you must stop. Alexander and I will now walk around and see your talent.”  
 
    The room fell silent while they walked around. Alex and the queen talked quietly to each girl, so we didn’t know what they thought. I watched his face. Masked politeness stood out the most, but every once in a while, his eyebrow rose, showing he was impressed. Both sets of eyebrows shot up when they saw Quinn’s painting. I didn’t blame them. It was a masterpiece. If they had any sense the'd ask her permission to hang it in the hall. The queen gave Quinn's hand a squeeze before they moved on. 
 
    “And now, Lady Janelle.” I bit my lip––shame on me for going against the grain. I should have painted what was in front of me like everyone else, but I wasn’t any good at full figures. I stepped back to allow them room to stand in front of my easel. Alex’s eyes flicked over to mine, more shock registering on his face. The queen cleared her throat, nodded, and then moved on. 
 
    “I made a huge mistake, didn’t I?” I whispered to Alex. 
 
    “No.” He looked me in the eye. “Not at all.”  
 
    His lips twitched into a small smile before he moved away after his mother.  
 
    “What did he say to you?" Quinn asked coming over to stand next to me. 
 
    “I think he liked it. But nowhere near as much as he likes yours.” 
 
    She let out a long breath, her hands clasping each other. “How do you know?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I could see it on his face. He looked almost bored looking at everyone else's, but not when he looked at yours, his eyebrows shot up, and he smiled.” 
 
    She let out a huff of air, a light blush appearing on her cheeks. “Don’t give me too much hope. My talents aren’t as developed in other areas.” 
 
    The queen clapped her hands, bringing our attention back to her. “We will give you all two hours to tidy yourselves up and put on your favorite dancing shoes. Lunch will be served in your rooms so we don’t lose any time. We will see you all in the ballroom." 
 
    My throat constricted at the thought of dancing again. No, it's too soon, I wanted to scream out. My eyes must have shown my panic because when I looked over at Alex, he lightly shook his head as if trying to tell me long distance not to worry. But I was worried. I was downright terrified. Alex had helped ease some of the fear I associated with dancing, but Kellen had forever tainted it. I put my hand on my side, where I knew the scar still stood out pink and jagged.  
 
    Dorothy must have had some kind of gut intuition. I needed to know how to dance before the ball. But I only knew the one very simple dance Alex had taught me the other night. It wasn’t enough. I numbly followed everyone else out of the room.  
 
    Had Dorothy possibly known about this test? I knew she and Ruth were aware of part of the queen's plans. But I wondered how much they really knew. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10: Alex 
 
      
 
    I wanted nothing more at that moment when Mother announced an afternoon in the ballroom, than to rush to Jane’s side. I watched her eyes grow wider and wider. Her hand grasping her side where Kellen had knifed her. My blood instantly on fire, I had to breathe out long slow breaths to keep myself standing next to my mother while we watched all the girls file out.  
 
    Mother turned to me, brightness emanating from her features. At least she was enjoying this process. “You’d best go change, my dear. And eat. I’ll see you in two hours.” She smiled and nearly skipped from the room. 
 
    I strode from the room and nodded at Ben to walk beside me instead of following me. “Ben, I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “Of course, your highness.” I checked the hall. To many people were within ear shot. With a wave of my hand, we continued down the halls until we entered my rooms. 
 
    “I need you, and maybe Lucas, if you think he’ll keep it quiet, to look into Jane’s cousin Kellen, probably her aunt and uncle as well.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Okay, but what are we looking for exactly?” 
 
    I ripped of my bed cape and tossed it on my bed. “Any evidence we can use against them. I didn’t go into it a lot last night. But Jane’s parents were murdered about a year ago. And you heard about Jane’s sixth attempt on her life last night.” 
 
    His face hardened, as he fingered the hilt of his sword. “Yes, I could hardly believe it.” 
 
    “What you don’t know is that her uncle and his family have been attempting to accidentally kill her for a year. I think they may have even murdered her parents. I met Jane after their eleventh attempt on her life.” 
 
    His mouth fell open. “I––what? Are you serious.” 
 
    “Jane says there is no evidence, but there has to be somewhere, and I can’t help but think they won't stop until they succeed in their plans to get rid of her. I can’t stand here with this knowledge and do nothing about it. She's our friend. We have to help her.” 
 
    Ben clapped a hand on my back. “Don’t worry, sire. Lucas and I will look into it. Discreetly. How much do you want him to know?” 
 
    “Keep Jane out of it for now, if you can. I don't want word getting out that we are investigating her so-called family.” 
 
    Ben nodded, and I felt some of my fury die. Ben and Lucas would find something we could use to lock up her good-for-nothing family. It was the only answer. We had to find the evidence we needed to make them all rot in prison for the rest of their lives. I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. All I could see was her hand clutched at her side. Did she have a scar? Of course, she did. How could she not? How many other scars had they given her? That thought only made me pace the room again. I couldn't imagine what she'd been through. 
 
    A knock sounded on the door, and Ben let in a servant with a tray of food. Food and an afternoon of dancing with twenty-six women was the last thing I needed right then.  
 
    If I could ride to Jane’s house and arrest her whole family, I would. But I needed evidence. And that was something I didn't have. Yet. 
 
    At least I had Ben and Lucas to look into it for me. It wasn’t what I wanted, but it would have to do for now. Ben followed the servant out, and I tossed my crown on the table. Refusing to eat would do me no good. I had to act cheerful the rest of the day. Going hungry would not help with that. 
 
    I sat down and ate quickly. Time to get this over with and await a report from Ben. I changed my shoes into something more comfortable and left my room. 
 
    I entered the ballroom to find a couple of girls already there. Before I could breathe, they swarmed me, all trying to talk at once. The dark-haired beauty named Valinda sauntered over. “Enough, girls. Let the prince have some space.” 
 
    She effectively shooed the other girls away, but many of them shot her dark looks. She offered me a warm smile but didn’t move away herself. “I have to say, Prince Alexander, I am ever so pleased with the way things are going. I can't wait to dance with you.” 
 
    I gave a slight bow of my head. “Then I hope you’ll allow me to dance with you first.” Her dark brown eyes lit up, and I found myself smiling too. She was beautiful. She had a strong, commanding presence, but not in a harsh way. I found that I really did want to see if I enjoyed holding her in my arms. 
 
    “I am honored at your request,” she curtsied and sashayed away to a new group of ladies who entered the room. 
 
    “Very nice.” I jumped at my mother's voice. I hadn’t noticed her behind us while we talked. 
 
    “I’m considering her too, my son.” She squeezed my arm before moving away to talk to the musicians in the corner. My eyes wandered across the room to Valinda. She talked animatedly with all the other girls. It appeared many people liked her. Perhaps I should consider her as well. This was, after all, the point of this whole mess. If I didn’t need to choose Jane in the end, all the better, right? 
 
    Jane entered the room, still looking a little shaky, and stood off in the corner, alone. How senseless am I? I should have promised to dance with her first to get it over with. Now I didn’t know how long she’d have to think about it. 
 
    Mother clapped her hands. “I know many of you are aware that the queen attends many formal functions, including balls. One must feel comfortable with dancing. This will also show you whether or not you enjoy being so close to my son.” 
 
    All the girls laughed. I felt like the last part of her sentence made the most sense to me. I didn’t want to spend my life with someone who made my skin crawl or didn’t feel as though she fit in my arms. For the first time, I appreciated my mother's plan. This test might actually prove helpful. 
 
    “If you’ll all form a line. Each young lady will have a few minutes to dance with the prince. We will bring you to him and tap you on the shoulder when your time is up. No lady will have more time than another.” She waved me into the center of the room. 
 
    Straightening my vest, I moved to where she indicated. All the women lined up along the wall. Valinda was in the front, Jane at the very back. Maybe last would prove best for her. At that point, not as many of the girls would pay attention to her. 
 
    Mother took her place on a chair near the musicians, and a servant bowed to Valinda. When the music started, he took her hand and led her to me. He placed her hand in mine, and I gave him a short nod before pulling Valinda into my arms. I was pleased to find that her hands fit nicely in mine. She wasn’t too tall or short but nearly my height. All good things.  
 
    The dance was a slow one, one that would allow conversation. “Are you enjoying your time here, Valinda?” 
 
    “Oh yes, your country is beautiful. I kept my curtains drawn aside after we entered your borders to soak it all in.” She smiled while she talked. I wondered if that was usual for her or how she wanted to appear.  
 
    “Thank you. I do hope my future bride will also like my home.” 
 
    She smiled wider, her white teeth all bright against her red lips. “Well, so far, I fit in that category.” 
 
    “Why did you chose to come?” I asked before I could stop myself. I probably shouldn't ask such a forward thing, but I really did want to know. 
 
    She bowed her head a bit and looked up at me from under her lashes. My heart skipped a beat. “I’ll be honest. At first, it seemed like a silly idea, but the more my family thought about it, the more it made sense. Our country is a strong one with many allies. Coming here and joining hands with yours and gaining another ally in a bond stronger than all the others, made sense for our future.” She raised her chin and smiled at me fully. “But now that I’m here, I’m here for you. Your mother spoke of you finding love, and I want that too.” 
 
    I nodded. “I appreciate your honesty. It seems your parents and mine would get along.” 
 
    She laughed a tittering laugh as if she didn’t want to stop smiling to do so. I found that intriguing. A servant came and tapped her on the shoulder. She stuck out her lip, but nodded letting go of my hand. 
 
    He led her away, and I found myself wanting to finish our conversation. Another good sign. Perhaps my mother wasn't completely insane. 
 
    Helen came next. I remembered Jane saying she liked her. I bowed, and she curtsied before we took our place in a dancing position. She fit nicely in my arms too. She was a little taller than Valinda but not so much taller that it felt awkward to hold her. Her chestnut hair wasn’t quite as striking as Valinda's nearly black color, but I found it pleasing. 
 
    I thought I should probably ask her something different, but I wanted to know the same thing. Why were these girls here? Would they lie? Speak the truth? We'd only talked about their interests and their countries before. I sighed, “Helen, I have a question for you.” 
 
    “Of course, Prince Alexander,” she bowed her head as if that sign of respect came naturally to her. 
 
    “Why did you chose to come here?” 
 
    She let out a long breath. “Honestly, I’m the fifth girl in our family. My parents are tired of suitors coming to court their daughters. I think they thought they’d earned a break.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it; I laughed out loud. Her answer was so different from what I expected. Thankfully, she laughed along with me.  
 
    I twirled he as the dance required. “Are you glad you came now?” 
 
    She nodded, “Yes. I am. You have proven to be quite the gentleman, and I’m honored to have a chance to get to know you better.” 
 
    “I’m honored. I’m glad you’ve come too.” And I was. Jane was right. Helen was someone I should consider. It hit me then that I was actually playing along with my mother's plan. I found myself glad to meet these girls. Maybe I wouldn’t need Jane for my decoy after all. 
 
    The servants took turns leading girl after girl to the dance floor. The musicians kept playing different songs, but all of them were slow enough for conversation. Many of the girls fit in my arms just as nicely as Valinda and Helen. A few, like Quinn, did not. But I enjoyed talking to Quinn enough to not count her out yet. A few others felt so odd and awkward that I wanted to eliminate them and move on, but I had to give them the same chance as everyone else. 
 
    Jane came last. As I had predicted, most of the girls formed groups to chat quietly after their turn. They kept their eyes on my partners but were a lot more distracted now than before. 
 
    Jane moved with a smoothness I knew came from her constant practice to bury her fear. I'd noticed that right away. Her long golden hair hung loosely curled into fluffy ringlets. A simple look I found suited her. The servant placed her hand in mine, and I smiled and offered her a bow like I had the rest. Though I knew I didn’t have to. She curtsied and moved closer to me. 
 
    I pulled Jane into the dance position and smiled at how familiar this felt. We'd only danced once before, but she felt like she belonged there. I only hoped she felt that way too. Perhaps that would keep her from looking like a scared rabbit. Thanking fate for giving us a dance we could use the one step I’d taught her, we began to move to the music. 
 
    She moved along, letting me lead her. Her hand grasping mine a bit tighter than anyone else. I knew it was from lack of skill. “You’re doing fine,” I said quietly. She was shorter than both Valinda, and Helen, but somehow I still felt like we matched. My hand wrapped around hers in a way that felt comfortable. 
 
    “I about had seven panic attacks today.” She said it lightly, but I had no doubt she spoke the truth. I nearly fell apart when she grabbed her side earlier myself. 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. You don’t regret coming–– do you?” 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes full of sincerity. “No, of course not. I'm sure I'm crazy for agreeing to come, but honestly I'm grateful. For all of it, this whole experience.” 
 
    A tap on her shoulder effectively ended our conversation. I stepped back just as disappointed that our time had ended as I had been with Valinda, Quinn, Helen, and Valorie. I watched as the servant escorted her back to the rest of the girls. I knew what today had done to her, and I would find some way to make it up to her. 
 
    Mother approached me and waved for me to follow her to the other side of the room.  
 
    "I’ve compiled a short list of girls I feel we should cut, if you have no arguments to these names." She handed me a piece of paper. The names: Evangeline, Dianna, Laverna, Krystillia, Blythe, and Fortuna were all written there. All six of those ladies were awful to dance with, and their paintings were the worst of the bunch. Seeing their names on Mother's list made sense, and cutting six sounded like a fantastic idea to me. 
 
    I nodded and handed the list back to her. “Good, then we have our top twenty girls.” 
 
    With a quick smile, she approached the girls to tell them the news. I couldn’t help but think. Only nineteen more girls to go. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11: Jane 
 
      
 
    It took a little longer than I expected, but groups began to form. Three of them, in fact. Valinda ruled over the largest group. Georgiana ruled over the smaller group. And the third group consisted of myself, Quinn, Helen, Valorie, and Louisa. Where Valinda’s group admired and supported her. Georgiana had only two girls who she could convince to follow her. The last five of us didn’t want a leader. 
 
    We all stood on the grounds, a light wind causing gooseflesh to raise up on our arms. Alex rode onto the field, along with a large group of men. They each rode a horse and pulled another along with them. A few feet away, they all stopped. Alex looked like he belonged on a horse. It was the most relaxed I'd seen him in days. 
 
    The queen waved us all closer, so she didn’t have to shout over the wind. “These are my son’s most trusted men. If you are chosen as his queen, then you need to trust them too. Today you are going riding. I hope you will befriend more than Alexander alone. His friends will give him their opinion of all of you after today's ride.” 
 
    She nodded at Alex, who, for the first time, looked a lot happier to address this group of women. “Pick a horse. You’ll ride with the soldier whose horse you choose first.” 
 
    “Where is your second horse, Alexander?” Valinda asked, her voice light. "I know we’d all love to ride with you.” 
 
    He smiled. “Today, I will ride where I choose. As my mother said, we want to make sure my friends like you too. Come on, take your pick.” 
 
    Valinda’s group of princesses rushed forward like they were in a race. The rest of us walked in a much more ladylike manner. I saw most of the girls went for the young, robust men. Which led me to take the horse Ben held. The gray whips in his hair must have deterred them, but I knew if they really wanted to impress Alex, they should have tried to befriend his personal bodyguard, Ben. 
 
    Ben slid off of his horse to help me up onto mine. “Thank you, Ben. It had been a year since I've ridden, but thankfully, my father had taught me how to ride." 
 
    “My pleasure, my lady.” He tipped his head slightly, a sign of respect usually saved for royalty or the nobility.  
 
    I paused and looked back at him with my foot in the stirrup.“You know you don’t have to call me that.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.”  He gestured that I should climb up, and I obeyed.  
 
    I supposed he expected me to drop it but I couldn’t. No one had ever offered me such a compliment. “Then why did you call me my lady?” 
 
    “Because I feel you deserve it.” He said before climbing back onto his horse. He clicked his reins, and we moved off into the large field next to the castle. 
 
    He laughed at the surprise that had shown on my face. I hadn’t done anything to deserve the status of a lady. I knew that. He should have too. I never had ambitions to become a lady. My parents told me our status was low, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t be as happy or happier than the king and queen themselves.  
 
    I wrapped the reins around my hand. "Why?" 
 
    "I've trained a many soldiers, seen to the knighting of many knights, and I see bravery in you, honor, and a loyalty to the crown that matches many of those men. To me, you are deserving of the name Lady more so than many courtiers I've met." 
 
    I rode along speechless. I didn't feel brave, and though I supported Alex, I didn't agree with everything the crown did. This marriage game for one. I was a liar, motivated by my own needs to hide. Where did he see honor in that? 
 
    He must have guessed my thoughts because he moved his horse closer to mine. "You have more honor than you think, my lady. You are doing your best to help the prince while you can, and I respect that. I respect that a lot." 
 
    I smiled. What else could I do? 
 
    Ben leaned back on his saddle, his eyes on the prince. “I think you should know that we’ve been looking into your so-called family. We haven’t found much yet, but I want you to know, sir Lucas and I will keep digging.” 
 
    I took in a slow breath. They were? I could hardly believe it. “Thank you. I know there isn’t much to find. Unless you count scars.” I laughed lightly with no humor, and his lips tightened. I didn’t know if his expression meant he was worried or disappointed.  
 
    "Unfortunately, my lady, scars are not proof enough."  
 
    The prince whistled, and with a nod, Ben and the other men moved their horses around to ride next to different ladies. A sandy-haired young man joined me. “Hi, I’m Lord Lucas. A knight and the prince's best friend.” 
 
    I laughed. “Do you always introduce yourself this way?” 
 
    “I do when I have the chance to impress a beautiful princess such as yourself.” He bowed his head to me and offered me a dazzling smile. His chin jutted forward as if trying to show off his chiseled features. I huffed. Didn’t these men understand I didn’t deserve such respect? 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry to say you’ve chosen the wrong lady for that. I am not a princess. I’m the only one whose not in the group. My name is Janelle.” 
 
    His smile tightened. “Now I feel foolish.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I didn’t intend you to feel that way.” I patted my horse's neck and avoided looking at him directly. 
 
    “Don’t apologize. I should have known. Everyone has heard of the lady who is trying to best the princesses. Hey, that’s even better. You’re just like me. Not royal but hanging out with royalty all day.” 
 
    I looked up at him then. He still smiled. Like he really didn’t care that I wasn’t a princess. “I guess.” I studied him for a moment. Any thoughts of courting men had fled my mind the moment uncle Ian took over the house. Could I see myself getting to know a man like Lucas? No, even he was out of my league. 
 
    “Though if you’re a lady, I do wonder why I’ve never seen you before. Don’t you come to court? I mean, how else would you have met our Prince?” His eyebrows scrunched together. I couldn’t answer any of his questions and breathed out a sigh of relief when the prince whistled, and he was left with time only for another nod before riding off to attempt to impress a princess. 
 
    The next several men talked to me pleasantly, but I was beginning to understand the princes' frustration with this whole project. He road up to my horse after we began riding back toward the castle. 
 
    “How are you today, Jane––Janelle?” 
 
    I leaned forward and played with the ends of my horse’s hair for a second before answering. “Feeling more sorry for you by the second.” 
 
    He laughed. Full on laughed. Jagger, who raced along beside him, barked along with him. “An unexpected side effect. I had a fantastic day in comparison. I can’t tell you how nice it is to sit back and watch with no pressure. I understand my mother's joy so much better now.” 
 
    “Where all I want is to close my door to my room and see no one. That, I assume, is how you’ve felt these past few days.” He laughed again, and we rode silently for a few minutes, watching his friends and the princesses. 
 
    “Come on, my friends are not that bad.” 
 
    “No, they all seem wonderful. Lucas is particularly nice, however, I’m worried he suspects something because he's never met me before, and I'm labeled a lady and your friend.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes narrowed in thought. “I'm planning on bringing him up to speed anyway. Maybe I’d better let him in sooner rather than later before he says something he shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said, though I didn’t like involving more people in our lie. It felt wrong. More wrong than when it was only Alex and me lying about who I really was and what part I had to play in his finding a bride. 
 
    “I’d better go myself. Talking to you longer than anyone else isn’t a good idea.” I nodded and watched him and Jagger ride over to Helen. Alone for the first time all day, I rode along by myself. The princesses all laughed and flirted with the soldiers. And the men laughed and flirted right back. It hit me then how much I didn’t belong in this world.  
 
    My flowy sage-green dress was meant for a princess, not for me. I loved it, but I didn’t belong in it. Alex’s laugh across the way hit me just as hard. I shouldn’t even know him. Shouldn’t know how sweet and caring he really was to everyone around him. I had to come close to death to get here, to lie. For the first time since agreeing to this plan, my skin began to crawl. 
 
    Quinn rode a little closer to me and offered me a smile over her shoulder. I didn’t deserve her friendship, either. Every word I’d said to her held a taint of the lie I lived. How was this better than my life at home? Here only the danger of death was absent, but in both places, I lived a lie with every word I spoke.  
 
    Word must have spread that I wasn’t a princess, and everyone left me alone for the last part of the ride back to the castle. All the men knew I was not going to become queen, so what did it matter if they talked to me? 
 
    A dark feeling settled in my heart, and I held onto it tight. It was the only feeling keeping me from screaming that I didn’t belong. That I was a fake. Thunder shook the skies at that moment. It was as if the sky wanted me to know that if I ran again. I’d find myself wet, miserable, and alone. 
 
    We all rushed to dismount from our horses and raced inside to a large room on the bottom floor of the castle. “The courtier's corridor,” Quinn said, nudging me. “I bet you’ve spent a lot of good times in here, with the rest of the courtiers.” Without waiting for a response, she rushed forward to talk to Helen and one of Alex’s soldier friends.  
 
    A large table of food stood on one side of the room, and everyone filled up plates. The queen and Alex walked around and talked to his friends. Gathering intel, I supposed. I picked up a roll and sat near an empty window to feel the breeze on my face. It felt calming and exactly what I needed right then. 
 
    A quarter of an hour later the queen gathered us all together. Reluctantly, I left my window. “What a pleasant day. Thank goodness the rain held off while we enjoyed the outside. I wish we didn’t have to send any of you away, but twenty girls at this point are too many." She laughed lightly. 
 
    "Today, we are taking five of you off the list. Don’t let it hurt you. You are all wonderful girls, just not Alexander's girl. One day your prince will come for you, and you’ll be happier for it. The girls not continuing on are Princesses Rubella, Saffron, Dimitra, Antonia, and Clementia.” 
 
    A servant tapped on each of the girls' shoulders and led them out of the room. Two of them huffed, a lot about it but the other three shrugged as if they didn’t really care. 
 
    “The rest of you, our next little test will be in four days. In the meantime, casual meetings between you and the prince are encouraged. In four days, these fine gentlemen, whom you’ve gotten to know today, and the prince will compete in a tournament. I promise it will be a day to remember. Until then, we are so happy to have all fifteen of you here. You are welcome to stay here in this room as long as you wish or return to your own rooms when you are ready.” 
 
    She inclined her head to the group, and everyone mimicked the behavior. Most of the group returned promptly to the table or to their conversations, but I walked right out of the room. I was in no mood to act. I was in no mood for small talk. I’d ruin my cover if I stayed. My room was the only safe place at the moment, and I meant to stay there until I could calm down. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A knock sounded on my door that evening, and I groaned. The last several nights, Alex had snuck into my room to help me learn more about dance, but today I couldn’t do it. I wanted to live in my misery until the morning. He pulled the servant's door open and slipped inside. His hands covered his eyes as if he expected to find me in a less than decent state. “Sorry, I had to come in quick or risk getting caught.” He split his fingers apart, and his eyes found mine sitting in the chair by the fire. Immediately he dropped his hand, walked over to where I sat and dropped into a chair. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he said. 
 
    I forced a smile to my lips. Something I was beginning to hate doing. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Okay. Ready to practice?” He stood up and offered me his hand. 
 
    I looked up at him and sighed. “Do we have to?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, but it will be good for us. You’re getting better.” 
 
    I looked back at the fire. “Let’s skip tonight. I promise I will be energetic and ready to learn more steps tomorrow.” 
 
    He looked at me, and his eyes narrowed. “Come on, Jane. I don’t know what’s bothering you, but let’s practice. You’ll feel better I swear it.” 
 
    I didn't care if he was right. “I don’t want to practice, Alex. I'm tired of studying late in the night. I'm tired of faking a smile. I'm tired of lying. I feel as if I’ve been lying for nearly a year. Playing a part. A part that isn’t even me." I stood up and paced in front of the fire.  
 
    "First, I had to pretend with my aunt and uncle. Pretend I didn’t know they wanted me dead every second of every day. Pretend that I wasn’t dying inside from the pain of losing my parents and everyone else I cared about. Pretend I didn't know they somehow killed them." 
 
    I swallowed hard turning away from him. "Pretend I didn’t care they excluded me from teas, dinners, and social events. Pretend I wasn’t hurt when my friends stopped trying to see me. Pretend I didn't want to cry when they sold off my parents' things. Pretend I wasn't terrified to sleep at night, for fear they’d knife me in the dark." 
 
    I looked at him, concern written on his face. I looked away again, I didn't want to see it. "And now I have to pretend here. Lie to those I want to count as friends. You don’t even know the real me. The only time you saw me for who I really am, I was covered in mud, shivering in the cold, preparing to run away or die." I paused, breathing heavily, but keeping my eyes away from his. 
 
    "Alex, I know you need me to play this part. I know that this is the only way to protect me from my family, but I’m sick of it for today. Today I'm done. Tomorrow I'm sure I'll be fine. But right now, I'm not!”  
 
    He stood there, his mouth slightly ajar. I clapped my own hand over my mouth, tears building in my eyes. I shouldn’t have gone off on him like that. What must he think of me? My face grew hot, and I turned away and walked out onto my small balcony. 
 
    “Jane,” he said, his voice soft. 
 
    I took a few more steps away, and leaned against the railing. “Don’t. Please, Alex. Please don’t act nice to me. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say all of that.” 
 
    He put his hands on my shoulders. “Yes, you did.” 
 
    The tears threatened to spill, but I bit my lip to keep them at bay. I didn’t want to cry in front of him. I hadn’t cried in front of anyone since I buried my parents. Gently, he turned me around until I faced him. Without a word, he pulled me close and wrapped his arms around me. Softly he laid his cheek on the top of my head, and I could no longer hold back the tears. I felt myself shudder, but he only tightened his grip. 
 
    “It’s okay, Jane. You’ve been through things I wouldn’t wish on anyone, and I know I don’t even know the half of it. I’m not going to make you continue if you want to leave. I'll pay for room and board at an inn for you if that is what you want. I won’t make you stay. You are not a prisoner here. But I want you to stay if you're willing.” 
 
    I couldn’t answer but buried my face in his chest, taking comfort from the feel of his strong arms wrapped around me. The tears I didn't want to come leaked out of my eyes. I thought about leaving right then. If he wouldn’t keep me here, I could go. But to where? I had no home. I had no friends anymore, except for those at the castle. I had no options, but to stay there at the castle or board at an inn and become an easy target for Kellen. Leaving here, I might as well throw myself off a cliff and save everyone some time, but that wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted to live. I wanted to be happy. I wanted to fight. 
 
    I gasped, pulled back out of his arms, and quickly wiped at my eyes. “Alex, can you teach me to fight?” 
 
    Whatever he had expected me to say, that wasn’t even close to it judging from the surprise that flashed in his eyes. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Who cares about dancing? I know enough to get by. I need to learn to fight. To defend myself. You said yourself that if I lived to my birthday and took over my house, that I would still have to live with the threat of death because of my family. I need to know how to fight to protect myself.” 
 
    “I don’t. . .” He gently wiped a tear off my cheek. “I don’t know how we’d accomplish that.” 
 
    I looked up at him, ignoring how close we stood. “You’ve trained page boys, right? How am I any different?” 
 
    He smiled, his hand lingering on my cheek. “Believe me, Jane, you are very different.” 
 
    “So?" I said grabbing his hand that wasn't caressing my cheek. "Please, Alex, teach me to fight? I need you to.” 
 
    “Of course, I will," he said, his thumb tracing my jaw. "I don’t know how much I can teach you without anyone noticing, but I’ll do my best. I'm sure Ben will help too.” 
 
    “Thank you," I said, pulling his hand up to my collar bone and resting my chin on our clasped hands."I don’t need to know everything your soldiers know, just enough to fight back and run away.” 
 
    He let go of me and took a few steps back. “Alright then, young page-girl,” he winked, giving me a short bow. “Lesson one is a solid stance.” He moved his feet further apart and slightly bent his knees. But I’d stopped paying attention when he said, alright. 
 
    I threw my arms around him and hugged him tightly. Smashing my cheek into the comfort of his chest. He wrapped his arms around me and returned the gesture. A warmth spread through me. I couldn't say if it was from him holding me or from his agreeance to help me fight, but either way I liked it. 
 
    Softly he whispered into my hair, “Page boys, definitely don’t do that.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, releasing him. He let go of me more slowly but left his hands on the top of my shoulders. His eyes found mine, and I felt a warm shiver run up and down my arms. 
 
    “If we are going to accomplish this, I think we are going to need help.” His eyes were warm, and something I didn’t understand hid in their depths. A secret I wasn’t meant to uncover. My heart beat a little faster, wondering what it was. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, taking a deliberate step back from me almost as if he needed to force some distance between us. “You trust Ben, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. He’s your bodyguard, and I feel like I know why you chose him to take on that role.” 
 
    “Good. I think we'll invite Lucas to help too.” He took a few more steps backwards toward my door. “Ben and I will come up with a plan, but you’d better be prepared to train hard every day or anything we teach you won’t matter much.” 
 
    That made sense, and I didn’t know why I wouldn’t want to practice. My life depended on only me protecting it after I left the castle, and I would have to be enough. “I promise.” 
 
    His eyes rested on mine for a moment when he stopped at the servant door. “Good night, Jane.” He reached for the door handle behind him and pulled it open. 
 
    “Good night, Alex.”  
 
    With a final nod, he disappeared. 
 
    Dorothy came out of the bathing room, and sighed. “Well I like this arrangement.” 
 
    I jumped. How long had she been in my room? “What arrangement?”  
 
    She chuckled her fingers tapping the cover of a book in her hands. “Oh, only us spending more time with Ben, of course.” She fluffed her hair in the mirror, her cheeks full of rosy color. She caught my eyes looking at her through the glass and added after a moment. “And the prince, of course.”  
 
    I simply nodded, fully aware of her interest in Ben. Turning back to the balcony, I breathed in the cool air. I had felt like flying into a thousand pieces earlier, but now I felt grounded. I felt sure. Sure, because I had the beginning of a plan. Sure, because maybe if I could defend myself, I could live the life close to the one I had planned with my parents.  
 
    I was sure of everything now, except how I felt about Alex. Were friends allowed to make you feel so warm and comfortable in their arms? Or your heart to pound like a hummingbirds wings when you thought of them? I didn’t know. I’d never had a male friend. Father didn’t count, but when he hugged me, I never felt that way either.   
 
    One thing I knew for sure, was that I could never hope for anything more than friendship, even if I felt more. I wasn’t even a fish in Alex’s pool. I was the fish in the pond around the mountain off the beaten track. Only by some strange miracle did he run into me. A fluke that wouldn’t come to anything. I knew it, and so did he. Now my heart needed to remember. 
 
    For a moment, however, I wrapped my arms around myself, closed my eyes, and attempted to memorize how it felt to have him hold me so tight. I’d hold onto that feeling tonight, but tomorrow. I’d let it go. Tomorrow I'd begin learning how to fight, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    Soon all of this, the beautiful dresses, the extravagant hair, the fancy meals, would all become nothing but a distant memory. One day I would tell my kids about the time I was once friends with the prince. And they would laugh and call me a crazy old granny, but I'd know it was true. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12: Jane 
 
      
 
    The sun beat down on us as we filed into the wooden, arena circled by colorful tents. The queen had kept everything very quiet about the kind of tournament the men would be having. The girls all talked excitedly as they found their seats. The king and queen sat in a fancy box in the middle of the ring of seats. The princesses took up the left side comfortably, and on the right side of the royal box, squished in tight, sat a bunch of the nobility.  
 
    On the other side of the field sat as many of the townspeople as could squeeze in. The tournament was meant to become more than a show for the princesses but a show for the whole country. I didn’t want to think about how they were going to eliminate any of us through this practice. I doubted we'd have to hold a flag down in the field and avoid a sword point. So how? 
 
    A large group of servants entered the field and hung twenty different colored flags on a newly constructed fence that stood in the middle of the oval-shaped field. Knights with Capes all matching the flags lined up next to the fence. Alex entered last, his dark-red cape billowing around his legs. He waved at the crowd, and everyone, it seemed, waved back. I felt my own hand go up as if it had a mind of its own.  
 
    I shifted in my seat, feeling the bruises Ben had inflicted while training me the last few days. He and Lucas hadn't gone easy on me. One thing I'd learned about Ben was that he could keep his focus even with Dorothy there. A good trait for a trusted soldier. Lucas, however, seemed to get distracted by a lot of things. 
 
    I hadn’t seen Alex at any of our trainings. Ben said it was because the prince had to train hard himself for the tournament, but it felt like he was distancing himself on purpose. I didn’t like it. I’d missed him. But I needed to get used to it––soon, I wouldn't be allowed near him at all. 
 
    The king stood, and the crowd grew silent. “Welcome to this year's jousting tournament.” Small gasps from the princesses made me suddenly worried this wasn’t a good thing.  
 
    “We have nineteen of our best knights and our prince ready to compete for the win.” Cheers sounded all around the stadium.  
 
    “The prize, as usual, will be a sack full of gold pieces." The king pointed to a chest that a servant opened to show the crowd. "A kiss from the lady of the tournament, and the champions flag hung in the royal armory.” More clapping followed. It was less buoyant than before, as if the people were waiting for more information. 
 
    “Who is this year's lady of the tournament? For the first time ever, I can't tell you." Gasps and groans emanated through the crowd and the king had to hold his hands up for silence. "Many of our people may not know that our prince is also involved in another competition. A competition with a far greater prize than offered today. In our stands sit fifteen women, they will each choose a baton out of this sack."  
 
    He held up a large, black velvet sack and made a big point of showing it to the crowd. "Our champion, who must break his lance on the last run, will compare his broken lance from hilt to broken tip to that of the ladies' batons. The closest lady's matching baton will become our lady of the tournament and the recipient of the champion's kiss.”  
 
    He handed the bag to a servant who began moving through the princesses, allowing each of them to pull a baton out of the bag. Valinda whipped one out and held it high, showing the crowd, who cheered. The next several girls simply held it up quietly, and their cheers were a lot less enthusiastic. 
 
    “No man has ever fought for a chance to win a kiss from one of fifteen royal women," continued the king. Today will be a tournament worth remembering.”  
 
    The group cheered many standing and stamping their feet along with their clapping hands. The servant stopped before me. I looked at her, hardly believing I was to grab a baton too. But she held the bag steady. I reached in and pulled out a short stick with metal ends on each side. The royal symbol of a crown sitting between a set of keys was pressed into the metal at the end of each side of the baton. I looked at Quinn's, hers was exactly the same in every way except for the length. 
 
    The king turned so he only faced us. "The lady of the tournament will also have the chance to send home a few of her competitors, with the approval of the queen, of course." All of the girls gasped, including me. What a turn this could make in our competition. I could only imagine who Valinda would ask to leave if she won. I wondered how much the queen would try to change the winner's mind if she didn't approve of who she wanted to eliminate.  
 
    The king turned back to the crowd and raised his arms. “Let the tournament begin,” the king shouted before he sat back down.  
 
    The prince and knights all bowed to the king before filing off the field. I held the baton tight in my hands. I didn’t know much about jousting. I'd only ever heard the word. Father only mentioned it once when he was teaching me how to ride a horse. I had no idea what they were about to do, and the anticipation wiggled in my gut. 
 
    Minutes passed, but the crowd didn’t grow bored or restless. Soon, two servants came onto the field through an opening that led to a group of multicolored tents. One held a green flag and one a blue. The one with a blue flag crossed the field and stood on the opposite end. Soon after, a knight clad in shiny armor, his horse wearing blue to match his flag, strode across the field and waited by the end of the fence. He held a long grey pole. I assumed that was the lance the king had talked about. 
 
    A knight in green waited at the other side. With the sound of a large gong, they charged forward, their horses running at full speed. The lances were tucked tight under each knight's arm and pointed at each other. I gasped when I realized what was going on. The lances of each of the knights hit on the knight's shoulder shields with a crash before they rode by each other, stopping on opposite sides of the field. 
 
    I turned to Quinn, who was clapping along with the crowd. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “The hit?” She looked at me from head to toe like she’d never seen me before. “Haven’t you been to a tournament?” 
 
    I laughed lightly in an attempt to make it sound like no big deal. “No. . . I. . . My parents never wanted to come. It wasn't their thing.” 
 
    She nodded, accepting my flimsy explanation. Leaning forward, she pointed to the field.  “They each earned three points for that hit. It was a very good run. It's three points if they hit in the helmet or the shoulder shield, two for a chest hit, and one for an arm hit. If they shatter the lance, it's an extra two points. If they unhorse their opponent, it’s another two extra points. Easy enough. The challenger who has the most points wins, and they move forward until there are only two people left and then the winner of the last bout claims the prize.” 
 
    "Oh, I see. Thank you." The knights took their places again. “How many times do they race toward each other to earn the points?” 
 
    “Depends on the number of knights. I think I heard someone say they’d do three runs each bout today. Best out of three will win the bout.” 
 
    The two raced toward each other again, but this time the green knight hit the blue knight so hard the blue knight lost his seating and fell from his horse. The crowd cheered. I looked down at my baton and took a slow breath. I didn't do well with violence. Flashes of Kellen stalking me in the house with a long stick during a thunderstorm filled my mind. I shook my head hard and kept my eyes on the field. 
 
    The green knight ended up winning that bout. I half-watched the rest of the men race in their bouts until there were only ten winners left. Alex stood as one of them, thankfully. I watched his whole bout, my hands digging into my baton. I couldn't look away. With his win I knew that wasn't it, he'd have to go again. The ten knights were soon shortened down to five. 
 
    The king stood as the top five men strolled onto the field before him. Alex stood in the middle with his helmet tucked under his arm, sweat making his hair wet. The king waved his arms for silence. "Well done, men. Well done. At this point, four of you will be fighting for the chance to challenge my son, the prince. Good luck to all of you." The crowd cheered loudly. 
 
    Alex stood off to the side of the field and watched the next two bouts. The green challenger won the first one, and an ivory challenger won the next. Now he had to fight them both if he wanted to win. 
 
    Quinn scooted to the edge of her seat. "Isn't this so exciting?" 
 
    "Oh, yes. He'll win, won't he?" I looked at her for reassurance. 
 
    "Of course, Prince Alexander is the best man out there," she said, keeping her eyes on the field. 
 
     I bit my bottom lip and watched while Alex led his horse to one side of the field, and the green challenger lined up across from him. A squire boy handed Alex his lance, and before I knew it, he was rushing toward the green challenger at top speed. The lances hit with a loud crash that echoed around the arena. The green challenger's lance slipped across Alex's armor, but Alex's lance hit true and splintered on contact. They stopped on opposite ends of the field and prepared to run again.  
 
    I wanted to look away, but I felt frozen in place, my hands gripping my baton, my muscles all tense. Alex's lance hit the green knight's helmet the next run, and the green knight's only hit his arm. Alex was winning. The third run, the green challenger hit Alex directly on the shoulder shield, but Alex's hit him in the chest. Both lances splintered, and the win thankfully was awarded to Alex. 
 
    I looked down at my feet and made sure I took some slow breaths while the ivory challenger prepared to fight Alex. "I knew it. See, he's going to win!" Quinn shouted, squeezing my shoulder.  
 
    "He'd better," I said, raising my eyes to look at the prince.  
 
    His page boy handed him a dipper of water while his squire fetched him a new lance. This was it, the last challenger. I looked at all of the girls. Every one of them sat on the edge of her seat. One of us had to kiss the winner and I knew all of us hoped it would be Alex who won that right. 
 
    The gong sounded, and the ivory knight jutted forward, with Alex racing just as fast toward him. I felt myself stand a little to get a better look, many around me did the same. The ivory knight's lance landed directly in Alex's chest, splintering on contact. Alex's only bounced off of the man's arm.  
 
    "Oh no, he's behind," I said out loud without meaning too, stretching to see. Alex bent forward as if winded, but rode steadily back to his side of the arena. 
 
    "He can still win this, Janelle. Don't worry yet," Quinn answered, grabbing my hand. I held onto hers just as tightly. 
 
    I swallowed hard and watched them run for the second time. This time Alex's lance hit true on the shoulder shield, but so did the ivory knight's. "He's still behind," I whispered falling back in my seat.  
 
    Quinn followed my lead and fell back into hers too. "He's got one more chance. He'll win. He has to," Quinn said, not looking at me. We hovered on the edge of our seats, nearly standing. I gripped my hands together like a vice. Over half the crowd stood on their feet to watch this last run with bated breath. 
 
    Alex hefted his last lance and shuffled it back until it settled securely in his arm. I could imagine him taking a deep breath and visualizing his target for this last run. I could imagine him tightening his grip on the reins and clearing his head of all thought but this last run. 
 
    I sucked in a slow breath with the sound of the gong but didn't breathe out.I watched so intently it almost felt like everything slowed down. The horse's hooves pounded into the ground, kicking up dust. The rise and fall of the riders from the movements of the horses. The lances wiggling while they tried to hold them steady. I gasped with the sound of the crash as they hit each other. The lances hit hard against the armor, but Alex's must have hit harder. Both lances splintered, but the ivory challenger found himself unseated and eating dirt.  
 
    Alex won. 
 
    Quinn jumped right up and cheered with the crowd, but I fell back further in my seat my hand over my beating heart. Never had I experienced something like that. 
 
    Alex jumped off of his horse and helped the ivory knight up, who patted Alex on the back. With the ivory knight off the ground, Alex turned to face his father. He paused for a moment before he held up his broken lance, the crowd cheered him on while he walked over to his father and handed the lance up to him. He then took a step back and stood waiting on the dirt in a soldier's stance. The king turned to look at all the princesses, and with a single motion, brought us all to our feet. I felt more awkward than ever. 
 
    All the princesses raced over to the king and queen and held out their batons for comparison. The king himself held each one up to the prince’s broken lance. His winning strike. The whole crowd waited with bated breath. If a baton came close, the king motioned for the princess to stand by the queen. If one came closer, then the girls exchanged places. No one seemed to enjoy this process except the crowd. 
 
    Valinda claimed the winning spot from Arabella. Arabella dropped her baton on the ground before moving back into the group of princesses who had already shown their's to the king. She folded her arms, her eyes glaring at Valinda.  
 
    Valinda stood straight and tall next to the king, her black hair shining in the sunlight. She looked more regal than any of the other girls. She really did have the stature of a queen.  
 
    “Lady Janelle,” the king said, holding his hand out for my baton. I gave it to him, expecting to be asked to step aside promptly. He held the baton next to the broken lance, and they were nearly identical in length. I gasped. I looked over at the queen to see her lips pursed into a tight line. Her eyes were dark, almost as if she wanted to yell at me for ruining the whole tournament but held it in only for decorum's sake.  
 
    The king took Valinda's baton back from her and compared all three of them. There was no question. Mine was closer. Valinda looked murderous too but stepped aside without a word, and took her place with the rest of the girls. Silently I stood next to the queen. Quinn handed her baton to the king last, but it was nowhere close. She simply shrugged and moved away to stand with everyone else. 
 
    “We have our lady of the tournament.” The king declared loudly to the crowd who cheered. He handed the baton back to me before he pushed me forward in front of himself and the queen. He didn't glare at me or look disappointed, but neither did his smile reach his eyes. Did the king feel the same as the queen? Should I graciously offer the position back to Valinda? 
 
    Before I could make a decision, the prince raced up the steps over to me and laughed, shaking his head. “Jane, I should have known.” Without another word and in front of the whole audience, he quickly grasped the bottom of my chin and tilted my head upward. So quickly and softly I barely felt it, he pressed his lips to mine, took the baton out of my hand and raised his broken lance and the baton in the air so the crowd could see them both. 
 
    The crowed exploded with glee. Their prince was the victor. How could they not cheer for him? However, my face felt warm and had to be redder than the prince's cape. If no one else had been around, I would have pressed my fingers to my lips and tried to hold that feeling of his kiss there. It might have lasted less than a second, but I felt its effect zing through me. Instead, I curled my fingers in on themselves and looked at the cheering crowd for something to distract my racing thoughts. 
 
    I found the perfect thing a moment later. Something that stopped the warm zing in my heart from Alex’s brief kiss instantly. Three faces stood out from the crowd. Three faces that didn’t clap, cheer or even grumble in my direction. Faces I knew very well.  
 
    Uncle Ian, Aunt Matilda, and Kellen, and they looked murderous. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13: Alex 
 
      
 
    I hadn't seen Jane since the end of the tournament this afternoon when she had to choose who went home. Not a task I would have wanted assigned to anyone else, so for that one point, I was glad she won the lady of the tournament. She sent only three home. Three I had no problem losing. Down to twelve, I thought. 
 
    Ben followed close behind me on our way to the practice fields. Jane would probably beat us there. I hoped she bought Ben’s excuse that I needed to train for the tournament. In reality, I needed some time. Some space to regain perspective. Every moment I spent with Jane, something ignited in my heart. I wanted to hold her, spend time with her, talk to her about anything, and listen to her thoughts. Such wishes were dangerous and not allowed. Jane was my friend. Only my friend and we needed to make sure we kept things that way. 
 
    Unbidden, the image of her face in my hand right before I kissed her jumped into my mind. I shook my head. I’d made that kiss as short as possible. I brushed it off as no big deal. I’d won the tournament before. I’d kissed a lady of the tournament before. That kiss shouldn't have meant anything to me at all. However, that one moment of her face in my hands and her soft lips on mine kept haunting me all day. A warm rush had burst through my veins at the contact. A rush I hadn't expected at all.  
 
    At first, I wished that Valinda or Quinn or Helen had won. Wouldn’t it have been better if I had kissed one of them? But then I realized I’d never have a chance to be that close to Jane again. I’d never kiss her again. I knew that. And the memory of earlier today became an instant treasure. 
 
    I hadn't planned on coming to Jane’s practice session, but now I needed to know that I could keep her firmly as a friend, nothing more. I needed to make sure my resolve held true when it was only Jane, Lucas, Ben, and I. I needed to make sure that when the time came I could let her go. I needed to know I could stop worrying about her or thinking about her. 
 
    The sound of footsteps forced Ben and me to take to the shadows. It wasn't like I couldn't go outside if I wanted, but that didn't mean we wanted to let everyone know where we were going. I peered around the pillar to see a cloaked figure in navy blue walking further down the hall. Jane. 
 
    I turned back to Ben and whispered, "It's only Jane." 
 
    “Janelle, just the person I wanted to see," called out another voice. 
 
    Ben and I sunk deeper into the shadows, but we both bent around the edge of the pillar to see down the hall. 
 
     "I hope you enjoyed that.” Valinda stood up out of the window seat. Her arms folded, her face stony. This didn't look good. 
 
    Jane whipped around. Pulling her cloak around herself, I knew to hide her training clothes we’d borrowed from the page boys. 
 
    “Enjoyed what?” 
 
    Valinda took a step closer to Jane. “The prince’s kiss today. It's the last one you’ll ever steal from him.” 
 
    Jane groaned. “I didn’t steal it. The tournament rules dictated it.” 
 
    Valinda walked right up to Jane and stood tall so that she towered over her. “I don’t care if the tournament made it so. You are a saboteur. You are trying to steal the prince away from those who rightfully deserve to win his heart, and I will not let you hurt any of our chances.” 
 
    I’d had enough, I made to move around the pillar, but Ben held me back. “She’s okay. Wait. If you go charging in there, you’ll ruin everything.” 
 
    Jane folded her harms in her cloak. “Valinda. I am not a saboteur.” 
 
    “Says you,” Valinda said, flicking Jane in the arm with her fingers. 
 
    Jane looked at the offending spot but didn’t retaliate. “You don’t understand–– I am no threat to you.” 
 
    “Not a threat?” She laughed. “How can you stand there and lie to me in the face? I am not a dimwit. You can pull the wool over the other girl's eyes, but I know the truth. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. The kind of connection you have.” 
 
    Jane threw her hands up in the air. “I am his friend. Okay?” she said, her voice echoing down the hall. She took a deep breath and continued in a lower tone. “I knew him before he knew you. He asked me to come here as a favor to him. Not as a competitor. Any connection you see is because of our friendship. I promise you have nothing to worry about when it comes to me.” 
 
    Valinda took a step back and looked Jane up and down as if seeing her for the first time. “Wait, hold on, so you’re his friend. You are not here to marry him? You are only here to give the illusion to the courtiers that they have a fighting chance?” 
 
    Jane nodded. "Yes. We explained that I am here to give the courtiers a chance, but that isn't true at all. Alex. . .ander is going to choose a princess.” 
 
    “Alright," Valinda said shaking her head even more as if struggling to process this new information. She sat down in the window seat. “So the nobles don’t really have any chance to marry him, do they?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Jane sat down next to her, keeping her cloak over her legs. “Why would the prince choose me or anyone like me, when he has choices like you? They want him to marry a princess, and I am definitely not a princess.” 
 
    She nodded, a smile growing on her face. “Or a threat?” 
 
    "As I told you. I'm his friend. I'm here as a favor to the royal family. Winning the lady of the tournament was a fluke. Nothing more." 
 
    Valinda stood up, looking suddenly very energized. "Well, I feel like this little chat turned out very well, don't you?" 
 
    Jane shrugged. "It defiantly seems so." 
 
    Valinda patted Jane on the shoulder. "Let's keep it between you and me. I don't need the other girls to find out how worried I was about little old you." 
 
    Jane nodded. With her head held high, Valinda whipped her dress around and hurried down the hallway. Ben and I rounded the column to keep out of her eyesight, but we moved right into Jane's. 
 
    "How long have you two been there?" Jane stood in the same place Valinda had left her. I looked down the hall, Valinda was already out of sight. 
 
    "The whole time," Ben said with a smile like a new father. 
 
    She groaned and looked down at her feet. "I said more than I wanted too." 
 
    "No, you did good," I said. Ben and I joined her in the hallway. Without thinking about it, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder in a side hug. Only when she was tucked next to my side did I consider if this action was something a friend would do, but it was too late to take it back. Darn it, she felt so good there. 
 
    We walked down the hall together, Ben trailing behind us. None of us spoke until we were in the freeing breeze outside.  
 
    "Lucas is on an assignment tonight, so the prince has kindly stepped in to help," Ben said. 
 
    "How generous of him." Her tone was one I didn't understand. It wasn't mocking, nor was it meant to praise. It was monotoned, almost like an automatic response. She felt it too, didn't she? Darn it. I couldn't have avoided that kiss. The tournament had demanded it. If I'd refused only more questions would have been asked, not less. 
 
    I strode ahead of her and turned so I could see her while we walked. "Jane, I don't want us to feel awkward around each other because of earlier today. You're one of my best friends, and I hope nothing has changed between us." Ben opened the door and led us into the stables. 
 
    She looked up at me, her green eyes full of wonder. "One of your best friends?" 
 
    "Yeah." I'd never lie about that. She'd earned her place as a friend. 
 
    She laughed. "I never once in my life thought I'd hear that statement from you." 
 
    "That doesn't make it untrue." My hand twitched to reach out for her but I held it back.  
 
    She smiled down at her feet. "I am honored. You, Ben, and Dorothy have replaced all the friends I lost. I feel lucky to have another chance at friendship." 
 
    That didn't make sense to me. Didn't she still have friends? "You lost all your friends?"
She nodded, kicking at a stack of hay. "My aunt and uncle cut me off from everyone I knew. I wasn't allowed to attend events, or visit friends. Eventually, they gave up on me. They moved on, and I never heard from any of them after a month or two." 
 
    My hands curled into fists. "You know, I really don't need anymore reasons to hate your aunt and uncle." 
 
    She laughed. "Then I won't tell you anymore. I can't have you running off on me. Not when we've a bride to help you find." She nudged me in the ribs, and I nudged her back. 
 
    "We?" 
 
    "Of course, you can't find love on your own." She said with a dazzling smile. 
 
    "Hey, don't make such assumptions," I said opening the door to an empty stable they'd been using for practice. 
 
    She turned to Ben. "I think he took that as a challenge." 
 
    Ben nodded. "It did sound like, one my lady." 
 
    She pointed a finger at Ben's chest. "And you take his side?" It was rather amusing to watch her try to hold her own against the two highly trained men, who had practiced with all sorts of weapons since we were nine years old. I really liked this feisty side of her. 
 
    Ben shrugged. "We may be friends, my lady, but I serve the prince first." 
 
    She shook her head, a slight smile on her face. "I won't forget it. What are we working on today?" 
 
    "I thought we'd move onto a punch sequence. A jab, cross, and hook." Ben said demonstrating. "Then hopefully, after delivering those, you can run away." 
 
    She moved a step closer to me and whispered loudly. "He's always telling me when to run away." 
 
    "Neither of us want to see you hurt, Jane." I reached for her hand. "We only agreed to this because you asked, and we know you are in danger." 
 
    "I know." She squeezed my hand before she let go and tossed her cloak on the railing. Without another word, she got into a fighting stance. The clothes we acquired for her were baggy. Her gold hair was tied back, but a few whips fell in front of her eyes, which she quickly tucked behind her ear. I felt my breath catch in my throat. How could she still look so beautiful? 
 
    Ben stood next to her and started to instruct her on how to hold her hands properly. "Sire, if you would take your place in front of her."  
 
    I moved and took up my fighting stance. "We are going to go through this slowly. The prince will hold his hands out, and you are to strike him in the center of the palm with all the force you have. Remember, we talked yesterday that the force comes from more than your hand alone." 
 
    She nodded, keeping her eyes on my hands. "It comes from all of me." 
 
    Ben nodded. I knew I had trusted this task to the best person. She held up her fist, and he corrected the angle of her arm before nodding for her to continue. She pulled her hand back and struck my palm with a much harder force than I expected. Not anywhere near as strong as I required from my knights, but more than I expected from a lady. 
 
    "Wow. Clock someone in the jaw with a hit like that, and you really might have a fighting chance to run away." 
 
    "That's the plan," she said, taking her position again.  
 
    Hurried footsteps made us all stop. Jane dove for her cloak, and Ben stepped protectively in front of her and so did I. Jane pulled her hood upright when the door swung open. 
 
    Lucas raced into the stables. "Ben, I think something bad is going on." 
 
    We all turned to look at him, he seemed surprised to see me there but shrugged it off.  "You're highness, Janelle." He took the time to give each of us the proper nod for our station. "I thought you had guard duty," I said looking between him and Ben. 
 
    Ben waved off my comment. "I said he was on an assignment not on duty." 
 
    Lucas stepped closer to me. "Yeah, remember the special mission you assigned to only Ben and me?" He looked over at Jane, and bit his lip as if afraid he'd said to much. 
 
    "It's okay Lucas, you can speak freely in front of her." 
 
    He nodded, seemingly relieved his urgent news didn't have to wait. "Knocking on the doors of neighbors was getting us nowhere. So I had to go down to the house and look for answers. Right after the tournament, I went and found a good hiding place with good views of the property." Lucas started pacing like he couldn't handle standing still. "I expected to see nothing because that's been our luck so far, but our luck turned." 
 
    Ben stepped up to Lucas. "What's got you so worried?" 
 
    "I had begun to hope that we'd heard something wrong. That this family was not a threat to the crown in any way. That maybe we could end this hopeless task. But from what I saw today, I don't think they are innocent people. They were yelling at each other all afternoon. Their boy, Kellen, I believe, left the house with a bag packed full of weapons a half-hour ago. I don't know what is going on, but I don't think it's anything good." 
 
    My eyes darted over to Jane. She looked a little pale, and she sunk down onto a hay bale. "Lucas, I think it's time we told you the truth." Jane looked over at me for confirmation.  
 
    She was right. He'd already proved a team player and was one of my most trusted knights. I didn't want to let more people in on our secret, but Lucas had earned the right. 
 
    I went and sat down by Jane. "First, you must understand that we kept things to ourselves for safety. Secondly, we lied about Ian Northcott and his family, but with good reason. And thirdly, Janelle's name is actually Jane, and Kellen is her cousin." 
 
    Lucas sat down across from us and nodded for us to continue. I looked at Jane, offering her the chance to say what she wanted to share with him." 
 
    She looked down at her fingers. "My so-called family has wanted me dead for a year. Kellen himself has attempted to take my life nine times." 
 
    "He what?" Lucas jumped to his feet, his eyes darting around the shadows as if looking for Kellen hiding there. 
 
    I understood Lucas' reaction because it was the same as mine the night Jane and I met. I pointed for him to sit back down "The Northcott's are not threatening the royal family, as we lead you to believe, but they are threatening Jane. That is why she's here. She's under my protection." 
 
    Lucas hit himself on the forehead. "This makes so much more sense. Why didn't you tell me?" 
 
    Ben answered.” We wanted to keep this situation as quiet as possible. They are determined to kill Jane. We didn't want them to know she was hiding here." 
 
    Jane put her hand on mine, causing my heart to do a flip at her touch. "Lucas, you said Kellen packed weapons and left the house?"  
 
    I looked away from him to Jane's hand on mine and up to her face. I didn't like the slight tremble in her voice and I laced my fingers with hers, hoping to provide some comfort. 
 
    “Yeah, a half-hour ago. On a good horse, he could be anywhere by now." 
 
    "Alex," her hand tightened around mine, and I returned her hand squeeze. "I have to tell you something." She hesitated, looking at both Ben and Lucas before her eyes returned to mine. "They saw me today. They know where I am." 
 
    I felt my blood still in my veins. "What do you mean, ‘saw you’?" 
 
    “They were at the tournament. Becoming the lady of the tournament gave me too much attention. I saw them in the crowd. I know they saw me too." She stood up and walked a few steps away. "I'm going to have to run. Kellen is coming to get me." 
 
    I shot to my feet. "Hold on, Jane. He can’t get to you here. The castle is the safest place in the whole country." 
 
    She shook her head. "My birthday is less than two weeks away. Uncle Ian would have bullied him into trying to kill me again. He would have made Kellen come here and try." 
 
    Ben looked around the shadowy stables. "We need to get her inside." 
 
    I took Jane's hand and laced my fingers with hers. “Lucas, alert the guards to be on the watch for Kellen. If he is seen even loafing around the castle walls, he is to be arrested on sight." 
 
    Lucas nodded, and with a bow, darted off into the night. 
 
    "Come on, Jane. Let’s get you inside." She followed along with me, her hand squeezing mine tight. I didn't like the idea of Kellen knowing where she was or that she was alive. Before this, they could have assumed she'd died on that rainy night, lost in the forest. That assumption had been our biggest ally. Now without it, and her insistence that they would try and get to her, I feared for her life. 
 
    “Ben, I want a guard assigned to Jane's room." 
 
    He nodded, "I'm already considering our best options, sire." 
 
    “Jane, I don't want to make things difficult for you, but I must insist a guard goes everywhere with you, and checks your room before leaving you alone inside. I highly doubt Kellen will make it into the castle, but I’m not willing to take any chances with your life." 
 
    She pulled my hand up to her chest. "I know you won't. Thank you, Alex. I'm not sure how I'll ever repay you for everything you're doing." 
 
    "Repay me? Jane, what do you think friends are for? It is our honor to protect you."  
 
    Ben nodded in agreement.  
 
    I pulled our clasped hands to my chest. "Don't think you owe us for anything. We are your friends, and we will make sure you're safe." I raised our hands to my mouth and pressed a soft kiss against her fingers. The thought of Jane in danger made my stomach twist. She was more important to me than anyone I knew. I couldn't quite explain it to anyone, but I had to protect her. I had to make sure she made it past her next birthday and beyond. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14: Jane 
 
     
 
    With only twelve of us left, things felt a little more personal. Any close-knit friendships that had existed before felt stressed. We knew it wouldn't be long before our numbers dropped even more. Today alone, we were told at breakfast to expect our numbers to drop below ten. 
 
    As promised, Alex had assigned me a guard. He gave one to all the girls, actually, so it didn't look like I was receiving any special attention. He claimed that his new bride would always have a guard of his choice, so if they couldn't cope with that, then that was a telling sign.  
 
    The queen teared up at his announcement. I heard her whisper to the king, "He's getting serous about this." 
 
    The next few days could only be classified as boring. The queen wanted us to mingle. But that meant the girls kept trying to get Alex alone, and the rest of us had to entertain ourselves until the next opportunity came to capture his attention. I didn't even try, something I'm sure Valinda appreciated that the most. 
 
    This morning, however, whispers of another elimination test began the moment I woke up. Dorothy herself brought the news. "You'd better watch yourself today, dear," she said, putting a final pin in my hair. "The servants are abuzz with preparations for an event today." 
 
    The whispers didn't stop all through breakfast. Finally, the queen tapped her glass to get everyone’s attention. "It's been several days since the tournament, and we are ready for our next elimination outing. You will all leave for an exciting afternoon in half an hour. I will meet you all on the front lawn.” She and the king both stood and left the room.  
 
    Everyone started getting up from the tables and talking. We had no idea where we were going, as usual, but the idea of going outside the castle walls made my stomach twist. With no signs of Kellen, I should have relaxed, but he was patient. A real hunter, who studied his prey and the area of his hunt before moving in. If the castle was as well guarded as we thought, he'd find it a long and tiresome task. 
 
    I went to my room to switch shoes. I didn't want to wear anything too fancy. Dorothy pouted but cheered up when I let her pick out some new yellow flat shoes that were actually quite comfortable. Lucas had protected me yesterday, and so I assumed that he would be the one standing there when I opened my door, but Ben stood there instead. Dorothy blushed and gave him a small wave, which he returned. 
 
     I eyed him."Aren't you supposed to protect the Prince?" 
 
    He looped his arm through Dorothy's and pulled her closer into a side hug. "We are going outside the walls, my lady. Both you and I know that you're in more danger than he is. He didn't want to trust anyone else with your safety today." 
 
    I didn't have an argument for that. Lucas was nice enough but a little hot-headed. Ben did make me feel safer. I could tell why Alex had chosen him as his personal guard, and I appreciated his sacrifice today. 
 
    He kissed Dorothy's hand before he escorted me down the hall to meet the other girls out on the front lawn. The day outside looked unusually warm, which was good for an outing. After everything else that we'd been through, I hadn't a clue what to expect today. 
 
    "Janelle, Ben," called an out of breath voice. We turned to find Dorothy sprinting after us. Ben stood a little taller, and I couldn't help but smile at his reaction. More than one match might come out of this experience if I didn't miss my guess.  
 
    "A servant came right after you left and told me to make sure you had a cloak." She held up her arms, loaded with different colored fabrics. 
 
    Ben nodded to a small room to the side, and we all went in. “Now, I know you haven't much of an opinion, Jane dear, but Ruth sent us a new stack of some really beautiful cloaks." 
 
    She eyed my light-blue dress and started sorting through the cloaks. "Is this really necessary? It’s a warm day." 
 
    She nodded. "It is where you are going." She picked up a pink and a darker-blue cloak and held them up against my dress, one eye closed. 
 
    "What do you think, Ben?" she asked keeping her eyes on the fabric. 
 
    "Personally, I like the dark blue." 
 
    She nodded and tossed the pink back on the stack. “Quickly, we don't want you late for this tiny detail." She fastened the cloak around my neck and took a step back. "Perfect." 
 
    She turned to gather the rest of the cloaks when we heard footsteps outside the door and angry sounding voices.  
 
    Ben pulled me around the curtain in the window frame. Dorothy hid behind the one on the other side. Valinda and one of her servants stormed into the middle of the room. “I can’t take one more day of this. The prince isn’t even that cute.” 
 
    “My lady, you have to continue, your father is counting on you.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you see me fighting to make him see me and only me? But no, he also has eyes for Quinn and Valorie, and maybe Helen––and that darn Janelle. His so-called friend. Not that he will choose her anyway.” 
 
    “If he likes her at all she is still a distraction. He needs to think only of you, not some friend, and not any of the other girls. You were supposed to have fully captured his attention by now,” another voice said. This one was male. Maybe one of her guards? 
 
    “I’m trying, but he’s a fair prince. He tries to give everyone the same attention and the same chances. I’m not worried about the other girls. He likes them, but he likes me better I can tell.” 
 
    “What of this Janelle?” 
 
    “I’m honestly not worried about her either. She isn’t a princess. The king and queen require a marriage that seals an alliance. That's not her. I told you, I have this under control.” 
 
    “I don’t like it. Your father will notice the risks when I report to him. We need to find a way to get rid of the competition, especially his friend.” 
 
    Ben held a finger up to his mouth. I didn’t need his warning. This, I wanted to hear. 
 
    "Fine. I will figure something out, but for now, get out of my way. I cannot afford to be late, and neither can you." 
 
    Feet shuffled, and then the door closed again. 
 
    What just happened? Did I hear what I thought I heard? Would I have to watch my back from both Kellen and Valinda? And why was her father so bent on her winning the heart of the prince? I didn't like it. My gut told me this was all wrong. We waited until the sound of footsteps faded away before any of us moved.  
 
    “Ben, did I understand that conversation correctly?" I had to make sure I hadn't suffered some strange form of daydream. 
 
    Ben shook his head and took my arm. "Not now, Jane. We are going to be late. You have to pretend you didn't hear a single word of that conversation until we can talk about it tonight. Promise me you can do that." 
 
    I yanked my arm out of his grasp. "No need to worry, Ben. I've gotten very good at pretending." 
 
    He checked the hall before we left. Dorothy returned to my room while Ben and I descended the stairs to the entryway. 
 
    Alex stood next to a couple of carriages, surrounded by talking princesses––Valinda front and center. I looked over at Ben, but he shook his head again. I shrugged. He was the bodyguard. If he wasn't worried, then I'd bury my own feelings about the conversation––for now. The queen came down the stairs right behind us, breaking up Alex's fan club. 
 
    "Come on into the carriages." 
 
    Without a word, Ben and I climbed into a carriage. Most of the girls attempted to squeeze into the same carriage as Alex, but I was done trying to compete with all of them. If they wanted to look like fools trying to impress him, then let them. He didn’t like that kind of attention anyway, at least I didn’t think so. 
 
    The queen didn't get in any of the carriages. "We are sending you to a romantic place. A place where each of you will have a chance to walk with the prince and talk about whether or not you feel like you have a connection. Alexander is the only judge today, and tonight we will say goodbye to a few more of you." 
 
    With her wave, the carriages began to move. Helen and Cornelia were in our carriage, along with their guards riding on the back. Ben stepped up on the back with the other guards giving us no time to discuss what we had heard earlier. I had the feeling we really wouldn't have the chance to talk until tonight. Ben stood up straight, alert, his eyes darting to all sides of the carriage. I appreciated how alert he was. Some of the fire in my blood from earlier began to calm. 
 
    We drove for over an hour into the hills behind the castle. We turned off the road and drove along a small path. The roaring sound alerted us to the beautiful sight before the waterfall appeared. We came upon it close to the ravine that the joining river had carved out, but we drove further up the hill closer to the mist. 
 
    At a large clearing, the carriages stopped, and we all jumped out. The falls were amazing, large, and roaring, falling over fifty feet to the bottom of the ravine below. Everything around us was green and slightly wet from the mist. Trees with long willowy branches swayed softly on the edge of the ravine, and brightly colored flowers poked out at random from the tall grass. I instantly loved it here. 
 
    Alex waved his arms, claiming our attention. "In turn, I will take a private walk with each of you. While you wait for your turn, enjoy the beauty of the falls. Valinda, if you will?” 
 
    Valinda tossed her long black hair behind her back and raced over to him. She wound her arm through his like a snake. At least I didn't have to worry about her attempting to toss him off the cliff edge. I only had to worry about him liking her. They disappeared in the direction of the top of the falls.  
 
    The other Princesses walked along the edge with their guards and pointed to the falls and various clusters of flowers. Laughing and talking, everything seemed normal to them. Ben nudged my arm. "You'd better start smiling or else someone will ask you what's wrong." 
 
    I pulled a smile from somewhere deep inside of me. “It's like the only thing they have to worry about is whether or not the prince will eliminate them." 
 
    Ben put his arm on my upper back. "For some of them, that is probably true. Come one, Janelle, shake it off. You need to focus on what Alexander needs from you today. You have a part to play in this." 
 
    He was right. I couldn't let my own anxiety or what Valinda said get in the way. He needed me to help him. "I'm sorry. I'm just worried about him. I don’t want him to get hurt.” 
 
    “It's okay, so am I," he said. "But we can't let our guard down." 
 
    "I'm sorry." I forced a better smile on my face, and he nodded. 
 
    He looked around, checking the area out. "We all need a kick in the right direction every now and then." 
 
    "Oh yeah? Even you?" I asked, following him to a log not far from the cliff edge. 
 
    He smirked. "Yes." 
 
    "Okay then, when are you going to tell me what is going on with you and Dorothy?” His face went bright red, and I laughed for the first time that week, and it felt good. I needed that. 
 
    He shrugged. "If I said nothing, would you believe me and let it go?” 
 
    I linked my arm with his. "No. I'm afraid not." 
 
    He sighed and twiddled his fingers. "I wish I'd paid her attention before. The prince has visited her house many times over the years, but I always stayed outside. I hate to think we could have spent more time together these past years. I have you to thank for us actually talking, that wagon ride the day you came to the castle might have started something really good for us." 
 
    I let a real smile form. "I assume then that you will continue to seek her out?" 
 
    "If she doesn't stop me." He nodded to the falls. "Come on, they really are fantastic, up close.” I followed him to look over the edge of the cliff. The falls hit one pool near the bottom before breaking up into several smaller falls, that fell an additional fifteen or twenty feet before joining the raging river below. A rainbow shone through the mist. I could see why they called this place romantic. 
 
    Valinda and Alex came back, effectively causing everyone to look up and remain still. He waved to Helen, who immediately darted his direction. Valinda smiled at Helen as she walked by, but the smile darkened after Helen passed her.  
 
    Ben and I settled in on a couple of makeshift benches overlooking the falls and waited. Occasionally we talked, but mostly we left each other to our own thoughts. Mine were a whirlwind of quickly changing thoughts. I hoped his were calmer than mine. Nine of the other girls went on their walk with Alex before he approached me. "Lady Janelle, would you join me?” 
 
    "Of course."  
 
    He offered me his hand and pulled me up. Like all the others before me, he put my hand on the crook of his arm and waited until we were out of earshot before talking. I would have thought more of that action if I hadn't seen him walk off in the same manner with nine other girls that very afternoon. 
 
    “So, I need your help, Jane. I know my mother said this choice was all on me tonight, but if you had to pick a couple of girls to stay who would you choose? You've been studying them too, right." 
 
    I laughed at his anxiousness. "It doesn't matter what I think, Alex." 
 
    "I know, but I value your opinion." He slid my hand off of his arm and held it in his hand instead, making my heart pound faster. I swallowed hard and told my heart to quiet down. 
 
    He looked at me, apparently waiting for my answer. His eyes held mine and I swallowed hard. Part of me screamed, why didn’t we run away together the night we met? But the better part of me, the smarter part, knew that would have become a big mistake. He was the prince. He needed to become the next king. No matter what I felt, or how much I hated this, we made the right choice. 
 
    “Look, do any of them make your heart pound out of sync with your breath? Do you look at any of the girls and feel your mouth go dry? Or on the other side, do any of them make you want to groan when you look at them or have to spend time with them? Do any of them bore you? The simple question is, could you spend the rest of your life with them? If not, they should get cut." 
 
    He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "If those are the questions I am supposed to answer, then I feel like I am going to cut quite a few girls." 
 
    A wise choice if I had anything to say about it. "Okay, since it is just me, how many girls are you really still considering? I know you are trying to be fair and nice, but how many actually have your interest?" 
 
    Even though we knew we were alone, he still looked around for any eavesdroppers. He let go of my hand and folded his arms across his chest. "If I'm honest at this moment, probably only five." 
 
    "Wow, that's a seven-person cut." 
 
    "I know,” he groaned. "My mother specifically told me she wanted me to eliminate girls slowly. I asked to cut a few more at different times, but she kept convincing me to keep more than I wanted to." 
 
    I turned to look at his face instead of the falls. "So even though only five girls really hold your interest, you've strung more along?" 
 
    "When you say it that way, it sounds bad. Any stringing along was unintentional.” He laughed and nudged me in the side with his elbow. "I really want to know Jane, who are your top two choices?" 
 
    I let out a slow breath, and reminded myself this is what I had promised him I would do. What he needed from me was an honest friend, not a girl who didn't want to think about him marrying one of the other girls. I closed my eyes and imagined who I could stand seeing him with. Every face made me feel a little sick. Stop it, Jane. Who is best for him?  
 
    I swallowed all of my own feelings and focused on their positive traits.”Personally, I like Quinn and Helen. They are beautiful, sweet, talented, and genuine. If I had to pick a top two, I would choose them.”  
 
    He nodded, looking thoughtful and we stopped at the top of the falls, where the water poured over the side. We turned to look over the valley. The mist rose so that the castle in the distance looked like a fairytale castle peeking through a magic mist.  
 
    "Oh my, this is beautiful." I looked over at him to find him smiling at me. 
 
    "This view right here is my favorite view in the whole country. More than the coastline, more than the snow-capped mountains, or the deep green of the forest, or even the falls themselves." 
 
    "Is that why you wanted to share this view with us?” I said turning my eyes back to the castle. 
 
    He pushed his toe into the soft dirt. “Yes, but none of them saw the real view. " He glanced back down the way we'd come. "We spent the whole time trying to figure out if they even cared enough about me to want to marry me." He sighed and took my hand again. "I thought sharing this with everyone would somehow reveal the truth about who I needed to marry." 
 
    "But it didn't?" 
 
    "Not really." We watched the water falling off the cliff edge for a few minutes in comfortable silence. 
 
    "Want to know a secret, Jane?" I nodded, not wanting to give him a chance to change his mind and choose not to tell me. "I found this very spot when I was twelve years old, and now this is where I come when I need peace. When I need to think." 
 
    He chuckled to himself. 
 
    "What?" I asked. 
 
    "Never mind." 
 
    "Alex, it’s just me. Your friend, Jane." 
 
    He sighed. "When I turned sixteen, I told Ben that I would propose to the woman of my dreams here. Ben laughed at me, of course, and told me I'd better make sure she'd say yes or else I'd find myself tossed off the falls." 
 
    I snickered. "Of course, he did." 
 
    "You think it's a bad idea too, don't you?" he asked, turning away. I grabbed him by the shoulders and waited until he looked down at me, his eyes on mine. 
 
    “No, Alex, I don't. This is a beautiful idea." I gestured to the falls, and the castle peeking out of the mist swirling around below us. "It's a magical place. A place where I feel like almost anything is possible. It's peaceful and serene. I get it." 
 
    He raised his eyebrow. "Really? 
 
    “Alex, I've never lied to you, not once." I turned away from him and gestured to the view. "I mean, look at that castle. I half expect to see a fairytale dragon flying around the turrets, and a maiden with long golden hair, singing to the wind to bring her a prince to save her from her cursed fate."  
 
    I turned to him my arm, around his waist so we were both staring at the castle. "I haven't traveled much, or seen many places in this world, but this is magical. I can see it. And I can see why something so special in your life should take place here." 
 
    “Except it won’t.” His arm wrapped around me, and he squeezed me to his side. “I have to propose at a ball.” He held me close to his side for a minute before he let me go. “Thank you Jane. I'm glad you see what I see. Not many do." 
 
    "Didn't the other girls?" 
 
    He shook his head and laced his fingers with mine. “No, they admired the falls, but then ignored everything but me. They didn't look. They didn't see. I even asked them what they thought of this place, and you know what they all said?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    “It's very beautiful. That's all." He laughed and looked down at our entwined fingers. With a squeeze, he let me go, taking a step away from me. I instantly missed him. I liked it when his hands held mine. I suddenly wished we were here alone and that no one wanted to take him away from me at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    He cleared his throat. "We'd better head back. I have a few more girls to see." 
 
    He offered me his arm again, and we started through the trees to where everyone waited. Casually he let go of me completely when we reached the field. I understood why he put distance between us. Now I had to convince myself to accept it. A new pain entered my chest, a pain of loss I should never have dreamed of. A pain I should have stopped myself from ever feeling. 
 
    He walked me back to where Ben stood waiting. "Princess Quinn.” He bowed to the Princess waiting next to Ben. "If you would join me?”   
 
    "Of course, Alexander." Quinn gave me a wink before walking off with the prince. Ben stood silently with me. Thank goodness he didn't start up a conversation. At that moment, I needed quiet to process that whole experience.  
 
    Not long later, Alex returned for the last princess. "Princess Valorie, thank you for your patience. Would you accompany me?" 
 
    She batted her eyes. ”I thought you'd nearly forgotten me, Alex."  
 
    I jumped. Wait, what did she just call him? I had to have fallen asleep for a minute or something. She couldn't have said Alex. Everyone called him Alexander, even his parents. She jumped up and pretty much pulled him along the path he'd taken the rest of the girls. 
 
    I turned to Ben. "Did she just call him Alex?" 
 
    His eyebrows both shot up. “Yes, she did." His eyes narrowed a bit. "Why? Does that matter?" 
 
    I quickly shook my head and curled my hands into fists. It didn't matter. Couldn't matter. Besides, she probably called him Alex just to see if he'd argue or something. I waited, my hands balled up in fits until they returned, laughing like they'd had the time of their lives. I turned away, my heart beating rapidly in my chest. I tried to breathe out slowly, but I couldn't watch this anymore. I didn't want to see him enjoying himself with any of the girls. 
 
    Stop it Jane, I thought.  Stop this right now. You can’t feel like this. 
 
    “Oh, Alex, you are such a teaser." I whipped around, my eyes wide. She was still calling him Alex. He hadn't told her not to? How dare she call him that! He'd given me permission, but he hadn't given any of them permission, had he? He couldn't have. 
 
    "Janelle?" Ben's warning could be heard in the tone of his voice. I turned away from all of them and faced the direction of the maple trees near the ravine.   
 
    Calm down, I told myself. This isn’t a big deal. 
 
    "Alex?" I heard Valinda's voice join in on the conversation. "What a perfect nick name. Alex."  
 
    My fingernails dug into my hands. How dare they? I could feel my body beginning to vibrate with an excess of emotion. 
 
    "Janelle, are you okay?" Ben said again, putting his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    "Let me go, Ben." I walked off. I needed a minute, or I would explode. 
 
    Nobody called him Alex but me. Not Ben, Dorothy, or even his mother. A new feeling hit me directly in the heart, and it was green and ugly, with a vicious nature that had me wanting to gnash my teeth at every girl on the field or hit something. Hit something hard. I walked to the edge of the cliff a few paces away and breathed in the misty air from the falls, hoping it would calm me down. 
 
    I couldn't feel jealous. Alex was getting married, and if someone else wanted to call him Alex, they could. He wasn't mine. He would never be mine. I knew this from the beginning. But what if I didn't want anyone else to call him that or hold his hands, or kiss him. The image of Valinda reaching for his face made the ugly green feeling rage harder. 
 
    No, I couldn't think like this. I had to stop. I had to stop this right now. 
 
    I pulled a tuft of leaves off a tree branch above my head and tossed them down the cliff. I watched them flutter down and fade into the mist. I breathed in slowly, and my heartbeat slowed back down to a more normal pace. 
 
    "Do I want to know what that was about?" Ben asked from behind me. 
 
    I shook my head but didn’t turn around. ”No. I'm okay." 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    I nodded, still breathing in slowly. I was sure. I just needed a minute. 
 
    The familiar sound of an arrow flying through the air, made me jump. It was a sound that I knew all too well. A sound that haunted me in my dreams. I turned sharply to see the arrow slice through the air and fly right by my cheek. Pain burst across my cheekbone from the edge of the arrowhead. I fumbled, my feet right on the edge of the cliff. My arms swung wildly and spun as I tried to catch my balance. 
 
    Ben yelled, “Janelle!" 
 
    I felt my feet slip on the damp rocks. The rocks turned under my feet and slid. Before I could even scream out, I slipped. Grasping for the edge of the cliff, my hands found long strands of grass and roots to hold onto. They bit into my skin, but I held on tight, stopping my fall into the ravine. Ben's arms appeared quickly as he grabbed onto my upper hand, my lower one held a root by my face. 
 
    I could hear screaming, but I couldn't tell if it was coming from the other girls or from me. 
 
     “Jane, hold on," grunted Ben. I felt too stunned even to move. A moment later, another face appeared at the top of the cliff. Alex's face 
 
    “Jane, give me your other hand," Alex said, his eyes wide, his strong hand reaching for mine. I took a steadying breath and squeezed Ben’s hand tighter, before I let go of the root and reached for his hand, our fingertips slipped, but he stretched farther. Ben leaned into him to keep him balanced. Alex wrapped his hand around mine. "We've got you, Jane. Can you push against the cliff with your feet?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I don't know." 
 
    Ben turned away from us and yelled, “Lucas, search the woods and get the girls in the carriages. Now." 
 
    I felt my breath coming in shaky gasps. Alex tightened his grip around my hand. “Jane, you can do it, walk with your feet back up against the cliff edge, and I'll pull you up the rest of the way. Okay?” 
 
    I nodded. "Okay." Ben and Alex both pulled on my hands. I pushed my yellow shoes into the dirt, thankful the cliff sloped a little less steep right here. Ben and Alex pulled me up, but Alex pulled me right into his arms. He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight. Cradling my head against his chest."You're alright now, I have you." I could feel myself shaking, but I had to let him know.  
 
    "Kellen. It was Kellen," I said into his shoulder. "He shot an arrow." 
 
    "I know." He soothed. "Ben has men already searching the woods." He released me enough to look me in the eye before he assessed my stinging cheek. Without a word, he pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and pressed it against my cheek. "Are you hurt anywhere else?" 
 
    "I don't know." I really didn’t. All I felt at that moment was the sting on my cheek and my body shaking. I look down to find the light-blue dress ripped, bloody, and dirty. Ruined. 
 
    "Alright, I'm getting you out of here now." He took my shaky hand and pressed it against my cheek, where his hand had been. "Hold this here." He scooped me up like I weighed nothing at all and ran with me to the carriages. The princesses were all seated inside, but many of them leaned out to get a look at me. 
 
    "Pull out now." He yelled at the drivers before we reached our carriage. Gently, he set me down next to Helen, before he sat on the other side of me. "Ride fast,” he yelled before our carriage took off. “We need to get everyone to the safety of the castle now." 
 
    Helen reached over and grasped my scratched up hands. She pulled out her own handkerchief and pressed it against my arm. "You're bleeding here too. Are you okay, Janelle? Can you speak?" 
 
    "I don't know." I really didn't know. I had thought when I ran away with the prince that attempt eleven would become the last shot Kellen ever got, but now, I'd barely lived through attempt number twelve. When would it stop? How would it stop? If I told them I didn't care about the house, that I would live on the streets and beg for my food, would they even stop then? I doubted it. If Kellen risked something like this, I questioned if they'd accept anything but the finality of the grave. 
 
    Alex put his arm around me and added his hand’s pressure against my own on my cheek. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the other two girls, Quinn and Valorie, sitting across the way. Their eyes held an odd mixture of horror, jealously, and fear. They had no need to fear. I was the only target. They didn't know it, but they all were safe, a luxury I doubted I would ever enjoy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15: Alex 
 
     
 
    I paced back and forth in front of her door for a quarter-hour that evening. I didn't have enough nerve to knock. I had promised her she'd stay safe. Promised her I'd protect her. I'd failed. The image of her falling off the cliff wouldn't fade from my eyes. How could I have been so stupid? Kellen had only needed an opening, and we'd practically handed that to him on a silver platter. 
 
    Ben, Lucas, and a few of my other most trusted men still searched for him between here and the falls. One tiny silver lining in this mess was that he'd made a public move against one of our girls, and my parents were livid. He'd finally messed up enough that I could throw him in prison even if we found him without any other evidence. Something I looked forward too. 
 
    At least I had that one piece of good news to share with her. Taking a deep breath, I raised my fist and knocked on the door. One of my knights opened it, his hand on his sword hilt. He relaxed when he recognized me and opened the door further. 
 
    I cautiously entered the room. Dorothy hovered next to her bed but gave me a weak smile when she saw me enter the room. Jane raised her head enough for me to see her eyes. In them whirled a mix of emotions that I could not read. She turned away from me to look toward her darkened balcony. An action I hadn't expected but probably deserved. I'd failed her. 
 
    "May I come in?" I asked. 
 
    Dorothy nodded and waved me over. I walked around her bed until I could see her face. 
 
    Jane held up her hand, turning away into her pillows more so that I couldn't see her stitched up cheek. "Don't tell me, I already I know I'm eliminated." 
 
    “Actually, we haven't done the eliminations yet.”  
 
    Dorothy moved away from the chair next to her bed and pointed at it. I took the hint and assumed her place with a silent thanks to Dorothy. She squeezed my shoulder and moved away, giving us some space. 
 
    "My parents thought the girls had all been through enough today, and that they had far too many apology notes to write to worry about the elimination right now." 
 
    Jane's eyes flicked to me for a second before they returned to her dark windows. I knew exactly what she must have been thinking. That this was all her fault, but it wasn’t. “Jane, this isn't your fault." 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut. “It's completely my fault. I shouldn't have agreed to this. I shouldn't have come. I put this danger on everyone. I should have run away. . ." 
 
    “And what, died alone in the woods? No. This is the fault of Kellen's and your-good-for-nothing uncle and aunt. They chose to put their evil actions into motion, not you." 
 
    I reached for her chin and softly moved her head so I could see the damage the arrow had caused. She closed her eyes while I studied it. A long wound about three inches in length ran jagged along her cheekbone. Several small stitches held it together. I let out a slow breath and tried not to think about how close that arrow had been from hitting true to its mark. 
 
    I let go of her chin and covered one of her hands with my own. “Jane, you mean more to me than anyone I know. If anything happened to you, I. . ." With my other hand, I lightly touched her cheek below her stitches and swallowed hard. “Don’t think I’d get past it."  
 
    I let my hand fall. I didn't know what to think of the feelings coursing through me. She was more to me than simply a friend. I'd known that for a while now. But where did that put her? Where in my life did she belong? That I couldn't figure out. 
 
    "Your physician, Gillian, said it will scar." Her eyes fluttered open with her sigh. “It's not my first scar, but it’s my first visible one." 
 
    I knew it wasn't her first after learning about when Kellen had knifed her in the side. Again, she had me wondering how many scars she had earned from their attempts on her life. Probably something I shouldn't ask a lady.  
 
    "I know it isn't your only scar, honey, and I'm sorry.” She had no idea how sorry.                                                         I wrapped both of her hands up in mine. “However, I do have some good news. This time Kellen is going to pay for it. He's been moved to the top of the Most Wanted list in more than one country. Everyone is looking for him. Not just us. He has no where to go.” 
 
    "Really?" For the first time since I entered her room, some life flashed through her features. 
 
    "Coming after you like he did, with a bunch of other princesses around, was the dumbest mistake he will ever make. As far as anyone else knows, one of my potential brides was attacked. They don't care who. They don't care why. They only care that it could have been their daughter. Kellen has nowhere to go but prison, here or in any of our surrounding countries." 
 
    I caught her eye. "I'm sorry this happened today, Jane, but we are going to catch him. We don't need evidence of his past wrongs. We don't need to prove anything he's done in the past. This one act is enough to stop him forever." 
 
    She nodded in understanding. "So now all we need to do is to find him." 
 
    I let my thumb trace circles on the top of her hand. "Any ideas?" 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes on our hands. "No. I'm sure you're watching the house, the nearby inns, the forests around my house, the castle, and the borders."  
 
    I nodded, impressed she knew that. 
 
    She closed her eyes. “Alright, then it is only a matter of time." 
 
    "And you can move home again." I felt a pain twist in my stomach at the thought. 
 
    Her eyes flashed open, and she hesitated a moment before she nodded. I thought that was all she wanted. Didn't she still want to go home? To run her small estate without the threat of her uncle and his family hanging over her head? 
 
    "Enough about me." She said, sitting up a little straighter on her pillows. "Who are you eliminating?" 
 
    I laughed and stood up. Part of me wanted to say all of them. I'm done with this, but that wasn't true anymore. I did like a few of the girls, but enough to marry one of them? No, not yet at least. Yes, I liked them enough to keep them around a little longer. 
 
    "The ball is in a week. Whoever I choose will get to stay and spend time with me over the next few days, and they will each dance with me the first sets of dances at the ball. My mother won't like it, but I think I am going to cut the seven girls." I drug my hand through my hair and sat back down. "I'm going to sleep on it. I want to make the right choice." 
 
    "Good idea." 
 
    We sat there quietly for a few moments. Not awkwardly in any way, I liked that about Jane. I never felt uncomfortable in her presence. I never felt like I had to fight for my opinion or act a certain way. Why couldn't every girl have that same effect on me? 
 
    Her fingers wrapped around mine, ending my wandering thoughts. "Thank you, Alex. I would have died without you today.” She swallowed hard emotion strong in her voice. “Probably before today. You saved me twice, and I am forever grateful.” 
 
    I brought her fingers up to my lips and pressed a soft kiss against her fingers. “I’d do it again, my sweet Jane, in a heartbeat.” Any further response I thought of sounded foolish, so I simply held her hand for a few more minutes while we watched the fire flicker in the hearth. 
 
    I wanted to stay with her, but I had to check on the Kellen situation and finalize the girls I needed to eliminate. "I'd better go. Dorothy will let me know if you need anything." I looked over at Dorothy sitting across the room, pretending to read."I'm going to check in with Ben. Hopefully, Kellen left a trail easy to follow." 
 
    “Luck favored our Jane today. Perhaps there is a little more luck left,” Dorothy said from behind her book.  
 
    I hoped she was right. I'd like nothing more than to toss Kellen in prison that very night. "If so, you'll both be the first to know," I stood up and offered Jane a nod before I left the room.  
 
    My thoughts swirled in turmoil. Too many things were happening all at once. I needed some clarity. I raced back to my room and whistled for Jagger. "Come on, boy, we’re going to check on the guards." Tail wagging, he followed me to the freedom of the outside air. 
 
    *** 
 
    I'd spent half of the night checking up on the manhunt for Kellen, and the other half intermittently trying to sleep and pacing my room. I didn't expect to like a single second of this morning. 
 
    The girls slowly gathered in the throne room, along with my mother, who winked at me like she'd gotten twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep. Perhaps she did. Perhaps she felt peace as we neared the end of this, not anxiety like me. 
 
    I stepped up to the front of the room after all the princesses had gathered. I noted Jane's absence, but I couldn't expect her to come down after yesterday. Time to get this over with. One way or another, a bunch of these girls were going to either love me or hate me for what I'd decided. Waiting any longer for no reason wouldn't change that. 
 
    The door opened, and Jane slipped into the back of the room. A few of the girls looked surprised to see her. She stood in the back near the door. But her presence made my heart feel lighter in my chest. 
 
    I stepped forward. "Thank you for gathering this morning. No, we have yet to apprehend the man who attacked yesterday.” Jane bowed her head a little more, letting her gold curls fall further across her cheek. "We will inform you when we have." 
 
    Pausing, I could feel the tension in the room. Time to get to it. "Yesterday was a pivotal day. A day where we each discussed if we really wanted to continue. I took you all to my favorite place to see how you reacted to it. I asked specific questions I felt would tell me if we had a real chance at a life together or not. There are twelve of you sitting here, but it is time to significantly cut our numbers down.” I took a deep breath. "Today only five will stay." 
 
    A collective gasp flew through the group––the loudest from my mother. I knew I'd hear from her later. I didn't need to string them along, if I didn’t even like them. I only kept the ones who I felt had potential, who I found interesting enough to try and build a relationship over the next few days. 
 
    "I would like to invite these five women to stay, get to know me over the next few days, and grant me the first five dances at the ball." I turned to the dark-haired beauty who kept me on my toes. I found her intriguing and attractive. "Valinda, will you stay?" 
 
    "Yes," she shouted. 
 
    I directed my gaze to a woman who I found had a caring heart. "Helen, will you stay?" 
 
    Her bright smile burst across her face, her bright white teeth glinting in the light. "I am honored. Yes, thank you." 
 
    Next, I looked at the one girl who Jane directed me toward, and I knew why, she was beyond talented, sweet and would make an excellent queen. "Quinn, will you stay?" 
 
    She teared up, her hands flying to her mouth. "Of course, I will. Thank you." 
 
    I turned to the girl who always made me laugh easily. “Valorie, will you please stay?" 
 
    She clapped her hands as if she couldn't control the action. "Thank you! I will." 
 
    Lastly, I turned to the one girl who I knew I cared about, the one I couldn’t cut. I needed her and she needed me. We both wouldn’t be here without each other. ”Lady Janelle, will you please stay?" 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up, her head swinging up so fast she put a hand to her stitches to surely stop a throb from her quick movement. "Of course." 
 
    I bowed to the group. "Thank you, everyone. For those who will not stay over the next few days, I do hope to see you at the ball." 
 
    I turned back to Mother to see her tight smile. Quietly I whispered. "You want me to have one wife, not ten. I'm only keeping those I truly think I like." 
 
    "And Janelle?" she asked through her teeth. 
 
    I sighed. ”I'm not ready to see my friend go yet." 
 
    She nodded, still tight-lipped, but I knew in an hour to two she'd forgive me and start in on her plans for the next several days. 
 
    I moved to the door to thank those girls who were leaving. Most of them offered me a polite smile, a few stuck their noses up in the air, and two of them thanked me. We'd agreed yesterday that we didn't like each other and they both had asked me to let them go home. An easy task in comparison to choosing who would stay. 
 
    "I can't believe he kept Janelle," Valinda said to Valorie while they exited the room. She didn't say it in a negative way, but a surprised one. I knew no one expected me to do that. Honestly, I almost didn't. I almost put a different name in her place, but I couldn't do it. She earned her right to be in the top five.  
 
    If she were a princess from another country, I wouldn't have hesitated a second. I would have pursued her more than the rest. I knew I couldn’t chose her for my bride even if my heart said otherwise, but that didn't mean I had to eliminate her either. Not during the time when this elimination was fully my choice. And what if I ended up still needing her to fulfill our bargain as my decoy? 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16: Jane 
 
      
 
    The upstairs sitting room appeared comfortable. The windows were lined with window seats. The two couches in the room were plush, and the bookshelves were stocked with books. A tray of tea and cake sat near the window. I unfolded the note from the queen again. 
 
      
 
    Lady Janelle, 
 
    I think it best you take the day to rest and recover. If you would like a break from your 
 
    room. Please spend the day in the green sitting room on the third floor. 
 
    Yours Respectfully, 
 
    Queen Mallory 
 
      
 
    I poured a cup of tea before settling into a window seat. At least the queen had banished me to a room with a pleasant view. I could see part of the gardens, the hills where I knew Alex's waterfall fell, and the large grassy fields. I had to look twice at the field before I realized the prince and four remaining princesses were all out there playing a game of croquet. 
 
    Suddenly the placement of this room didn't feel as comfortable. It felt like a message. A warning. The door opened, and the queen entered the room. "A servant told me you'd decided to come to the sitting room." 
 
    "Yes. I thought it would prove a nice change," I said, lightly touching my stitches. 
 
    She nodded and picked up a teacup. “Janelle, I must confess, I'm actually surprised you are still here. That Alex put you in his top five." She raised an eyebrow and waited for me to explain myself. 
 
    I put down my cup. "Believe it or not, Your Majesty, so am I." 
 
    “Oh, good." She fell into a chair across from me. “You had me worried for a day there. I want to make sure we are still on the same page.” Her eyes darted over to the other chair next to hers and then back over to me. I caught onto her hint and went and sat down across from her. 
 
    “Janelle, because you are his friend, I hope you will understand when I ask you to take a step back. Alex has always been one to make sure things are fair and we all know it is a waste of his time right now to spend any of his time at all with you." 
 
    I nodded, understanding dawning on me. She'd sent me here on purpose. She didn't want me in the way anymore. She couldn’t take back Alex putting me in his top five, but she could stop me from actually participating.  
 
    I tapped my finger against my cup. Alex wouldn’t like this. And her true meaning for meeting with me alone became clear. “You want me to say I need to rest and to heal and spend my days out of the way." 
 
    "Yes. I do.” She said a brighter smile lighting up her face. “You, of course, can attend the ball, if you feel up to it. Many of the nobility will be in attendance too. But please stay out of the other girls’ way.” 
 
    I had no place to argue with her and I didn’t want to get in his way of finding love. ”As you wish, Your Majesty." 
 
    "Good." Smiling much more contently, she took a sip from her cup. 
 
    "I do have one other matter I wish to discuss with you my dear. I know that he trusts you, and so I feel I need to ask one more thing of you. I need you to sway his thinking toward Valinda." 
 
     I nearly choked on my tea. "Valinda?" 
 
    "Yes. I know he likes her, and an alliance with her kingdom would be the best thing for ours. I hardly dared hope when they accepted our invitation because becoming their ally felt like an impossibility; their country is so much stronger than ours." She set her cup down, her eyes flicking over to the windows.  
 
    "You see, Janelle. Tovare is the strongest country in our region. If King Trave wanted to, he could crush our country flat in a war. We need this alliance. No one would dare touch the county whose queen-to-be is the daughter of King Trave.” She pointed out the window to where we could both see Valinda laughing with Alex. 
 
    I could see her point, but the thought of Alex and Valinda made me sick to my stomach. "I understand, my queen and I don't think you have to worry about Valinda. I know she wants him to choose her. I know her family probably does too.” Though wasn’t sure why. 
 
    The queen nodded, and patted my hand. "I know, you think we have little to offer, but we have some good alliances too, and better access to the seaports.” 
 
    "That makes sense." Sort of. The conversation with Valinda's guard sounded more urgent than better sea access, but the guard could simply have an eccentric nature. 
 
    The queen returned to her cup to the tray and looked me directly in the eye. "Valinda is interested, I could see that from the start. It is Alexander who concerns me." She paused, as if making sure she had the right words before she spoke. Not something I expected from a queen. "Janelle, has he confided in you his thoughts on the remaining girls?" 
 
    I gave up drinking my tea anymore and put my cup back on the tray. "A little, but not as much as I’m sure you hope for." 
 
    She nodded. "Do you think he would tell you if you asked him?" 
 
     I didn't know for sure. I knew he trusted me like I trusted him, but that didn't mean he'd open his heart and explain what was inside.  
 
    “Janelle, I need to know what I need to say to him. I want him to find happiness. I want him to find love, but I really need him to find that with Valinda. I’ve hoped for a relationship for them from the start.” 
 
    I didn't like Valinda but what she said about an alliance with them made sense. Alex deserved love, but the country also deserved protection from an ally that would keep the people safe, people like me in the lesser class who had to fight for our homes in the wars often alongside the knights. 
 
    I sighed. ”I will talk to him, if you wish." 
 
    "Thank you. I have scheduled out his visits with the girls all day today but perhaps you can catch him after dinner for some kind of quick conversation before he and Valinda go on their candlelit stroll through the gardens for some one-on-one time." 
 
    My stomach clenched. "Or after, I wouldn't want to get him thinking too hard before an evening like that." 
 
    The queen took a bite of cake and nodded. “You're right.” 
 
    I looked down at my scratched up hands. “I can ask Ben to tell me when he's returned. Perhaps after such a romantic evening, he'll have a lot to say." 
 
    The corners of her mouth turned up. "Yes. I think you're right. And who better to tell all about it but his friend. He won't tell me for sure. But he might tell you and Ben. Janelle that sounds perfect." She smiled brightly looking invigorated. "I will, of course, expect a report from you in the morning." 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.” I said with a bow of my head. “First thing.” 
 
    "Wonderful." She turned to go but paused at the door, her long fingers tapping the wood door. "I suppose it is a good thing he kept you around. If you are going to prove useful, that is." 
 
    I shrugged. "Why else would I be here, but to help?”  
 
    "Indeed." She gave me a slight nod, something you'd expect only a baroness or contessa to receive. A wave of guilt rushed over me. If she knew who I really was, a girl of little importance, a commoner, an orphan and at the moment a homeless girl, she never would have thanked me for my cooperation with such a respectful nod. 
 
    I turned back to the windows and tried to ignore the way the guilt twisted in my gut like a slithery snake. I watched the five of them play croquet for the rest of the afternoon. Every time Quinn, Helen, Valinda or Valorie made him laugh, I turned away only to return to the window to watch them all again.  
 
    I was vaguely aware that this was how things would continue after this point. I'd watch him fall in love with one of those women down there, and I'd have to live with the ghost of the dreams I'd dreamt about him and me. Impossible dreams, dreams I never should have imagined at all. I cared too much for Alex to pretend I'd never known him, but I'd watch from afar while he lived and loved and led our country.  
 
    *** 
 
    I waited until Ben sent his note before I left my room. The sun had already set, and all the torches were lit in the halls. Part of me wished that Ben and I were meeting Lucas for a training session, but with my cheek wound so new, practicing how to punch wasn't the best idea. 
 
    Ben saw me coming and knocked on Alex's door before I reached it. The door opened quickly, and Alex stood there, his hair messed up from hastily taking off his jacket and vest. His shirt crinkled from the day. 
 
    A smile quickly spread across his face. "Jane, I didn't get to sneak away to come and see you today. Come in." 
 
    I followed him into his room, Ben right behind us. Ben closed the door and stood by it in a soldier’s stance, the perfect chaperone. Alex walked over toward his fireplace and gestured to one of his wingback chairs. 
 
    "The queen thought I should rest more and not chance ripping my stitches out," I said, sitting down. 
 
    "Of course. I apologize. I didn't even think of that." He put his hand on mine like he always did. It felt so causal, so natural to him perhaps, but it sent my heart fluttering. 
 
    The queen’s face jumped into my mind, and I mentally told the fluttering to stop. “Alex, you don't have to apologize. But make it up to me and tell me about your day." 
 
    He groaned and sat in the chair across from me, the fire roared between us. Jagger's head popped up from his pillow, and he walked over to Alex for a head scratch. "Fine. Mother has a whole new schedule planned out until the ball, so I feel like I have even less freedom than before."  
 
    He paused, his fingers tapping against the side of his chair. "But I had a surprisingly good time playing croquet with the girls today. And then," he shook his head like he couldn't believe what happened next. "Mother said since we had four days left until the day of the ball, I would spend a special evening with each remaining princess. Valinda of course, went first." 
 
    "And that's bad?" 
 
    "No. I wouldn't say bad." He got up and started pacing in front of his fireplace. Jagger looked at him, apparently not appreciating that Alex chose to ignore him. His head swung back and forth from Alex to me before he walked over to me and sat down at my feet and raised his head, giving me a wide-eyed look. I reached out and scratched the poor dog’s head. 
 
    “Jane, I hate all of this pressure. I hated this idea. And I hate that I'm expected to propose by the end of the ball. But when I was walking with Valinda tonight, I didn't hate it as much." 
 
    A pain returned to my gut, twisting it in knots. I had expected him to say something along those lines, but I didn't anticipate how much I'd hate it. I scratched Jaggers head with more vigor and he welcomed it. “You really like her then?” 
 
    He sat back down in his chair, his mouth opened to respond, but he stopped before he could say anything, his eyes on his dog. "Jagger let you scratch his head?" 
 
    I shrugged, scratching under Jagger's jaw. "Yeah, are you changing the subject on purpose? I'm curious to know who you like her the best." 
 
    "No. It’s just that Jagger doesn't let many people scratch his head." He whistled. Jagger stood up and looked at Alex but turned back to look at me. He raised his chin again, and I scratched under his jaw once more before he reluctantly moved back over to Alex and laid down on his pillow. 
 
    “Jane, have you stolen the heart of my dog?" Alex asked in mock shock, eyeing his dog. 
 
    I shrugged. "You were ignoring him." Curious, I whistled, and Jagger jumped right up and came back to sit by me. Immediately, he raised his chin, and I scratched his neck again. 
 
    "Jane?" Alex sounded offended. 
 
    Ben snorted back by the door. Alex looked his way. "Did you see that?" 
 
    "How could I not see that, sire?” Ben said, a laugh lacing his words. 
 
    “Jagger," Alex said again. Jagger moved his head to look at Alex but not his feet. I moved my hand to behind his ears, and he turned away from Alex completely.  
 
    "How dare you, Jane?” Alex said, enough laughter in his voice to clue me in that he wasn't as mad as he acted. 
 
    "I'm sorry.” I lifted my hands in the air, and Jagger laid down at my feet. "I'm only competition for a few more days anyway." 
 
    The prince immediately sobered. "Yeah, we need to talk about that."  
 
    Actually, we needed to talk about Valinda and how much he liked her, but I never did want to talk about that anyway. He leaned forward and fixed me with a serious stare. "Do you have a plan yet?"  
 
    Not much of one. But I didn't want to confess that to him. "I have some ideas. I think I will talk to Mr. Lawson––he has my father’s will––and see what he suggests from there. And if you capture Kellen, I'll find myself a lot safer." 
 
    "I'd rest better if we had your aunt and uncle in the next cell." Alex said his, eyes still on his dog at my feet.  
 
    I'd feel better too if they were all locked away, but I didn't dare hope for that. “Now, can we return to my question?" 
 
    He groaned and rubbed his fingers against his temples. “Okay, if I were to put them in order. Yes, I like Valinda the best. Probably Helen next, Quinn third, and Valorie fourth. But tomorrow after I spend the evening with Quinn, that might change." He shrugged his shoulders, his eyes looking away from me. 
 
    I leaned forward. “Alex, this is me you're talking to." 
 
    "I know." He leaned over, his head in his hands, and the firelight flickering on his face reminding me of the painting I'd painted of the night we met in the cave. Swallowing hard, I turned my attention back to Jagger.  
 
    "Jane, I'll admit it. Sometimes I'm ready to go through with it. Choose a ring out of the castle treasury. Kneel down and ask someone to become my bride, and other times, I'm glad you're here so I can pull the decoy card at the last second, surprise everyone for long enough to get out of this craziness. I know what my mother wants. I know what the princesses want, I understand my duty to my country, but I'm still not quite sure what I want." 
 
    You want me, I felt my heart shout. I stopped scratching Jagger’s head, realizing how much I wanted that declaration to become true. I wanted him to say, Forget this, Jane, I don’t care what it costs. I want you. I stood up, before I said something I'd regret. "It's late. I'd better go." I turned and walked to the door. 
 
    "Jane?" 
 
    "Yes," I said without turning around. 
 
    He hesitated a moment, long enough that I peeked at him over my shoulder. "Thanks for checking up on me." 
 
    "What are friends for?" I emphasized the word friends for my sake as much as his. 
 
    Ben moved to open the door for me, but paused, his eyes on something to my left. Only then did I realize Jagger had followed me to the door.  
 
    I smiled down at the sweet dog. “Alex, you'd better call him back." 
 
    He whistled. ”Come on, Jagger. You stay with me." The dog let out a soft whine before he moved back to Alex. 
 
    I nodded to Ben, who opened the door, and I darted into the hall. Part of me wished I could have taken Jagger with me. At least he appreciated me just the way I was. He didn't care if I was a noble lady, a commoner, or a princess, and I needed that feeling right now. 
 
    "What were you doing in the Prince's room?” Valorie's voice squealed. I turned to find her only a few paces down the hall, her mouth open wide. Valinda stood by her side, both of their arms folded. I'd been so busy making my hasty exit that I hadn't even checked the hallway. Of course, the one time I didn’t, Valorie and Valinda were walking together down the hallway. They stormed down the hall until they stopped inches from me. Their faces were not happy. 
 
    "Nothing just talking. He's my friend, remember. I hadn't seen him all day." I said self-consciously touching my hurt cheek.  
 
    "Talking?" Valinda said, looking me up and down, her lips twisting in a way as though more was going on in her head than this conversation. Something calculating, something that probably didn't end well for me. “Val, they were only talking. We believe her right?” 
 
    “I. . . ah. . . yes. . . I suppose." 
 
    "Talking about what?" Valinda said, taking a step closer to me. 
 
    I'd had enough. I didn't want to feel intimidated by her anymore, by anyone anymore! ”Honestly, about you. About all of you." 
 
    Valorie's mouth dropped open, where Valinda's lips grew tighter. "It might interest you to know that he cares about my opinion and while making the right choice between the four of you seems impossible, I'm the one helping him figure it out." Valinda already knew I wasn't a threat to their possibility of marriage, but Valorie didn't. 
 
    "You consult with the prince about us?" Valorie's rage grew as if I'd stomped on her toes. "You rotten spy!" 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Why else do you think he asked me here? Now if you'll excuse me, I'm going to bed." 
 
    "She can’t talk to us like that, right Valinda? A noble lady should know better." 
 
    Good thing I am not a noble lady, I thought, turning away from them. 
 
    “Hush, Val, you're overreacting." Valinda's eyes bore into mine. "Janelle is not a problem." She looped her arm through her friend’s, and they walked past me. "Not for long anyway." She flashed me a smile, her perfectly white teeth glinting in the torchlight, and pulled Valorie down the hall with her. 
 
    That feeling that had become second nature shot through me. The feeling that had my arm hairs standing on end and my stomach tight. The feeling I got just before Kellen attempted to take my life. I watched them walk down the hall, whispering together, and tried to suppress the feeling. I’m not in danger, I told myself over and over. It's not like they could do anything to me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17: Jane 
 
      
 
    The morning sunlight streamed through the lightweight curtains hanging on my windows. They fluttered slightly in the light breeze. Dorothy must not have woken yet. I usually woke to find her finishing some stitches on a dress or setting up for a lesson. Good, I needed a minute to  think. To plan. 
 
    Gingerly, I felt the stitches on my cheek. Perhaps I was really glad that I could choose to stay in bed all day if I wanted to. I had nothing important to do but report to the queen what I learned about the prince's feelings. Nobody wanted me around. I understood, but it still hurt a little. This unwanted feeling burned in my chest. I hated it. It was the same feeling my aunt and uncle had given me since the day they walked in the door. It had been a year since anyone had wanted me around at all. 
 
    I turned over in the soft sheets and strangely wished for Jagger. A selfish wish to be sure.  I didn't need to form yet another attachment to something I could never have. I punched my pillow. I'm so halfwitted. How could I have thought this plan a good one? “Oh,” I groaned out loud, “I don't know, because I wasn't in love with the prince when I agreed." 
 
    Oh no.  
 
    I closed my eyes–– I'd said love, out loud. I rolled further into my pillows and screamed as loud as I could, the pillows muffling the sound. How dare I admit it even to myself? How could I? I knew I couldn't love him. I knew I shouldn't have opened any piece of my heart to him. I knew it, and yet my heart had betrayed me. I wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of my days with Alex. I didn't want to return to my home, full of tainted memories. My dreams had changed. Changed on their own accord without my permission. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. Before I could turn to look toward the sound, it burst open, and the queen herself raced inside, her hair still tied up in silk rags. “Oh, good, you're awake." 
 
    I pushed away from my pillows. This was so not what I needed right now. "Barely, Your Majesty." 
 
    Her lady in waiting followed her into my room. She shrugged when I looked at her. The queen sat down on the small couch by the fireplace. Without a word her lady-in-waiting began to unwind her hair. 
 
    “Janelle, I was tossing and turning all night. I tried to spy on them in the garden, but without an opportunity to hear them talk, I had no idea how it went at all." She turned suddenly to look directly at me. "Did you get to speak with him last night?" 
 
    I sighed, better get this over with. "Yes." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    I sat up and pulled the covers neatly over my legs. "He likes her. He told me if he were to put them in order, Valinda would hold the number one spot." 
 
    She clasped her hands together. "This is exactly what I needed to hear. Oh, I can see it now. Alexander and Valinda walking down the aisle together. Our countries united, and our future secured. Won't she make a beautiful bride?" 
 
    I nodded. "More than beautiful." 
 
    She clapped her hands in excitement. “Thank you, Janelle. You really are proving a good friend. I didn't think I'd say it, but I'm actually glad you joined us."  
 
    But only to act as a spy, I thought. 
 
    "Thank you, Your Majesty." She never expected to say that, and I never expected her to either. It was something to feel grateful for. I thought she felt I was nothing but an annoying gnat who disrupted her plans. 
 
    She turned to look at me, unintentionally forcing her lady-in-waiting to start over again on a curl she was trying to unravel. "I hope you won't mind me asking you to continue to hint or nudge him even more. If you talk to him, that is. Not that you'll have much opportunity to do so. I know today he and the princesses will be quite busy." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    She got up again, causing her lady-in-waiting to huff. “Yes, today we are going on a tour of the kingdom. Heavily guarded, of course. Then we are introducing the girls to those people who are the most important in the kingdom at a large dinner. Don't worry, we'll have food sent up for you. There is so much to do. I'll tell everyone you are still healing up. Thank you again, Janelle, for easing my conscience and for understanding." 
 
    With that, she darted back out the door, her poor lady-in-waiting attempting to keep up. I couldn't help it, I laughed. The queen wasn't evil by any measure of the word, but she did like to have things done her way and at her pace. And that meant I was eliminated, not on paper or by an announcement from the royals, but in every other respect. I leaned back onto my fluffy pillows. Maybe I really would stay in bed today. It's wasn’t like it mattered if I got up. 
 
    A few minutes later, another knock sounded on the side door before Dorothy bustled in. "Jane, Ruth and I stayed up half the night finishing this beauty. I can't wait to see it on you." 
 
    Okay, never mind. Dorothy and Ruth would mind if I didn't get up. They were the sweetest ladies I'd ever met, and if they spent all that time on a dress, I couldn't not wear it. I slipped out of bed and walked over to the balcony windows, the air still felt a bit chilly, so I moved to close the doors, but something outside caught my attention.  
 
    It was Alex standing under a tree with a woman. Dark hair swung around her waist, and I knew instantly he and Valinda stood there together. I slammed the door closed, that trapped feeling I lived with this last year crawling up my arms. I looked around the room at the nicely oiled dark wood furniture. The billowy curtains and bed that was so soft I could hardly believe it. This wasn't my world. I didn't belong here, no matter how much I enjoyed it. My birth dictated that. 
 
    “Jane, come on," Dorothy called brightly from the washroom. I walked back there to find an exquisite, dark-purple dress lying across the chair behind the changing curtain. Light purple and gold threads made up a beautiful swirling patten on the bodice. ”Dorothy?" 
 
    "Don't say a thing until you put it on," she said cheerily. 
 
    Multiple layers of light fabric formed a lightweight but fluffy skirt. Intricate lacey designs lined the bottom of the skirt, matching those on bodice, and the edges of the long flowy sleeves. "How do you accomplish this without some kind of magic?” I asked in awe. 
 
    Dorothy laughed. "By using what we have––pure talent. Ruth and I think you'd look wonderful in this darker color. Do you like it?" 
 
    "Yes, thank you." The dress nearly made me forget about the unwanted feeling that had been seeping back inside me. Almost. The reminder that I had nowhere to go in this beautiful dress quickly brought those feelings back. 
 
    I let her help me into the dress. “Now, what should we do with that beautiful hair of yours." 
 
    I sighed. "Nothing Dorthy. I've been kicked out, unofficially. I have nowhere to go. No one to see except you and these four walls." Beautiful walls, but still walls that I felt trapped in. Trapped wasn't a feeling I wanted anymore. I walked back over to the balcony windows and pushed them open again. The cool air hit me, and I breathed it in. Air meant freedom. 
 
    The tightness released in my chest, and I looked down ready to find a way to make today count, only to see Valinda and Alex still talking under the tree. She walked her fingers up his jacket and pulled him to her. I couldn't tell from this distance with them in half shadow, but it looked like she kissed him. My gut clenched, and I looked away as if I'd just witnessed an execution at the gallows. 
 
    "That's it, I'm done." I turned away from the window and stormed back into my room. "They don't want me here. I don't want to be here anymore. This is over. I'm just dumb enough not to have realized it sooner." 
 
    “Jane, what are you talking about?” Dorothy asked, coming out into the main room, holding some gold hair combs. 
 
    "I'm talking about how I don't belong," I said, falling into a chair. 
 
    She tsked. "Of course, you do." 
 
    “Dorothy, you know I don't. I can pretend I do, but if they don’t accept me as a noble lady, they will never accept me as I am. If they knew who I was, a commoner, they'd all gasp in horror. It is sad but true. And Alex. . . ” I leaned my head in my hands. “Alex only wanted me here to give him a way out, and that no longer seems like part of the equation." 
 
    Dorothy came and stood right in front of me, her hands on her hips. “Jane Northcott. You know he cares about you.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, as a friend he'll soon never see again.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, probably to argue with me, but a knock on the door saved her from answering. I sat where I was and looked down at my hands peeking out of the long sleeves of the purple dress. "When did my room become the early morning crossroads?"  
 
    She gave me a look that clearly said this conversation wasn't over before she pulled the door open. Ben stood on the other side. A blush rushed to Dorothy's cheeks. "Good Morning Ben." 
 
    "Good morning, Dorothy, my dear. Is Janelle in her room?" 
 
    I stood. "Where else would I be, Ben? I'm as good as banished to this room." 
 
    Ben took Dorothy's hand and laced it through his arm. "I know, and the prince is sorry about that. He tried to change his mother’s mind, but she said you would only become a safety risk today that they couldn't afford with the rest of the princesses, and we couldn't argue with her." 
 
    I couldn't deny the truth in that statement. As long as Kellen wanted me dead, I put anyone around me in danger. 
 
    I fiddled with the ends of the long beautiful sleeves. "Did he say this before or after he went on a morning stroll with Valinda? 
 
    "I don't see how that matters, but he told me to come explain and apologize only a minute or so ago. Valinda agreed with him. She said herself, ‘Yes, your friend really should understand.’” I could imagine her saying this with one of her bony white arms wrapped around his waist, the other protectively on his chest. I shuddered. 
 
    “Ben, I can’t do this anymore." I turned away from them both and looked around, but I had nothing of my own to grab. No bag to pack. Dorothy and Ruth had burnt my old dress in their own fireplace. I'd come to the castle with literally nothing of my own. 
 
    "Can't do what, Janelle?" Ben asked, eyeing me as he would a possible intruder. 
 
    "This. All of it." I moved toward the door.  
 
    Ben reached out and stopped me. "Calm down, Janelle. Talk to us. Give us a minute to understand, and we will figure this out." 
 
    "There is nothing to figure out, Ben. It hurts watching him fall in love with another girl. I know that is the whole point of the project. I know he can’t ever think of me as anything but a friend. I know I don’t belong here. I can’t stay and pretend anymore. He doesn't need me any longer." I turned to the door again, but Ben stepped in front of it. 
 
    “Jane. You're not thinking rationally. He needs you.” Some of the fire in my chest lessened hearing Ben call me by my actual name. He often kept to the fake one, so his use of my real name startled me for a moment. "You have to stay." 
 
    Have to? Why was everyone so bent on controlling my life? I felt like my freedom died the same day my parents did, and I was done playing along. “No, he doesn’t need me anymore. He wanted a decoy, and from what I've observed, he no longer needs one. He is going to choose Valinda to be his bride in four days and if not her, then Valorie, Helen, or Quinn. He’ll get married, and everyone will be happy. And I will face my next challenge alone. All this did was delay the inevitable.” 
 
    Dorothy put her hand on my shoulder. “Jane, don’t do this. He might not be able to act on his love, but he loves you. I know it. He needs you to see this through with him.” 
 
    Loved me as a friend maybe, nothing more. “Why?” 
 
    Ben stepped next to Dorothy and took her hand. In much the same way my parents had when they wanted me to know they were serious, and I took a step back. Ben took a long breath “Because I know him. If you up and left without so much as a good bye, he’d come looking for you. He’d know that Kellen would have your head the first chance he sees you, and he won’t let you face him alone, Jane. Your birthday is less than a week away. Wait it out. Stay. I know this situation isn't what you want. But we need you to stay. You still need us.” 
 
    I turned away from them, my heartbeat slowing in my chest. He was right. I needed to stay. I had nowhere else to go, yet. I could live in this beautiful room safely with the trapped feeling for a little longer or live on the street for a week with the hope and prayer that Kellen wouldn't find me. I didn't like it, but the choice was clear. I turned away from the door and sat back down. "Okay. You're right. I'll stay." 
 
    "Thank you, Jane. You made the right choice." Dorothy let go of Ben and rushed over to me and gave me a hug. She whispered in my ear. "It will work out, you'll see."  
 
    I had no other choice but to believe her. I hoped with every cell in my body that in a month or two, I'd look back at this moment and laugh at my worry. That in a year, I wouldn't even remember the pain I felt deep in my heart right now. I just hoped the pain wouldn't leave a scar on my heart like the arrow cut would on my cheek.  
 
    Ben pulled Dorthy into a side hug. ”I wish I could say I could spend the day with you two ladies but I am on duty." 
 
    Dorothy laughed. "Don't worry, Ben. I'll take care of our Jane, and you take care of our Xander Sander." 
 
    Ben and I laughed. I hadn't expected that, but it felt so good. I had to stop fretting. Everything would end up fine. So what if my life didn't turn out like I dreamed it would? So what if I couldn't end up with the prince? It wasn’t like that had ever been part of my plans before. I'd forget this time in the castle soon enough, and one day it would simply be a story I'd tell––a fairytale of sorts. I could still find a way to be happy. Not at that moment, but hopefully sooner than later. 
 
    Ben took Dorothy's hand in his and kissed it, causing her to blush crimson. And I couldn't help but think that if I hadn't come, they might not ever have discovered how much they liked each other. That was one good thing that had come from this, and somehow, that might make it all worth it. 
 
    My bedroom doors suddenly flung open behind us, slamming against the walls. Ben pushed Dorothy behind him and drew his sword, ever the body guard. Four soldiers marched inside, followed by none other than the king himself.  
 
    Ben hesitantly put his sword away. The king strode into the room until he stood before me. He looked at me, his eyes the same as Alex’s, but they held none of his softness. His hands in fists rested on his hips, his jaw set, and grim. I felt myself tremble under his gaze. 
 
    "Take her," he said before he turned and abruptly left the room. 
 
    Four hands grabbed my arms and began to drag me harshly from the room. I twisted to look back at Ben and Dorothy.  
 
    "Ben?" I called, twisting to see him. “Ben!"  
 
    He stood there saying nothing, his eyes narrowing while his colleagues dragged me out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 18: Jane 
 
      
 
    I stopped fighting the soldiers, but they continued to drag me roughly along like some kind of street thief who'd been caught stealing precious wares. They took me down the hallways to the entrance hall and through the doors into the throne room. At the front of the room sat the king and queen. Alex stood next to them, his head whipping back and forth between his parents and me. He apparently had no idea what was going on. 
 
    The rest of the princesses were gathered on the side of the room, all thirty of them. My eyes darted back over to Alex. Realization must have hit us at the same time because he looked back at me with the same expression that had to be on my own face. They'd caught us. Somehow they had found out. 
 
    The men roughly pushed me to the floor so that I fell to my knees at the feet of the king and queen. 
 
    "I've spent some time in the Northcott family records searching for you,” the king began. “The search was not easy with misled information. You are not Lady Janelle Northcott as we were led to believe, are you, Jane Northcott?"  
 
    I looked over at Alex, and he nodded slowly along with his father’s words. Ben approached the prince and stood by his side. I had no allies. Again, I found myself alone facing an impossible situation with no way out. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Yes, sir." 
 
    His eyes narrowed, "Did you know that the Northcott's were a family line of nobility until a generation or so ago?” 
 
    I took a deep, steadying breath, "No, sir." 
 
    He nodded once. "Are you confessing to lying to the royal family? To thirty princesses from our neighboring countries about your station and relationship with our son, the prince?” 
 
    I knew I probably had to answer, especially surrounded by heavily armed guards. "Yes, no, well. . . That is two questions Your Majesty with two different answers." 
 
    Alex stepped forward. “Father, let me explain." 
 
    The king turned dark eyes on his son. "You will not. Step back, Alexander." 
 
    The king turned back to me. “As the king of Uree, I demand you explain yourself." 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Yes, Your Majesty. I lied about being a noble lady, but only because Alex and I knew you would not allow me to stay if I was not a lady. He did, however, ask me to come as his friend because he was told he could invite a friend, I agreed to the lie only because I wanted to help." 
 
    The king shook his head and sat back down in his chair, his hand on his chin. He looked over to the girls standing on the side, at the queen, who looked ready to ask for my head, and to his son, whose fists were clenched at his sides. I found Quinn's eyes in the group, and even she looked away from me.  
 
    Feeling more alone than ever, I added, "We honestly didn't think we'd hurt anyone." 
 
    Valinda strode forward. "Permission to speak, Your Majesty?" 
 
    The kind nodded. Great! I had a feeling this didn't bode well for me. "As Valorie and I stated when we came to you with the news of her deception, we feel cheated. We feel like no commoner should ever have the opportunities we were given these last few weeks. This experience was supposed to be something special, not something tainted by a regular girl who probably stole her dresses and our time with the prince. She is not noble, and so she should not even stand in our presence, especially in this manner." 
 
    “Father." Alex stepped forward again. "I can explain everything." 
 
    The king stood. "Silence. I don't want to hear the practiced explanations you've cooked up. Valorie and Valinda were right to bring this flaw to our attention. When I granted you permission to invite a friend, I thought you understood she had to at least be from the class of nobility, and no one who lies to the king is welcome." 
 
    He turned to me. "Jane. You are to leave the castle grounds immediately and are not permitted to ever return unless specifically invited by either the queen or myself. Take nothing with you; you must leave right now." 
 
    Alex stepped forward, "You can't do that, Father. You don't understand, Kellen is waiting for her. He wants to kill her." Ben put an arm on his shoulder. 
 
    All of the girls in the room gasped, including the queen.  
 
    "All the more reason to have her and her problems escorted out." The queen, said looking at the other girls standing on the side of the room. She didn't understand. None of them understood. I said I wanted to leave that morning, but I didn’t, not really. I was simply frustrated with this whole situation––with the lie that now everyone knew––and worried about how much I hated seeing Alex with the other girls. He was right, Kellen would find me in less than a day if I had to fend for myself. 
 
    I hated to do it, but I clasped my hands together. "Please, I don't have anywhere to go right now. The prince is right. He’ll kill me." 
 
    The king shook his head. "A matter for another time. Guards." They reached for me and pulled me to my feet. 
 
    I yanked my arms out of their grasp. "No, my king. I beg you. I can't go home. You don't understand." 
 
    He held up his hand. “I understand that you lied to us. You used my son to live some fantasy. We can’t trust anything you say. You have been given privileges you didn't deserve, even if our son calls you a friend. We cannot forgive this grievance. Take her away. Now.” 
 
    “But––“  
 
    The king shot me a dark look stopping my argument. 
 
    Ben jumped down from the platform and rushed toward me. "Let me," he said, his voice stricter than I had ever heard it. I didn't understand why. He knew everything; none of this was new to him. The soldiers backed up at his approach. He took my arm and spun me around harshly. "Don't fight it." he hissed, pulling me to the door. 
 
    "Ben?" 
 
    "Shush, not yet." 
 
    He escorted me through the doors and into the hallway. "I'm only doing this because the prince will trust me that I made sure you are alright. Then we can figure out what to do without him charging after you and causing more problems." 
 
    Tears started to stream down my face. "But I'm not alright. I can't go home. I don't have a home yet. I didn't mean it when I said I was going to leave this morning. I was angry." 
 
    "I know. You are going to Ruth. Dorothy will meet you there." He pulled open the large front doors and threw my arm, causing me to stumble down the stairs. "Now go," he shouted loudly so that his voice carried back down the hall. He pointed at the gates. All for show, but it still stung. I looked back to see that the other soldiers had followed close behind us to make sure I did as directed. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I lifted my skirts and ran toward the castle gates. Tears rushed to my eyes, but I refused to cry out. They said I didn't belong, that I didn't deserve to be there, I knew that. But it hurt to have my status thrown back in my face like I was worth only as much as garbage in the streets. 
 
    Leaving the safety of the castle gates sent my heart racing. Thank goodness Ruth and Dorothy's house stood not far away. Bursting into a run, I fled for her door and banged on it as loudly as I could. 
 
    Ruth opened it her, eyes going full circle. "What happened?" she asked pulling me inside. 
 
    "The king found out I'm not noble. I've been publicly kicked out." 
 
    She pulled me into a hug. "You poor dear. Come on, I'll make you some tea." She gently made me sit down at the kitchen table. "I expect Dorothy will show up sometime soon. Maybe with a report about what happened." 
 
    I looked down at my hands. "I know what happened. Valinda somehow found out about me and made sure I left. She wants to guarantee that the prince chooses her. I don't know why she is so determined, but she and Valorie told the king the truth about me." 
 
    Ruth shook her head. "This isn't good, Jane." 
 
    "Don't I know it." I laid my head down on the table, careful of my still healing cheek. Maybe this was for the best. Maybe stopping the lie now would turn out better than continuing on. The king and queen were plenty mad finding out now, imagine how they would have felt if we'd gone through with the decoy plan. What would they have done to me if the prince had proposed, and then we told them the truth? I rubbed my neck. I couldn't imagine their fury then. 
 
    "Ruth, did I choose wrong? Should I have refused to agree to this whole crazy plan in the first place?” 
 
    Ruth sighed and sat down at the table with me. "I don't know if I can agree to that, Jane."
I couldn't look at her. "Why not? I'm back where I started." 
 
    Ruth put a hand lightly on mine. “No, you are not, my dear. I know for a fact that you gained four friends that you would never have gotten any other way." 
 
    "Four?" 
 
    She squeezed my hands quickly before bustling off to gather things for the tea. "Yes. Me, Dorothy, Ben, and the prince." I hated to admit it right then, but she was right. I did count them all as friends. "I know for a fact that you care for the prince enough to want what is best for him, and that right there is something special you never had before." 
 
    I sighed. “Okay. Okay. I get it. I just didn't want to see it end this way.” 
 
    Ruth's eyes shown brighter. “And how exactly did you see this ending?” She waggled her eyebrows, her smile spreading across her face wrinkling her cheeks. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Nothing like what you're imagining. I thought Alex would fall in love, and I would live to my next birthday without Kellen finding me." I pointed to my cheek. "And that we'd all live our own version of happily ever after. For example, me regaining my family house without the threat of danger over my head." And that my heart wouldn't yearn for him, I thought quietly to myself. 
 
    Ruth got up to fetch the steaming teapot. She poured us both a cup before she answered me. "Isn't most of that still possible?" 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess so.” But it didn't feel like it. 
 
    Muffled sounds came through the front door. Ruth put her hand out to make me stay put and went to the door herself. I watched her pick up a frying pan that she had leaning up against the door before she pulled it open. 
 
    “Ruth, you hit me with that frying pan and I swear I'll put a mouse in your bed." 
 
    "Dorothy. Good grief, what is all of that?” Ruth said pulling the door open wider. 
 
    Dorothy stumbled into the house, her hands full of bags. "Haven't you been paying attention these last few weeks to all of the clothes we've brought to the castle?” Dorothy dropped her bags next to the door and rushed over to me, throwing her arms around me in a tight hug. 
 
    "Jane, dear, are you okay?" 
 
    I forced a smile to my lips. "Yeah." 
 
    "Ben was so livid. So mad when they dragged you out of your room this morning. He told me, to pack everything quickly and get ready to move. I thought. . ." she dropped into the chair next to mine, fat tears rolling down her face. "I thought I'd never see you again. I thought they were going to throw you into prison or worse." 
 
    Ruth stepped up to her sister. "What happened next?" 
 
    "I packed everything we'd brought over, and Ben came rushing up not long later and told me that Jane had been discovered and kicked out of the castle. He said the prince tried to fight for her after they dragged her out, but the king wouldn't listen." She looked over at me. "He said that the prince was in as much or more trouble as our Jane." 
 
    Ruth fell into her seat at the table. “Are they canceling everything?” 
 
    “No, that’s the strange part. When I left, the princesses were all piling into the carriages with the prince. I think they are carrying on as usual. The ball and everything." 
 
    Ruth sighed and turned back to me. "I guess that means you are not attending the ball in three days." 
 
    I looked down at my hands. "No." 
 
    "And here I am, slaving away with the finishing touches on your dress. It was going to be my masterpiece." She sighed and slumped in her chair next to me. "You know I started it the day after you went to the castle. Every inch of it is new and made to your exact measurements. The perfect ball gown." 
 
    Guilt twisted in my gut. "I'm sorry, Ruth. You worked so hard. Perhaps you can sell the other dresses you made for me, along with the ball gown. Maybe that will make up for it." 
 
    She waved my comment away. "Those dresses are yours, dear. Or they should be. I'm sad you won't be able to wear the ball gown, though. Alexander would have been struck dumb at the sight of you. I guarantee it." 
 
    I closed my eyes, not wanting to even think about that or him. I couldn't anymore. 
 
    "Do you want to see it?" she asked timidly. 
 
    Honestly, I wanted to find a quiet corner, curl up in a ball, and talk to no one. But she looked at me with such excitement in her eyes, how could I refuse? “Why not? All of your dresses have been more beautiful than anything I ever thought I'd wear." I raised the sleeve of the dress I wore as emphasis. "I can't imagine how this one could beat them all." 
 
    Ruth reached for my hand. “Oh, you will." 
 
    She pulled me into the back room filled with piles of fabrics. On a mannequin in the corner was the most beautiful dress I had ever seen. Layers and layers of a light blue fabric so light it was nearly white, made the skirt puff out into a beautiful bell shape. Small lace flowers dotted the skirt like they were raining down from the bodice and the bodice itself was full of even more lace and beading that sparkled no matter how I looked at it. The off the shoulder sleeves had only one layer cascading down to the mid-arm, it too had the delicate lace flowers. Every bit of it shown blue and white and silver. Like a crystal clear pool on the morning of an early spring day. 
 
    I circled the gown but did not touch it. “Oh, Ruth, you've outdone yourself." 
 
    She laughed. "Don't I know it." 
 
    "I wish I could wear it.” I lightly touched the sleeve knowing full well this gown was meant for a truly remarkable person. It was meant for a person out of fairytales. 
 
    "Maybe one day, you will,” Ruth said, fluffing out the skirt making the whole thing shimmer. 
 
    I laughed, full-on gut laugh until tears welled up in my eyes. It would have been a dream come true to wear that dress and dance at the ball with the prince. The kind of dreams a little girl like me would think about while I fell asleep, but that was all it ever was, a dream that lived in the place between awake and asleep. A dream that was never meant to come true. 
 
    I took a step back from the dress. “No, Ruth, this dress is meant for a princess, and a princess alone." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 19: Alex 
 
      
 
    Endured was the keyword of the day. I endured seeing my father kick Jane out of the castle. Ben, whispering in my ear the whole time to let it happen. I endured the carriage ride through the city and countryside. I endured the dinner, and I endured the special evening with Quinn. It's not like I didn't like Quinn, but I knew she wasn't the girl for me. I think by the end of our evening together she knew it too. 
 
    Jagger and I stood on my balcony and looked out into the dark night. All the while I endured, Jane was forever on my mind. Where was she? Did she hate me? Should I have argued harder, made more of a scene when she left? Father had no right to treat her like a criminal. She was one of his subjects. This was my fault, not hers. 
 
    A knock sounded on my door before it opened. Ben strode inside. I rushed to meet him halfway through my room. "Ben, I've been dying to talk to you all day. Where is she? Is she alright?" 
 
    He put up his hands. "She's fine. She is at Ruth and Dorothy's house." 
 
    I sunk down into a chair. "Of course, I should have realized that." It was the only logical place for her to go. I was so involved in my own feelings, I didn't even think of the obvious. "I need to see her. I need to apologize. She's not safe there." I made to stand, but Ben stopped me. 
 
    "No, sire." He stepped in front of me. "I think it better that you stay here." 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "Your father has doubled the guards at the gates and along the castle walls. Someone will see you and report back to him if you sneak out to see her. I don't think either of you would like the repercussions of that choice." His eyes darted back to my chair by the fire. 
 
    I hated it when he stopped me from doing what I wanted so I didn't cause future problems. I ground my teeth. "So I'm supposed to sit here and wait to hear if Kellen kills her or not." 
 
    "No. You are supposed to trust me. You are supposed to get thought this challenge your mother has given you like a prince. Jane is fine. Dorothy and Ruth will look after her, and I have Lucas watching the house. He's the only one who understands the danger Jane is in and was more than willing to take that assignment. I'll go in the morning and check on all of them. No one will think it odd if I go visit Dorothy. But they will question it if you go. You're supposed to work on choosing a bride, not run after your friend." 
 
    I didn't like it, but he made a lot of sense. I needed to focus. I needed to find away to not worry about Jane. As soon as I proposed to one of the princesses, I couldn't worry about Jane anymore. I'd see to it that Kellen found a place to rot in prison, and her aunt and uncle brought to justice, and then I had to let her go. A point emphasized by her quick removal that morning.  
 
    "You're right, Ben. I'll choose a bride, see Kellen arrested, and Jane and I will find ourselves in our rightful places." My stomach twisted at the thought, but I had to do my duty. I was a prince. I had obligations to fulfill, a country to protect, and none of them included Jane, no matter what I felt for her. 
 
    "Wise choice, Prince Alexander." Ben bowed to me, and I had the feeling that he wanted to say more but didn't feel like he could. 
 
    “Ben, if you could speak your mind. Really speak it with no fear, what would you tell me right now?" I looked at him, half begging him to tell me to forget my duty and obligations. 
 
    He looked down at his hands. “I can’t say for sure, sire. All I hope is to see you and Jane both happy in the end.” It wasn't everything he wanted to say I was sure, but enough that I knew where his thoughts would have gone. 
 
    I nodded. That was what I wanted too. Happiness. I had two more nights until the ball. If I really tried, I could hopefully find that with one of the four princesses left. They were all wonderful women in their own way. They all had some quality about them I enjoyed and some thing I didn’t appreciate. For example Valorie and Valinda telling on Jane came to mind.  
 
    Jane’s smiling face formed in my head, but I pushed it out. I couldn't afford to feel torn or distracted by her anymore. Maybe this forced distance was a blessing after all. 
 
    I took a deep breath and prepared to start letting her go. “Ben, I need you to take the lead on catching Kellen. I need to. . . distance myself from that whole situation." 
 
    He nodded, his face unreadable "A wise choice, sire." 
 
    "But can you tell Jane I'm sorry, please. Tell her I'd change things if I could, but I can't. Tell her I'll hold up my side of the bargain because she held up hers." I looked down at Jagger, wagging his tale by my feet, a sudden idea forming in my head. "And tell her I want Jagger to watch over her until we know she is safe." 
 
    "Sire?" I understood his confusion. Jagger had always been my dog. My most loyal of companions. He was nice to others but quick to act if he sensed any sort of danger. Loyal to only me, and now it seemed, Jane as well. I wanted him with her. I needed to know he was with her, or else I would never relax. 
 
    "Jagger will protect her, I know it. I need this. Please, Ben." 
 
    Ben sighed, and I sensed yet again there was a lot more he wished to say. "If he will come with me, I will deliver him to her. That isn't something you can do." 
 
    I knew that. I hated it, but I knew it. I leaned down and scratched the top of Jagger's head. “Jagger, I need you to go with Ben, boy. I need you to stay with Jane." I whistled and pointed to Ben. "Go to Jane, Jagger." He looked a little confused but walked over to Ben. "Go to Jane, Jagger,” I repeated, pointing to the door. "Jane needs you." 
 
    Ben opened the door, and thankfully, my truest companion followed him outside. I swallowed hard. Letting them both go wasn’t something I wanted to do, but knowing Jagger and Jane were together would help me get through this. 
 
    That done, I needed to speak to my parents. I waited a few minutes for Jagger and Ben to make it down the hallway before I left my rooms. 
 
    I rehearsed over and over what I needed to say. I hated to admit my wrongdoings, but it was the only honorable thing to do. If I wanted to finish this plan right, I needed to start here. I knocked on their door and waited. It was late but not quite the middle of the night.  
 
    "Who is it?" came my father's voice through the door. 
 
    "You're son. I've come to apologize." 
 
    The door opened. "About time, son." He waved me in, and I followed him into their sweet. Mother sat in the receiving room in her dressing gown. Her lips held a pinched look that told me I had better make this good, or else. Father sat down next to her and took her hand. 
 
    I stood before them in my soldier stance. “Mother, Father, I need to apologize for a long list of things, and I could not go to sleep until I did.” 
 
    "We appreciate that, son. Please continue,” my father said offering me a chair. I didn't want to sit down, but I took it anyway. Now wasn't the time to defy my father on anything. 
 
    "First off, I need to apologize for fighting against this plan to marry me off. I understand the wisdom of it, and honestly, it has proved to be more fun than I thought. I feel like I've made some friendships, even with the girls who have been eliminated, and that will help me later on in life when I am king."
Mother began to smile. This, I could only guess, was exactly what she hoped to hear from me. 
 
    “Secondly, I need to apologize for lying about Jane. She and I meant no harm. I was just so angry about this whole thing I didn't even stop to think about how everyone would feel about her coming here under the guise of a lady. I take full responsibility for everything involving her. She only did as I asked. And she wasn't about to refuse the wishes of her prince and her friend." 
 
    They nodded, apparently expecting more. Good thing I had more to say. "I also want to apologize for the danger I brought to the princesses visiting our country. Knowing full well that Kellen was hunting for Jane, I should never have brought that danger here. I know we gained some allies through that expense, but things could have easily gone the other way. I should have considered that before I acted irrationally. I only wanted to protect my friend..” 
 
     My father leaned back in his chair, seemingly satisfied. "Thank you, son." 
 
    "Are you prepared to choose a bride yet, dear?" Mother asked her usual brightness in her eyes again. 
 
    “No, Mother, I am not. But I still have two days. As requested, I will announce my bride at the end of the masked ball.” I swallowed hard. "I promise I will not disappoint you. I have every intention of following through with my duty." 
 
    Mother clapped her hands and rushed to hug me. "Thank you, Alexander. I knew you would not let me down. And if you don't mind me giving you my opinion at this critical point. I do think you and Valinda make a very nice looking pair." 
 
    Of course, she did. I wasn't surprised to hear her say that one bit. "Thank you. I will keep that in mind, Mother." I got up from my chair and gave them a formal bow. "Good night." 
 
    “Alexander," my father said, putting a hand on my arm to stop me. “We appreciate you coming to apologize. That is how I know you will one day make a great king. Kings have to sometimes put their own feelings aside and do what is right.” 
 
     I nodded and left the room. I really was sorry, but that didn't mean I didn't wish Jane was still here. I drug my hands through my hair, the feelings I'd been attempting to suppress bubbling over. I––I loved her, and I knew I loved her a long time ago. Probably soon after I danced with her that first time my room. However, I also knew from the very beginning I could never marry her. I’d gotten myself into quite a mess. 
 
    A proposal was expected; I had to try and convince myself that she didn't matter so much to me anymore. I had to make sure my heart to her closed so it could open for another. 
 
    I caught a skirt turning the corner of the hall, and my heart started hammering. The only girl I knew to wander the halls late at night had been Jane. I quickened my pace after the soft footsteps in the hallway. She couldn't come back here. My parents wouldn't forgive her if she snuck back into the castle. She'd find herself tossed into a prison cell before I could even lift a finger. I tore around the corner to see a woman not with gold hair but with long black hair swishing around her waist. 
 
    I laughed at myself. Of course, Jane wasn't here. I stopped and took a deep breath in. Valinda turned to see who was behind her and smiled. 
 
    "What are you doing up in the middle of the night?" I asked, my heartbeat returning back to normal. 
 
    "Me? I––oh––I couldn't sleep. So I thought I'd walk the halls for a while." 
 
    My mother’s voice came back to me. You and Valinda make a very nice looking couple. I did like Valinda. She apparently really wanted me to like her back. I didn't know if I could love her when so much of my heart cared for Jane, but I could try.  
 
    I held out my arm. “Would you like some company?” 
 
    She linked her arm through mine without any hesitation and smiled at me, her face level with mine. “Yes, please. Your castle is lovely but still a little spooky in the dark." 
 
    Spooky? I never found it that way. "Don't worry, I'll escort you back to your room." 
 
    "Thank you, Alexander. You're always so thoughtful," she said, her hand tracing circles on my arm. 
 
    A thought jumped into my head and I spoke before I could back away from it. “Please, call me Alex." 
 
    Her face split into a beautiful smile, her teeth were perfect, his lips were full, and her eyes a lovely dark brown. It was a face a man could enjoy. 
 
    “Thank you, Alex. It would be my absolute honor.” 
 
    We walked arm in arm back down the hallway. To days, I thought. I have two days to fall in love, or at least close enough to propose, and propose I must. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 20: Jane 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days without Alex hurt a lot more than I thought it would. It was eased somewhat by the presence of Jagger. But still harder than I wanted to admit. Ben said Jagger was there to watch over me while the prince could not, but I knew the truth. Jagger was his way of apologizing for what happened. His way of making up for our stupidity. His way of saying goodbye. 
 
    I threw myself into working for Ruth and Dorothy. They told me that I didn't owe them anything, but I wasn't about to leech off of the only two people who still cared if I woke up in the morning. I couldn't sew clothes worth anything. My embroidery itself was quite rudimentary, but I could cook and clean and so spent the last three days working on their house and shop, which allowed both Dorothy and Ruth to complete their orders for the ball. 
 
     I'd gone from a regular person, to a noble lady, to a scullery maid, in only a matter of weeks. I curled my dried out hands from my efforts into the fabric of my borrowed, simple, light brown dress; I refused to wear the other dresses they'd made me. I leaned against the window in the upstairs bedroom. Jagger and I watched carriage after carriage pass, full of people waiting for admittance through the castle gates. The sun began to drop closer to the mountains. Soon the ball would begin. 
 
    I scratched the top of Jagger's head. “I wouldn't have received an invitation anyway. It's no use feeling disappointed.” 
 
    Jagger sniffed in reply. 
 
    “I'm not disappointed. I don’t even love to dance.”  
 
    He sniffed again.  
 
    “I'm not. I've been put back in my rightful place. Left to imagine what it would be like to attend the ball and catch a glimpse of the prince. Left to imagine who he'll choose to marry, because it won't be me.” It would probably end up being Valinda of all people. 
 
    Speaking of Valinda. While the guards were checking a full carriage a figure darted through the gates so fast that her hood fell off of her head. She grabbed it and pulled it back up quickly, but not quick enough for me to miss recognizing her face and her tellteale ebony hair. Her guard followed closely behind her, and they ran off along the castle wall past the sewing shop. 
 
    “Where are they going so close to the ball?” I asked Jagger. 
 
    He rose up and walked over to the door. I didn't need any more encouragement. I raced down the stairs. Voices came from the storefront. Dorothy and Ruth were busy. Grabbing Dorothy's plain cream cloak, I stole out the back door. Jagger at my heels. We didn't have to go far to find Valinda. She and her guard met up with a dark figure on the other side of the butcher’s shop behind the dress shop. 
 
    Jagger and I snuck forward, taking care not to step on anything that would give us away. A low growl sounded in his throat, and I patted his head to calm him down. He must have sensed what I did. We ducked down behind a barrel close to the suspicious group. 
 
    “Took you long enough to get here,” the dark-cloaked figure said, folding his arms under his cloak. He must have fixed Valinda with a dark stare. 
 
    "I had to take precautions. We're too close to succeeding; I didn't want to risk getting caught," she said, making her pose match his. 
 
    "I can't believe King Trave picked you for this task," scoffed her guard, sizing up the other cloaked figure. 
 
     King Trave? That was Valinda's father. What kind of task would the king ask of another one of his subjects in this country? I had a feeling it wasn't a good thing. I leaned a little closer to hear but still remained hidden from their view. 
 
    "You have a problem with my station?" hissed the cloaked man. 
 
    "Yes, I do,” the guard said, taking a step forward. 
 
    “Enough, boys.”  Valinda said, reaching out to take the cloaked man’s hand. "Were you seen, Henton?" 
 
    "You know I wasn't. I took every precaution sneaking into the city." Henton sounded more than annoyed at Valinda's guard. But I didn't like the sound of this conversation at all, and why was it taking place in an alleyway, minutes before the ball? 
 
    "Did you bring it?" Valinda asked, a brightness entering her eyes. 
 
    “No, I left it back by the gate. Of course, I brought it," Henton reached into his cloak and pulled out a small glass bottle with a cork stopper. 
 
    "You're sure it is the correct one? The one my father specifically requested?” 
 
    "Only if you told me the right information, my love," Henton said reaching out to caress Valinda's cheek. 
 
    She leaned into his caress. My blood began to boil at her action. How dare she! 
 
    Valinda took Henton's hands in hers. "Of course, I'm sure. The only challenge will be sneaking it into the castle and poisoning him with it before we can seal our countries’ truce." 
 
    Wait? What? 
 
    I leaned around just enough to see better. Henton slipped the glass bottle into a bag, and Valinda handed it to her guard.  
 
    Henton grasped for Valinda's hands. "Be careful with it, my love, that is one of the deadliest poisons we know of." 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Poison? Valinda's father couldn't want to poison the prince. That would start a war, not seal an alliance. Who did these people think they were? 
 
    Valinda wrapped her arms around Henton's neck. "I know what to do. By this time tomorrow, this whole boring country will mourn for their prince while my father’s army charges their borders.” 
 
    What? 
 
    "I like the sound of that." Henton pulled Valinda close and they shared what definitely didn't look like their first kiss.  
 
    Moments later, she pulled away. "I'll meet you at the south tower wall around midnight." 
 
    "I'm counting the hours." Henton pulled her in for another kiss. Valinda's guard rolled his eyes. With a quick smile, Henton yanked his cloak lower over his face before he turned and raced farther down the street. 
 
    "Come on," Valinda said to her guard. "I don't want to be late." With that, they turned and raced back toward the castle gates.  
 
    I looked up at the fading light of the sun. That feeling of danger growing stronger in my chest, making it hard to breathe. 
 
    I pulled Jagger into an awkward hug. "Jagger, they're going to kill him." Jagger growled. "We have to do something. We have to stop them." 
 
    What I could do, I had no idea. Telling one of the guards Alex was in danger would do no good. Lucas might believe me, but who would trust him on my word alone? No one would trust me, a commoner who had already lied to the king and queen. I raced back to Dorothy and Ruth's house. The sun sunk lower in the sky, turning all the shadows dark.  
 
    That feeling of danger crawled up my back, but I didn't stop to look around. I couldn't worry about Kellen hunting for me or the poison Valinda had secured. I had to find a way to tell Alex. I had to save him. 
 
    I burst through the door, glad to see only Dorothy and Ruth sitting at their kitchen table. All the customers had finally left. 
 
    “Jane, it’s getting dark. You had us so worried we about sent Lucas out to look for you." 
 
    I tossed my cloak on the table and fell into a chair. "Never mind that. Ruth, Dorothy, I need your help. I have to get back into the castle as soon as possible." 
 
    They both exchanged a look. "Why, what's going on?" Dorothy asked. 
 
    I leaned against the table and took in a deep breath to calm my racing heart. "They're going to kill him. They're going to kill Alex." I prayed they would believe me. "I have to stop it. I have to save him." 
 
    "Jane dear, you're mistaken, no one wants to kill him," Ruth said standing up and coming over toward me. 
 
    I scooted back from the table. "I'm not mistaken. I overheard three people plotting to poison the prince tonight before the engagement ceremony. I have to warn him." 
 
    Dorothy came and put her arm around me. "We can send Lucas for Ben when he returns. You're not allowed up at the castle anymore, dear.” 
 
    "Aren't you listening to me? There is no time to wait for Lucas. Ben needs to stay next to Alex tonight, not find time to come down here. I have to stop this now. Stop this before he proposes to Valinda. Stop this before her country successfully poisons him, taking him away from us all forever. Please. I don't care what the consequences are. There has to be a way for me to warn him." 
 
    Ruth stepped toward me and placed what she must have assumed was a comforting hand on my shoulder. Why weren't they rushing about just as worried as I? “But you were told you could never return unless specifically invited. The consequences are far too dire for you to go. Maybe Dorothy or I could go. We can’t risk you going.” 
 
    I pushed back from both of them. "No. I can't sit here and pray they will listen to you. This is Alex's life we are talking about. We don't have time to wait for Ben or Lucas. We can't hope they'll let one of you into the ballroom to talk to him directly. We can't risk a message going undelivered. No one will believe any of us anyway. No one but Alex himself. I have to be the one to go." 
 
    Dorothy put a hand on my arm. ”Alright, Jane. Calm down, we’ll think of something." I watched them pace back and forth across their small kitchen, my heartbeat slowly starting to slow down. Dorothy snapped her fingers. "I got it." She waved for us to follow her and we both darted after her into the sewing room. 
 
    Dorothy opened a case of sashes. "The ball just started. They might have more guards, but they also have a lot more people they do not know whom they are letting into the castle because they are dressed the part.” She pulled out a white lacy mask. “And lucky for us it’s a masked ball.” 
 
    "Yes," I said, snapping my fingers. “Yes, with so many people in the castle, there has to be a way for me to sneak in.” I had just watched Valinda and her guard sneak out. This was entirely possible. “I could blend in with all of the other young guests, especially in a mask.” I took the white mask from Dorothy’s hand and clutched it to my chest. 
 
    Both of their eyes darted to the beautiful, icy-blue dress hanging in the corner of the room. I smiled at the thought, but no, it was far too beautiful. That dress was meant for a princess, not a commoner. As much as I wanted to wear that dress, I knew it would only lead to my capture with the kind of attention it could bring. I was about to disobey a direct command from our king and queen. I didn't need any help getting myself caught. 
 
    "No, I need to blend in, not draw more attention to myself. That dress won't help me tonight." 
 
    Dorothy and Ruth both harrumphed.  
 
    Ruth stepped forward until her eyes were level with mine. "Now you listen here, Jane. Everyone is wearing their best dresses, and if you showed up, they would expect you to wear something simple. No one would expect you to come dressed as a princess. When you were at the castle, we kept your dresses more fitting of a noble lady. That is what they'd watch for. Darn it, if you are going to risk going to the ball, the best disguise we can give you is a dress no one would expect." She pointed directly at the icy-blue dress. 
 
    “Trust us,” Dorothy said, pulling open a drawer full of jewelry. "These were our mother’s. She pulled out a glittering diamond Tiara and a long beaded necklace. "And you shall wear them in her honor tonight." 
 
    "I can't wear those!" I'd already gotten myself kicked out of the castle for hiding who I was. The last thing I needed to do was add a tiara. 
 
    Dorothy took my hands and placed the necklace and tiara in them. "Jane, dear. Mother got this tiara as payment once, and it's had to live in a drawer for twenty years. It needs to go out and shine. It needs a ball." 
 
    "And no one would expect you to wear one," Ruth added. "It will strengthen your disguise." 
 
    I stood there and gaped at both of them. When had they transformed into fairy godmothers? Dorothy slowly started to circle me. "We'll pull her hair back tight flat against her head and pin her curls up. I kept her hair more loose and free before." 
 
    “Good, that will help. Let's add some of the gauzy blue fabric from her dress in her curls, it might even make her hair appear lighter,” Ruth said pulling down a small roll of the same icy-blue material as the dress. 
 
    Dorothy nodded in agreement and began digging through a drawer full of finished shoes. She pulled out a pair of beautiful light-blue slippers with tiny pearls sewn onto them along the edges and in a flower pattern on the toe. 
 
    "Are you sure? " I asked when she handed them to me. 
 
    "More than sure," Dorothy declared with a nod.  
 
    Ruth pulled the dress off the the mannequin and slowly approached me. "That is if you're sure you want to do this?"  
 
    My heart hammered at the thought of disobeying an order from royalty, but Alex needed me. I had to save him.  
 
    I pulled my hair out of the hasty knot I'd tied it in earlier, letting my soft curls fall to my shoulders. I had not a doubt in my mind or heart. “Let's get to work." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 21: Alex 
 
      
 
    Men and women in brightly colored attire and wearing their best jewels slowly walked down the staircase into the ballroom. They wore all kinds of masks from simple black ones that barely covered their eyes, to brightly colored ones with feathers and plumes. Luckily, I didn’t have to wear one. 
 
    I stood on the platform at the back of the ballroom with my parents and watched everyone fill the room. All of the nobility and even some of the upper-class citizens were invited, by the looks of it, everyone who'd received an invitation came. The thirty princesses were to enter right before the ball began, yet the floor already looked crowded. 
 
    I swallowed hard, fingering the diamond ring in my pocket. After tonight I would no longer be a free man. My life and that of another would be forever entwined, and my country made even more secure. I was ready to obey. Ready to act on my choice, ready to move forward as my parents wanted me to and ready to close the chapter of my life that included Jane. 
 
    My mother nudged me, causing me to look around. "Alexander stop looking so stone-faced. This is a party. A celebration of you and your new bride-to-be. Smile." 
 
    I forced my lips to turn up. “Sorry, Mother. I'm. . . nervous, I guess." 
 
    She linked her arm with mine, smiling behind her purple mask.”Are you going to at least give me a hint." 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry, Mother, you'll have to wait along with everyone else." 
 
    "Not fair, Alexander," she said, nudging my side. But she smiled brightly enough that I knew she didn't mind. I knew who I was going to propose to. I knew how, and I knew when. I just wasn't ready to share it with anyone yet except my father who had needed to begin the paperwork for the treaty and the engagement.  
 
    When I told him that afternoon, he fell into a chair like I'd taken a great burden from him, and he could finally rest. Ever since then, he'd smiled at me as I'd never seen. Not when I arrived home after seeing to my first skirmish alone. Not when I'd taken over all of the training for new soldiers. I couldn't even properly describe it. But approval came close.  
 
    Trumpets blared through the room, and everyone turned to look up at us. My father stepped forward. The room instantly fell silent. "Thank you all for joining us for this momentous and memorable ball. We are pleased to have you here with us when our son, the prince announces his engagement later on this evening.” he clapped a hand on my shoulder, his own smile so wide I feared he'd split his face. “Right now, I would like for you to all meet the thirty girls who have been attempting to win his heart." 
 
    The doors opened again, and to the sounds of more trumpets, all thirty of the girls entered. They flowed down the stairs like they'd practiced it a thousand times. Their dresses and jewels more glittery and extravagant than I'd ever seen. They all offered a curtsy when they reached the floor and settled in a group across the room. 
 
    My father put a hand on my shoulder and pulled me forward. "Prince Alexander, please secure your first partner. Let the ball begin." 
 
    With a deep breath. I crossed the room, people moved out of the way and cleared the center of the floor. I forced a smile to form on my lips. With a bow, I held my hand out for Valinda. She curtsied, her dark curls bouncing, pulled off her gold mask and tossed it at Valorie. She placed her long fingers in my hand. Twenty-nine dances to go, I thought. 
 
    I spun Valinda around in a circle and then pulled her close just in time for the music. The rest of the guests waited for a minute before joining in. The same pattern followed with Quinn, Helen, and Valorie. After that, the King signaled for the musicians not to wait but continue playing one song after another no longer waiting for me to dance alone first with my partner. After each girl danced with me, I returned her to the side of the dance floor, where they were immediately surrounded and then asked to dance by other partners. 
 
    Twenty dances, in I signaled for a break, and the musicians played something a little more lively, which I noticed more of the upper-class guests enjoyed. I made my way to the drink table, where a few of the nobles I recognized from our court days rushed toward me.  
 
    "Have you chosen a bride yet, Prince Alexander?" asked one. 
 
    "I thought the princess from Kentinshire was the most beautiful girl I've ever seen, are you going to choose her?" said another. 
 
    “Our country of Uree, already feels more secure, because of this ball, your highness,” complimented someone else, I couldn’t quite tell who in the crowd. 
 
    "What has this last few weeks felt like?" swooned one of the girls against my arm. I felt like flicking her off like a fly. The last few weeks had been my own kind of agonizing torture, thank you very much. But I said nothing to any of their questions. 
 
    Question after question flew at me in such quick succession I didn't have time to answer any of them, even if I had wanted to. I took a drink of punch from the table, and the moment the fast song ended, I rushed back to the princesses and took the hand of my next partner. Taking a short break hadn't proven a good idea, after all. 
 
    I moved through the last ten quicker than I thought and immediately returned to the platform where my parents sat and watched the ball at a distance. 
 
    "Enjoying the ball, dear?" Mother asked, a knowing look in her eye. She’d tossed her mask next to my fathers an hour ago. Most of those in the ballroom and followed their example. 
 
    I sighed and sat down next to her. "It is a nice ball, Mother."  
 
    "Oh ,good, and what of the girls?" She raised an eyebrow. "Any of them change your mind?" 
 
    "No." I'd made my decision, and I was ready to fulfill my duty and stand by it. 
 
    She smiled softly. "I say this ball has lasted long enough. How about we give the people only a few more songs before your big announcement, and if I am not mistaken, you still have something important to do before we can do that?” 
 
    Something dreadful to do, I feared. I didn't love the girl I had decided to marry, but I didn't hate her either, still, my gut churned in a way that made me feel sick. I hoped in time that feeling would fade, and I’d find a relationship with her of affection. 
 
    ”Too true, Mother.” I looked at my father. "I need a moment. Make the announcement after this next dance that I will soon announce my bride-to-be. I need a breath of fresh air before I'm ready to. . ." I swallowed hard. "To propose." 
 
    My father nodded. "Very well, son. I will wait for you to let me know when to send the right girl your way." 
 
    Mother turned to him. "What! Our son told you who he is to marry, but not me?" 
 
    He shrugged. "Someones needs to help the boy out." 
 
    Mother playfully smacked him. 
 
    I stood. This wasn't my argument. "I'll be out on the balcony. Ben." I waved him over. "Don't let anyone follow me." 
 
    He took his place behind me while I walked and must have successfully kept people at bay because no one followed me out onto the long balcony lining the ballroom. I leaned against the railing and took a few steadying breaths of the cool night air. This was not how I wanted to propose, but that choice had been taken away from me weeks ago. 
 
    A dog barked, making me jump. That sounded a lot like Jagger. But no, it couldn't be him. No, Jagger was with Jane, and Jane wasn't here. She couldn't come here. 
 
    Jagger barked again, and I saw a woman standing behind the long drapery curtains on the other side of the balcony close to the the stairs that led into the gardens. There was no mistaking the gold of her hair. Even with the mask, I’d know her anywhere. 
 
    Jane.  
 
    My head whipped around in a circle looking to see if anyone else noticed her standing in the shadows. It didn't seem so. I rushed across the balcony to the curtains and grabbed her lace-covered arm and pulled her away from the curtains further into the darkness of the balcony. 
 
    “Jane, what are you doing here? You can’t be here right now." 
 
    Her hands grabbed on to my arms just as urgently. "I know that, Alex, but I had to come." 
 
    Didn't she know she was about to ruin everything? I was two minutes away from proposing to another woman. A woman who I had to learn to actually love at some point. My feelings for her didn't even compare to how I felt about Jane. The one girl I could never marry. 
 
    I couldn't have her here especially looking like that. Her golden hair curled and put up in a way that matched the princesses. A crown even nestled in her curls. Her white mask hiding her injured cheek. It made what should have stayed a daydream all too real. Her dress beat all the others; I'd never seen her look more beautiful. She smiled, and my heart began to beat faster. I loved her smile. No, I didn't love it. I couldn't love it. I couldn't think about Jane anymore. Not anymore. I tore my eyes away from her. 
 
    "No, Jane, I don't know why you are here, but you have to go." I turned her around and marched her toward the staircase leading down into the gardens. 
 
    "Alex, I need you to listen to me." 
 
    I groaned. Could she not feel the feelings of torment racing through my veins. “Jane. I can't. They are going to toss you into prison for this by royal decree of the king and queen. If you are caught, I can't protect you anymore.” 
 
    "I know that." She ripped her arm out of my grasp, her eyes flashing in the moonlight. "Alex, I have to talk to you. All I need is a couple of minutes, and then I will go and you don't ever have to see me again."  
 
    I clenched my teeth. I didn't want to never see her again. I wanted to see her every day of my life, but I couldn't. I shook my head and opened my mouth to respond, but Jagger growled at her side, his teeth bared, his eyes on me. He'd never growled at me before. She put a hand on his head, and he stopped growling, but he kept eyeing me in a way I did not like, as if he needed to determine if I was an enemy. 
 
    I sighed and rubbed my eyes. "Jane, it’s not that I don't want to see you. I can't see you. You have to understand that I have to do my duty to my throne, to my country, to my parents. I don't have a choice in this matter anymore. I'm in too deep. Don't you understand how hard this is for me?" 
 
    She nodded, biting her lip. 
 
    "Who let you in? Lucas? Ben?" 
 
    She ground her teeth, looking far too pretty while mad. No, stop it. No more thoughts like that. No more. Not ever. 
 
    "No, your men are still loyal to you if that is what you are worried about. I walked in with everyone else. Your security isn't so tight tonight. Anyone with a ball gown and a mask can walk right in." 
 
    Fair point, something I would need to address later. But still, if anyone saw her, I would have to put her under arrest or face getting labeled a traitor to the crown myself. I pulled her arm through mine and started marching her around the side of the castle. Jagger following at our heals. 
 
     "Alex I came to warn you. . ." 
 
     I shook my head.”You have to leave now before anyone else sees you. This is your one chance to escape, Jane. You must leave."  
 
    She ripped her arm out of my grasp and stood right in front of me, her eyes blazing. "Alexander, stop trying to get rid of me and listen. I came here tonight facing all of those dangers you're so worried about to warn you that you're about to get poisoned." 
 
    I felt my jaw fall open at her words and took a step back from her. "Poisoned?" 
 
    She reached out for my hand, and I let her take it. “I know you don't want me here. I know that I'm facing imprisonment or the stalks. But I don't care about any of that. I care about you. I had to save you, Alex. I know it makes me sound like a jealous girl, but I don't care how it sounds. It’s true. You are going to choose Valinda tonight, aren’t you?"  
 
    I nodded. Of course I was, Mother practically shoved me that direction. 
 
    “Oh, Alex, Valinda and her family are planning to kill you. She doesn't want to marry you. She is faking any affection." She paused and looked down at our entwined hands as if struggling to say what else she needed to say. "I saw her pick up a poison in the streets behind Dorothy and Ruth's house. Believe me, I wish I hadn't witnessed such a thing. She wants you dead. Her father wants war." 
 
    I let go of her hands and drug my hands down my face. I didn't doubt a single word she said. If anyone knew what a plot to kill someone looked like, she did. I looked at Jagger, and he nodded as if he understood our conversation. I looked back at her to see her attempting to blink back tears in her eyes, behind her white mask. Oh, my dear Jane, don't cry, I thought.  
 
    “Do you believe me? I’ve never lied to you and I don’t plan to start.” 
 
    I nodded, still processing everything she said. Of course, I believed her. I knew Jane wouldn't lie to me. She never had, and I knew she never would. Murder, war, and poison were all things I didn't expect to hear about tonight. Tonight, as Mother put it, was a time for celebration. 
 
    She stepped closer to me, her hands on my arms, the moonlight accenting her features. “Please, Alex, tell me you haven't already offered her your heart. Tell me you can still escape this.”  
 
    I looked down at her, the genuine worry showing in her beautiful eyes. “No one holds my heart but you, Jane.” 
 
    I cupped her face in my hands and, without another word, pressed my lips to hers. She stiffened in shock for a moment but then softened and returned the gesture. Energy as strong as lightning burst through my veins, and I pulled her closer. Savoring the feel of her in my arms. She felt so right there. A though that was exactly where she belonged. 
 
    I pulled away from her just far enough to look her in the eye. “You. . . " I laughed. “You have saved me in time. Twice in the last few minutes in fact.? 
 
    Her eyebrows scrunched together. "Twice?" 
 
    “Yes," I said, kissing her on the forehead. "Once from the possibility of poison and once from proposing to a woman I do not love. Could never love." 
 
    She wrapped her arms around me and laid her head against my shoulder. "Thank goodness." 
 
    “Honestly, Jane, if anyone else told me such a tale today, I wouldn't have believed them. But this is coming from you." 
 
    She laughed and playfully punched me in the shoulder. "Good, and you really shouldn't kiss me like that. What would your parents say?" 
 
    "Nothing good. . ." I sighed, wishing I could kiss her again, but I took a step back from her instead. "Though part of me wants to ignore everything they want. I'd choose you if I could." 
 
    She shook her head. "As good as that sounds, I've already lived for a year in a house where I wasn't wanted. I can't do that again. It would become torturous to know every day they wished someone else stood in my place. I'm not a princess, and I can’t give you an alliance."  
 
    I didn't have to ask what my heart wanted, I knew what it wanted, but now I had a problem. The woman I had planned on asking to marry me at the ball wanted to kill me. And my decoy wasn't allowed inside. Add the poison, and this night really wasn't going as planned. "What else do you know about this poison Jane?" 
 
    "Only that it's a deadly one and that she plans on meeting her. . . partner, around midnight." Jagger jumped to his feet, and Jane put a calming hand on his head.  
 
    I looked up at the moon. Midnight wasn't far off. . . “I wonder how they plan on using it so quickly.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. “I don't know––they didn't say.” 
 
    “You know, poison is a subtle choice Janie-cat but not subtle enough.” A rough voice sounded from the trees to our left. A shape formed there in the shadows of the trees. A dagger glinted in the moonlight. “Believe me, I asked Father countless times if we could simply poison you and get it over with. Oh no, that wasn’t accidental enough." 
 
    Jane gasped. "Kellen!" 
 
    I pushed Jane behind me. And Jagger growled, his hackles raised. "Drop your weapon right now, Kellen," I said, automatically reaching for my sword. But I didn't have one. A prince couldn't dance with a weapon, or so my mother declared. 
 
    Kellen laughed. "Not a chance. Just shove her my way, and we can all get on with our evening." 
 
    “Jane, run!" I yelled and raced forward. Sword or no, I was going to end Kellen's torment. Jagger raced on my heels. 
 
    "Alex, no, you're unarmed." Jane screamed. I didn't care. This man had attempted to take Jane's life twelve times. I wasn't about to wait for another chance to capture him. My fist connected with his arm, and the dagger went flying. My next hit clocked him in his opposite shoulder sending him stumbling back, but he didn’t fall. 
 
    Kellen blocked my next two punches. He'd had training.  
 
    "Ben," Jane yelled waving her arms. "Ben over here!" 
 
    My next hit landed square in his gut, and Kellen bent over with a groan. A split second later, though, he punched me in the side. I stumbled back a step but returned with a hit of my own that had him holding his mouth, a small trickle of blood escaping his smile.  
 
    "Stop this, Kellen," Jane yelled to the right of me. I looked toward her for just a second and Kellen's next punch hit me right in the temple. I stumbled back, dazed by the force of his punch. He hit me in the same spot again, and I fell back. 
 
    A loud bark sounded and a growl. Jagger dove forward and sank his teeth into Kellen's arm. Kellen let out a loud wail before his fist connected with Jagger’s head over and over again. With a whine, Jagger let go of Kellen. I heard the sound of swords unsheathing in the distance. Ben and other guards were coming. 
 
    What I didn't expect to see was a swirl of light-blue. Jane raced forward and landed a punch right on Kellen's jaw with enough force for him to tumble back and hold his already bruised face. It was a strong punch, but defiantly not strong enough to break it. He reached for Jane but she dodged his hands. 
 
    "Hold it right there, Kellen,” yelled Ben with two other guards following behind him. 
 
    Kellen swore and took off into the trees. Ben skidded to a halt by me and yanked me to my feet. "Sire, are you okay?" 
 
    "Yes. Don't let him get away," I yelled to the guards as they passed us. They raced after Kellen into the trees. 
 
    I grabbed hold of Jane. "Nice punch. Honey, are you okay?" 
 
    She cradled her hand. "Yeah." 
 
    I put my arm around her, laughing lightly. We were now a bruised pair. “Ben, we have to get her to safety." 
 
    Ben studied Jane. He shook his head and sighed. "Lucky for us, she will blend in. Get her inside, Alexander." 
 
    “No, we don't have time for that,” Jane said pulling away from me and turning toward the trees. 
 
    "Absolutely not, Jane." I said, pulling her back. "If you run after him you'll only play into his hands." 
 
    "He's right, Jane.” Ben signaled to more guards to follow the others into the trees. "We will get him. Alexander, you have to sneak her inside." He turned to follow the other guards, but I stopped him.  
 
    “Ben, we will need you with us.” I indicated Jane and me. "Just in case he circles back. 
 
    Ben clearly didn't like it but nodded. Jagger growled in the direction of the trees and looked at me. I whistled, and Jagger tore after the other guards. He could assist them. 
 
    "Come on, Jane," I pulled her arm through mine and together, we raced up the stairs to the ballroom's balcony. Ben at our heels. 
 
    "Wait," she pulled back, stopping me from bursting through the doors with her. 
 
    "They can't see me. I should stay here." She stepped back into the shadows. 
 
    Ben clapped a hand on his shoulder. "She's right, if you run in there all eyes will turn to both of you.” He turned to Jane. “What are you even doing here, Jane?” 
 
    I groaned. "Jane found out Valinda wants to poison me." 
 
    "What?!" Ben's hand flew to his sword hilt. 
 
    "But that doesn't matter right now. Jane, you can't wait out here,” I took her hand. “What if Kellen escapes the guards and he finds you waiting here?” 
 
    "You think he can escape five guards and Jagger?" she asked her left eyebrow raised. 
 
    "He's already proven himself that good." I looked at Ben, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    Trumpets blared on the other side of the curtains. “Oh, no, not now," I groaned. Couldn't duty wait a few minutes?  
 
    The three of us stepped up to the curtains and peered through them into the ballroom. My father stood at the front of the room, his arms raised. Every eye turned his direction. This wasn't good. 
 
    The room fell silent. "Honored guests," my father’s voice boomed out. "It is nearly midnight, and the prince has made his selection for a bride." 
 
    Loud clapping filled the room. A feeling of dread fell like an ice brick into my stomach. 
 
    "We shall have one last dance before his announcement, and then we will celebrate their new engagement with a special waltz in their honor. Musicians a lively tune, if you will." 
 
    “Alex." Jane pulled me back. “We have to do something or else you'll have to go up there.” 
 
    “But I have no announcement. No bride.” I caressed her cheek. “You're right, I was going to choose Valinda. I can't ask her now.” 
 
    A loud giggle sounded on the other side of the balcony. The three of us turned to see Valinda appear on the other side, escorted by the king. Ben stepped in front of Jane, shielding her from view. I straightened up and tried to add to that shield.  
 
    An idea hit me. An idea I didn't like, but I had very little options left. 
 
    “Ben, keep her safe.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, sire?” 
 
    “She doesn't know I know about her plan. I'm going to spring it. Catch her in the act. I have a feeling she doesn't want everyone to know about her plan, maybe if I can expose her, we can avoid a war.” 
 
    “Alex, no. That's far too dangerous,” Jane said behind me. 
 
    I turned enough to catch her her eye behind Ben. “Tonight, we're facing all kinds of danger together." 
 
    “Son,” called my father, waving me over to them. 
 
    “Stay here.” I said without turning around. “Please.” 
 
    “You have my word,” she whispered while I moved away from the woman I loved, toward the woman who wanted to kill me. 
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22: Jane 
 
      
 
    Ben took a step closer to me, his back effectively blocking me from view. The king would have no qualms seeing Ben there, but one look at me, and I'd get carted off to the dungeons. I ducked down behind Ben and tried to calm the racing of my heart. Alex shouldn't do this. He shouldn't ever have to walk into this kind of danger. 
 
    “Ben, I don't like this," I whispered. 
 
    "I know my lady, neither do I," he whispered back. 
 
    I smiled. Ben had proved a great friend. After tonight, when I would have to return to my old life, I knew I would miss him a lot more than I wanted to admit. 
 
    The king pulled Alex next to him. “Son, the time has come," he pushed Alex toward Valinda, but instead of standing next to her, Alex took a step back, so they formed an odd-looking triangle. Valinda's hands tightened, balling in her voluptuous gold skirt. Her eyes flicked to the king and the ballroom like she was trying to give him a hint, but the king stood his ground, his arms folded, apparently waiting for Alex kneel down right there in front of him and propose. 
 
    "Father," Alex said, turning toward him. He reached out an arm in an attempt to pull his father further away, but the king dodged his hands. With a groan, Alex folded his arms and fixed his father with a hard glare. “I can't do this.” 
 
    His father puffed out his chest and straightened his back, the effect making him appear a little taller. “Alexander, you have fought this whole marriage process from the beginning. Doesn't duty mean anything to you?” 
 
    Alex's shoulders slumped slightly. “Yes, Father.” 
 
    The king smirked. “Do you have the honor of a knight and a prince?” 
 
    “Of course I do, Father.” 
 
    The king slapped his hand on Alex's back. “Do you plan on embarrassing me in front of everyone in our kingdom.” 
 
    At that last statement, Alex stood a little taller, “Of course not, father but. . .” 
 
    The king twirled him around and pushed him toward Valinda. Alex stumbled a bit but stopped himself from ramming into her. Valinda acted as if she hadn't overheard their loud conversation. The king took another step forward, cutting off any chance of escape, his eyes flicked back and forth between Alex and Valinda and he waited, his arms folded in a stance that clearly said he'd had enough. Alex didn't have many options left. 
 
    "Ben?" I stepped forward enough to peer over his shoulder to get a better look at the scene unfolding only a few yards away. “What can I do?” 
 
    "Nothing," he hissed under his breath. "Stay out of sight." 
 
    The king probed Alexander as the song inside neared its end. I clenched my teeth so tight they began to hurt. I didn't want to witness this. Why couldn't Alex have run from this? When Alex didn't speak, the king cleared his throat and probed him again.  
 
    “Valinda, would you marry me?" he suddenly said, his voice clipped and short.  
 
    I felt my throat tighten and took a step back from Ben. Even though I knew he didn’t mean it, but I couldn’t stop the pain from hitting me directly in the heart. I knew this moment was going to happen. I knew it from the moment he told me about his plan in the cave. So why did I feel like someone had punched me in the chest hard enough to take my breath away? I blinked a few times, staring at the moon, suddenly wishing with all my heart that I'd never agreed to this. Never let Alex enter my life. Never guaranteed this hurt that now sped through my veins like it’s own kind of poison. 
 
    “Yes, of course, silly." Valinda's voice carried over to me, and my head snapped back over to them. I couldn't help it, I didn't want to see anymore, but I couldn't look away either. 
 
    She yanked Alex by his lapel to her, but before their lips could meet. The king crushed them both into an awkward-looking hug. I let out a breath and leaned against Ben. Saved by the king.  
 
    "Come on, you two. We don't have time to tarry it's late enough." The king grabbed hold of one of each of their arms and pulled them both toward the ballroom. 
 
    Valinda's hand flew to her hair, where a large plumed feather stuck out a foot taller than her hair. Slowly, she pulled it out of her hair and yanked off a strip of fabric that had covered the sharp end. She tossed the bit of cloth onto the balcony before she disappeared with Alex and the king back into the ballroom.  
 
    “Oh, no," I whispered under my breath. What if that sharp point held the poison? 
 
    Heavy breathing made Ben and I turn around. Jacket ripped and arms bleeding, Kellen stood at the top of the stairs behind us, his long dagger already stained with blood. “I will not fail,” he said, racing forward. “Your inheritance belongs to me.” 
 
    Ben threw himself in front of me. “Jane, go,” Ben said, pulling out his sword and facing Kellen, who looked at Ben with a dark smile on his face. My eyes darted between them and the curtain where Alex had disappeared.  
 
    “Go, Jane,” Ben said raising his sword. “Save him. You're the only one who can.” 
 
    With the clash of sword blades echoing in my ears, I whirled around to obey Ben. 
 
    I burst through the long drapes and into the ballroom to see everyone watching the king escort Valinda and Alex to the front of the room. I found a few faces I knew. Quinn rolled her eyes like she could have called this long ago. Helen looked genuinely disappointed, but the face that drew mine the most was Valinda's. It looked calculating. 
 
    I  walked along the edge of the room toward the front, ignoring my worry about Ben fighting Kellen outside. I had something more important to worry about. I couldn't worry about Kellen or Ben. I had to trust that Ben could take care of himself. Alex said Ben was the best. He could beat him. He had to, while I had to figure out Valinda's plan.  
 
    The king didn't even have to raise his hands this time to stop the conversations. "My dear countrymen, nobles, and royal friends. His royal highness the, Prince Alexander, has finally chosen his bride. The lovely Princess Valinda." He stepped aside, finally allowing the couple to stand alone in the middle of the platform. I rushed forward, with no idea what to do. 
 
    Valinda raised one arm to wave at the applauding group while her other hand switched the feather so the sharp point angled toward Alex. I'd neared the front of the room. 
 
    I knew it––the poison was laced on the sharp point of the feather. They must have somehow filled it up with poison like a quill filled with ink. I watched her fingers curl around it tighter crushing the fluffy afterfeathers. This was it. I could feel it in my skin. The danger I'd always felt when Kellen made an attempt on my life. 
 
    “No,” I shouted, racing from the crowd. "Stop," I pushed my way through the last of the people at the front of the room. Alex and Valinda looked around at the sound of my voice, but I didn’t stop, I rushed up the five steps of the platform. All I knew was I had to save him, nothing else mattered. 
 
    The king’s face went beet-red. “Guards, stop her.” They were too far away.  
 
    Valinda looked between Alex and me quickly. Her hand drew back in preparation for the jab. She was going to stab him with it right then and there. Ignoring every instinct that screamed at me to run away, I dove forward, pushing Alex out of the way and Valinda jabbed me with her poisoned plume instead, right in my shoulder. A sharp pain radiated from my shoulder, making my eyes water. Her eyes widened at her mistake, and she stumbled back only to be caught by the guards. 
 
    I saw the floor coming at me fast, but Alex caught me before I hit it. His eyes on the feather sticking out of my arm. He righted me but kept an arm around me.  
 
    "Jane?" he breathed only loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    A loud gasp rang through the hall, thrusting everyone in the room into silence. 
 
    "She attacked me, you all saw that," Valinda screamed, pointing a finger at me. "I defended myself." 
 
    “Attack you?” I yelled back. “I stopped you. Stopped you from poisoning the prince and starting the war your father so desperately wants.” 
 
    Everyone around me gasped. A cloudiness crawled slowly into my head, and I shook it, trying to clear it. 
 
    She sneered. "You’re nothing but a liar. A commoner. A nobody. You were kicked out of here for your lies and treachery. Who would believe you?” She smiled, and it hit me then why she’d made sure I was so publicly called out. So no matter what I said, it wouldn’t matter. So if I chose to fight back, I’d hold no power. 
 
    I shook my head again as the fuzzy feeling increased. “Words are meaningless. The truth is in this,” I said, yanking out the plume. “It's poisoned. Poison your dear Henton delivered to you today. Poison you meant to inject into the prince. My guess is you were going to act poisoned too. You're an actor. A liar, and you do not love him." Her eyes widened at my words, her mouth slowly falling open. Alex took the feather out of my hand and handed it to his father. 
 
    He sniffed, it his eyes going wide. “It is poisoned." 
 
    A scream of rage echoed from the back of the room, drawing all of our eyes. Kellen and Ben tumbled through the curtains into the room. Several women screamed. Kellen punched Ben in the face and turned to look at the front of the room. A weakness filled my limbs, and my legs buckled underneath me. 
 
    "Jane?" Alex tightened his grip on me, but I felt my body sag in a way that could not look normal. 
 
    "Looks like your lives have run out Janey-cat!” yelled Kellen with a whoop right before Ben tackled him to the ground. Jagger, growling burst through the curtains and ran toward Kellen, and the guards rushed toward them all. I felt a small wave of relief that this time he couldn't get away. 
 
    My shoulder throbbed sharply again, and I cried out, clutching my hand over the wound. 
 
    “Send for the physician,” Alex called out. Both of us sinking onto the carpeted platform. "Lucas, we need him now." 
 
    “Guards seize Valinda,” the king shouted. "Until we get this sorted, she will remain in one of the dungeons under heavy guard." 
 
    "No," she screeched. "You can't treat me like this. I’m a princess." 
 
    "We absolutely will," said the queen. "You tried to poison my son." 
 
    My eyes started doing something funny. I couldn't see clearly. Other gasps and shouts filled the hall. I might have imagined it, but I could swear others were echoing my name too, but only one voice stood out from the crowd. One voice I wanted to hear above all the others. 
 
    “Jane. . .honey, can you hear me?” I felt his hands on my face, but I couldn’t bring myself to answer through the fuzz now fully filling my head and the pain that seemed to be spreading down my arm and across my chest. I closed my eyes against the swirling colors and did not answer him. It was like my mouth couldn't move enough to relay the message. 
 
    “Jane, don't you dare die on me." He said, lifting me off of the platform and into his arms “Lucas, I need Gillian, now. Alert him,” he yelled, breaking out into a run.  
 
    Every footstep sent a new wave of agony through me. I wanted to yell at him to stop. If I was going to die, don't make it hurt more, but I couldn't. A tear escaped my eye and rolled across my nose, splashing onto my opposite cheek. 
 
    I knew I didn't have long to live as the poison shot through my veins far to close to my heart. I'd avoided death so many times. My luck had to run out eventually. At least this time, if I died, it would be for a purpose.  
 
    I forced my eyelids open enough to see Alex's blurry face close to mine while he ran with me bundled in his strong arms. I slowly lifted my arm that felt like it weighed a hundred pounds and rested it on the bottom of his jaw. His eyes darted to mine.  
 
     “I love you,” I rasped, my eyelids falling closed. I no longer had the strength to keep them open. 
 
    “Jane!” Alex shouted again, shaking me. I hissed as the pain increased in my shoulder.               “Jane, stay with me." He paused, and I could feel his Adam’s apple move up and down as he gulped back his emotions. "I love you too, Jane. I love you so much, I always have,” he said, desperation clouding his words. "You're going to be okay, honey. I've got you. You have to be okay." 
 
    I seriously doubted that, but I couldn't open my mouth to say it. I felt his arms tighten around me, hugging me closer to his chest before everything faded to black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 23: Jane 
 
      
 
    I dreamed I was laid out on a field of clover in a beautiful sage-green dress in the middle of a forest. A sparkling tiara on my head, jewels covering my throat, and a plaque at my feet containing only my name. No animals or life of any kind visited me, only a stream of light fell through the trees lighting up where I lay. No sound came to my lonely clearing. It was as if some kind of magic wanted to preserve me there, a monument to those who died too young. But I didn’t want to be a monument frozen in time. I wanted to live. 
 
    I yelled at myself to open my eyes, but I didn't move, the scene before me remained the same. "Jane," I called to myself, "open your eyes." I tried to open them, but I couldn't. "Jane, open your eyes. Live.” 
 
    I slowly opened my eyes. My fingers spread across a soft sheet on a bed instead of clover. I knew I was alive, but a part of me didn't believe it. A part of me felt like I was still alone in that forest, in a place where my eyes would never open. 
 
    My throat hurt like someone had shoved hot daggers down it, and my arm throbbed where Valinda had stabbed me. I opened my mouth to take in a deeper breath but froze when the pain flared up stronger. I blinked a few times clearing my vision, and slowly looked at my surroundings. I fully expect to see a jail cell around me, but instead, I was in a room with an empty white bed next to me. Shelves lined with jars sat beyond that, and above me rows, and rows of drying herbs blocked out the ceiling. Maybe my vision wasn’t so far off. 
 
    I rolled slowly over onto a flat back. Next to me sat the prince. His head lay on my bed near my hip, his breathing slow and even. His hand lay close to mine, as if he’d held it before he fell asleep. I raised my hand, it still felt heavy but not nearly as much as before, and I softly stroked his hair.  
 
    He jerked awake, his head whipping over to look at me. He captured my hand in his own. "Jane. Thank goodness." He pulled my hand to his lips and pressed a soft kiss there. "I was so afraid. Gillian wasn't sure if we administered the antidote in time." 
 
    "How long have I been here?" 
 
    “Three days. The poison nearly killed you.” He closed his eyes as if blocking out a memory he'd rather not visit and pressed my fingers to his lips again. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He shook his head, “Honey, we don’t have to talk about that right now.” 
 
    “Please? I need to know,” I said tightening my grip on his hand. 
 
    He sighed, his thumb rubbing comforting circles on my palm. “I rushed you here, and Gillian did his best to stop the poison, but he told us, without knowing exactly what they used he wasn't sure if he could stop it.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “What about Valinda? Ben?” I hesitated, my eyes flipping back open. “Kellen?” 
 
    He wrapped both of my hands in his. ”She spent two days in our prison until her family risked coming to get her. We're not quite at war. Valinda was supposed to fake getting poisoned too so that it would remain a mystery who did it, but you ruined their farce. We're still in negations. It seems King Trave underestimated our friend’s support, we've had multiple countries step up to aid us if we need it after they heard about what happened." 
 
    I nodded, closing my eyes briefly again, but I didn't want to fall back asleep, so I forced them back open. Alex looked concerned as his eyes darted over to someone just out of my view.  
 
    "It's alright young prince. She is going to feel tired for a while."An old man waddled into my view. I recognized him as Gillian, their physician from when he stitched up my cheek. He looked over at us and nodded once before he bustled over to his workbench and began pulling down different herbs. 
 
    “What about Ben?” 
 
    Alex smiled. ”He's okay, a little sore. Kellen knifed him in the shoulder, and he's sporting a sling." 
 
    I giggled. "I bet he loves that." 
 
    Alex returned my smile. “Oh, yes. And Kellen, well. . . He didn't make it. He kept trying to fight the guards––” He paused, like he didn’t want to go into detail. “Ben said it was quick and deserved,” he finished. 
 
    I nodded. I supposed I should feel guilt or some sort of hurt at losing my cousin, but I couldn't muster up any of those feelings for him. Kellen had only grown more and more bloodthirsty over the year I'd spent with him and his family.  
 
    Gillian rushed over, a steaming cup in hand. He and Alex helped me sit up a little more, and Gillian forced me to sip his concoction slowly. He was a man of little words, I remembered. But this time, he offered me much kinder smiles. 
 
    Satisfied, Gillian nodded to Alex and stepped back to his workbench.  
 
    Alex settled back in his chair. “Ben sent a patrol to bring your aunt and uncle in for questioning. They wouldn't talk at first, so my father is keeping them in the dungeons for a few days." 
 
    "Should I feel guilty about that?” I asked the guilt already twisting in my stomach 
 
    "No. They hurt you. They took your parents away from you. They made their son try to kill you, multiple times. They deserve to be punished. They deserve to be tossed out on the street or to rot in prison for the rest of their lives, in my opinion. One thing is certain; they will never hurt you again. We will make sure of it." 
 
    Alex brushed a strand of my hair gently off of my face and tucked it back behind my ear. He kept his hand lightly on my jaw."Do me a favor, Jane, and never give me a reason to worry about your life again. I can't lose you." 
 
    I smiled nuzzling his hand. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    His lips turned up before he closed the distance between us and kissed me softly. I raised my hand and caressed his scruffy cheek, smiling lightly against his lips. 
 
    We heard giggles coming from the door and turned to find Ruth and Dorothy standing there blinking back tears. “So, have you made this official yet?" Dorothy asked, only joy shining through her eyes. "Because if not, you'd better get right on that." 
 
    Alex squeezed my hand. "She only woke up five minutes ago, Dorothy." 
 
    She simply shrugged and came into the room. “Yes, your color looks so much better today." 
 
    “We were besides ourselves with worry,” Ruth added ,both of them sitting on the bottom of my bed. “I about fainted when Ben told us what happened.” 
 
    Dorothy nodded. "We knew you were heading into danger, but we never imagined this." 
 
    I nodded, “Neither did I. But I'd do it again if I had to.” I took Alex's hand, and he squeezed it in reply. 
 
    “Ladies, let her breathe,” Ben said from the doorway. His arm really was in a sling. “We had to see for ourselves that you were alright, my lady," he said, inclining his head my way, as usual. 
 
    I smiled brightly at all of them. They had become my new family. “I think my reaper has gone on vacation, judging from the number of times I could have died this last year.” 
 
    That pulled a snicker out of all four of them. 
 
    Dorothy left my bed and went to hug Ben. He caressed her face softly, a bright smile on his face when he looked at her. 
 
    Ruth groaned and leaned closer to me. “They'd better tie the knot fast or else I’m going to lose my mind.” 
 
    “Are they. . .” I started to ask, and Ruth winked with a nod, and put a finger to her lips. A warmth grew in my heart. I was so happy for Ben and Dorothy. They deserved to find love even late in life. 
 
    Someone cleared their throat loudly behind Ben. He immediately stood to attention and cleared the doorway. The king himself filled the space.  
 
    "I wonder if I might have a word with you, Alexander and Jane?” He asked his eyes darting to everyone in the room 
 
    "Of course, Father," Alex looked to Dorothy and Ruth, who gave me quick smiles and disappeared into the hall with Ben. 
 
    "I have an apology to make," he said from the door. Alex waved him in, and he came to the opposite side of my bed and sat down in a chair. 
 
    "Jane I––" he paused as if he needed a moment to gather his thoughts. "I hid something from you that I didn't want to worry about in the midst of my anger at your lies. Alexander has had the time the last few days to explain your situation fully, and I feel I owe you an apology and an explanation." 
 
    I swallowed hard and dipped my head. "No need, my king." 
 
    He held out a hand. “On the contrary, there is a need, a great need. When you arrived, you told me your family name was Northcott. I didn't think much of it at the time because that is a well-known name in the line of nobility. But having never heard the name Janelle I decided to research your family. The queen and I didn't want to see it, but there was an attachment in both of your eyes we couldn't ignore.” 
 
    He rubbed his forehead, clearly uncomfortable with this conversation. I looked to Alex to find him staring at his father. “Let me preface this with the fact that I could have stopped your embarrassing dismissal from the castle if I wanted to, but I didn’t, and for that I am sorry." 
 
    We both looked at him in confusion. He sighed, and like his son often did when stressed, drug his hands down his face. "An evening or two before Valinda and Valorie brought your lies to my attention, I found out that the Northcott’s had insisted on dropping their claim to nobility. Your grandfather, in fact requested it. They wanted to live a simpler life without all the pomp and circumstance. He worked hard to take that station away from his family and was only partly successful. I think your uncle knew that. I think he knew that if he gained control of your inheritance, he could reinstate their station as nobles." 
 
    I gasped. "So that is why they were so determined to gain the inheritance. With only a few minor tweaks, they could have regained a noble status." I remembered my aunt always complaining that Uncle Ian had promised her more. A better life. A life they'd always dreamed of. Had that promise, that dream caused all of this pain to my family. I knew how determined my parents were to love our simple life. Perhaps my father had accepted the fate my grandfather had forced on his sons a lot more than my uncle had. 
 
    The king nodded. “That noble status is something I feel they cared about a lot. Something you could gain yourself if you want." He looked between Alex and me. 
 
    "What are you saying?" I asked, an odd sense of hope building in my chest. 
 
    The king let a ghost of a smile adorn his face. "That you might not have grown up as a noble lady, but with a few signatures, you could be reinstated as one officially by the end of today." 
 
    I turned to Alex to find him smiling at me in awe.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 24: Alex 
 
      
 
    Jane turned the key in the lock of her front door. Her gold hair whipping around in the wind. She stood there on the front stoop staring at her family home for a few minutes before she walked back over to me. I gathered her up in my arms, and we both stood on the walk our eyes on the dark windows. 
 
    "Are you sure you want to sell it?" 
 
    “As heir to the Nothcott's Estate, Mr. Lawson says I have every right to do whatever I want with my family's home.” She stared back at it, pain entering her eyes. “As much as I love this house, I couldn’t live here. Not with the changes my aunt made. Not with the ghost of fear Kellen left in the halls. It's tainted now." She swallowed hard.  "Selling it is best." 
 
    I held her until she pulled away from me. "Let's get out of here." 
 
    “Absolutely, Lady Jane," I said, giving her an exaggerated nod.  
 
    “I'm still not used to you calling me that," she said, lacing her fingers with mine. 
 
    “You, my dear, earned it.” 
 
    “I signed some paperwork,” she countered. “At your parent's instance, I might remind you.” 
 
    "You earned it before that,” I said, handing her up into the carriage. I settled next to her and wrapped my arm around her back, and she leaned her head on my shoulder. We rode in comfortable silence for a few minutes. 
 
    We turned left like I expected when we came to the fork in the road. Her eyes widened, and she looked at me, questions filling them. She was only a few days out from waking up after the poisoning, so I knew a lot could still wear her out quickly, but I had one more thing I needed to do before we returned to the castle. 
 
    “I have a surprise for you,” I said nuzzling her hair. 
 
    "You do?" she tried to hide her smirk, but I caught it. 
 
    "Yes. I knew today would be hard for you, and I decided I'd cheer you up.” We turned again, and she looked out the carriage windows. I reached past her and pulled the curtains closed. "No, no peaking," I said, closing the ones behind me as well. We were plunged into semi-darkness. 
 
    "You know how I feel about surprises," she said, a bit of tension evident in her limbs. I did, Kellen had tainted that for her too. Though in time, I hoped to take away all of the hurts and worries he'd caused. 
 
    I pulled her back against me and wrapped my arm around her waist. "You trust me, right?"  
 
    She relaxed against me. "Of course." 
 
    "Then trust me now." 
 
    She nodded, but a minute later burst out. “Am I allowed to guess?” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “Okay, I will grant you three guesses.” 
 
    She leaned forward, her fingers tapping against her knee. “Are you taking me to Dorothy and Ruth's house for a surprise engagement party for Ben and Dorothy?” 
 
    I laughed. “Nope. Though I heard Ruth is working on a party.” 
 
    She smiled. “Good. They deserve a good party. How about. . . are you are taking me to the stables, are we going riding?” 
 
    I chuckled. There was no chance she'd guess. "Nope, I doubt you’re ready for that, Honey, though we should go riding as soon as Gillian says you can." 
 
    Jane tapped her fingers against her lips. “Okay, you are taking me to one of your favorite places?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “That I am not telling you.” 
 
    She laughed and slugged me in the arm. 
 
    “Ouch, you're not still secretly training with Ben, are you?” 
 
    "Every night," she said, playfully pounding her fist against her opposite hand. 
 
    "And what would entice you to do such a thing?" I laughed, rubbing my arm. She was getting better and better at that. 
 
    "Oh, I don't know. The threats on my life might have ended, but that doesn't mean a new threat couldn't pop up. I am a lady of the court now, so who knows what could happen." 
 
    "Nothing. Nothing better happen," I said. I didn't want to hear of any threats against her at all, not ever again. 
 
    We pulled to a stop not long later, and I pulled a long piece of cloth out of my pocket. She eyed it, a pinched look on her face. "Am I being kidnapped?" 
 
    I laughed and motioned for her to turn around. She obeyed, and I secured the blindfold. "Ready?" 
 
    She nodded, and I opened the carriage door. I started to help her out but instead pulled her into my arms. She laughed. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Keeping you close,” I whispered. I walked with her until I reached the spot where I wanted to take the blindfold off. I set her gently on her feet, glad to still see a smile on her face.  
 
    My fingers trembled slightly as I untied the blindfold. I hoped she'd like what I planned. The blindfold fell off of her eyes, and she blinked several times before her hands flew to her mouth.  
 
    Set up on the grassy field near the top of the waterfall was a picnic. "I should have known," she said, eyeing the waterfall not far away.  
 
    Taking her hand, I led her to my favorite spot. “When we were here before, I told you that I found this place more magical than any other. A place I wanted to share with one very special person in my life. It was a place I sensed you liked as well. " She nodded. 
 
    “This is the place I always wanted to do this.” I knelt before her taking both of her hands in mine. She bit her lip, but she didn't look away from me. 
 
    "Jane. I loved you before you were a lady. I would love you if you were the daughter of a bandit or a pirate at sea. I love you more than I could ever describe. I have not truly thought of any other since the moment I laid eyes on you in the woods soaking wet, even though I made a valiant effort." 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “There is no one on earth whom I could admire or love more than you. Please, grant me the honor of calling you not only my best friend, but my wife?” 
 
    I saw tears build in her eyes. “But, your parents won’t agree . . .” 
 
    I shook my head. “They've given me their blessing. Saving my life changed their opinion of you. And with your status as a lady, Mother said they really had no right to argue with my choice. You may not be a princess, but you still gifted us not one but several alliances and strengthened many other friendships with our borders.” 
 
    I pulled a ring out of my pocket. It was a single diamond surrounded by a circle of smaller diamonds. Her eyes widened. “Mother says nothing beats true love, and you are my true love. Marry me, Jane?” 
 
    “I'm not dreaming, am I?” she asked, a laugh in her voice. 
 
    “Would it help if I pinched you?” 
 
    She shook her head and held out her hand. “I will marry you. Gladly. Most gratefully.” I slid the ring on her finger, and I pulled her close for a kiss. 
 
    Our lips met, and I held onto her like my life depended on it. So grateful I could ask her to marry me for real, not as my decoy, but as the woman I loved. The woman I had loved all along. 
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