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    Chapter 1 
 
    The Best 
 
      
 
    Fire crackling and laughter emanated from the small camp in the dry gully. I could see two men seated by the fire. One was short and bald, the other one dark and bristly.  
 
    I moved closer taking care that my long black cloak did not make noise. Carefully I stepped over loose rocks and brambles, my hand on my sword hilt. I could hear the dark man laughing his voice guttural and proud. 
 
    “And then I ‘persuaded’ her to let me in,” he said smacking his knee. 
 
    “No one saw you?” asked the small bald man. His eyes on the flames while he poked the fire. 
 
    The dark man sneered. “Are you joking? I’m the best. I was in and out of their pitifully guarded throne room faster than it took you to light the fire. Next time give me a tougher task than stealing the royal scepter.” 
 
     The dark man kept staring at the small bald man as if waiting for a response but the small man just continued to poke the fire. I moved behind a tall boulder at the edge of their camp. 
 
    “So?” the dark man finally prompted. 
 
    “You knew this was a test?” the small man said still keeping his eyes on the fire. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Finally the small bald man looked up. “You passed, and you'll find your next task more of a challenge.” 
 
    “You bet you will,” I said as I drew my sword and stepped out from behind the boulder. 
 
    The two men jumped to their feet and drew their own swords, their faces hard and ready for battle. But the moment they saw me standing there they lowered their weapons. I didn't have time to change from my royal attire to my spy clothes and I knew I looked very much the opposite of what they expected from the person to track them down. 
 
    “Run home, little princess,” the small bald man said with a hint of laughter. 
 
    “Now why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because little girls can get hurt out here,” said the small man. 
 
    “I am not worried about myself,” I said as I raised my sword. 
 
    He laughed and half-heartedly advanced.  
 
    His mistake.  
 
    I disarmed him in one move and kicked him to the ground before his jaw could drop in surprise. I moved my sword to the center of his chest, and bit back my smile at his confused expression. 
 
    “Give it back right now.” 
 
    “Give what back?” he spat. 
 
    “You know what,” I said moving my sword point to his neck. 
 
    “I don’t have anything.” He stated his voice even, but I saw him swallow hard. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” I said as I slid the blade of my sword closer to his throat the tip touching his skin. “Just hand it over.” 
 
    He looked over at the dark man and gave a nod. The dark man pulled the scepter out of his bag and with a scowl held it out to me.  
 
    I grabbed it just as the small bald man reached for a dagger in his belt. I knocked the weapon away with the end of the scepter. The dark man swung his sword quickly but I blocked his attempt with my sword. 
 
    “Teach her a lesson,” yelled the small bald man. 
 
    “I will,” seethed his companion. 
 
    I deflected his efforts again, and again.  
 
    “I beat you already, just let it go.” I said blocking his sword again. 
 
    He snorted and widened his stance. 
 
    “Okay, but I gave you a chance, remember that.” In three moves he was on the ground.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, placing the scepter in my bag. 
 
     Sounds of horses announced the arrival of the royal guard. They rode into the camp and surrounded us. 
 
    “Your Highness,” said the captain, giving me a respectful nod. He eyed the two men while our soldiers bound their hands. 
 
    “Take them to my father.” I climbed on my horse, and we began the short ride home. 
 
    “I thought you were the best?” the small bald man grumbled to the dark man. I smiled and rode ahead of the group. 
 
    When we arrived at the castle the outlaws were immediately escorted to the dungeons. I thought about joining them in the interrogation room but something else caught my eye.   
 
    Jenna, my lady in waiting, was lurking near the corner of the castle. She shuffled her feet and kept looking at me and then at the small gate in the wall a few yards away. Taking the hint I walked over to her. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “I don’t think so, my lady.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if I should say anything, but I have a bad feeling. Please say you're not mad.” 
 
    “Mad? About what?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if this is important but lately I've seen the same thing every evening for the past couple of weeks." She looked back toward the gate.  
 
    "A small black coach keeps coming,” she said nodding her head toward the small gate. "It simply sits over there, but when I check on it again a little while later, it’s gone. It’s probably nothing, but I feel like it's important. It’s sitting there right now.” 
 
    I turned and looked closer at the iron gate and there it was, a small black coach just sitting on the other side. 
 
    She lowered her eyes. “Forgive me Princess, I know that you just got home.” 
 
    I put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Its all right  Jenna. I’m glad that you told me. Let’s hide in those bushes and see if anything happens.” 
 
     Jenna nodded and we ducked down behind two red rose bushes. They hid us fairly well especially with the darkness of the night to help hide us.  
 
    A few minutes later the door to the coach opened and a cloaked figure appeared. As the figure slid out of the coach, and into the light from the castle torches, I caught a glimpse of a deep purple hem with gold thread weaving a floral pattern up the skirt.  
 
    That is a royal dress, I thought.  
 
    The figure sauntered through the gates, and confirmed my suspicions. The figure was my stepmother Emmalin. She walked directly past us, mumbling to herself as she went, and began climbing the front steps to the castle. 
 
    “What was that all about?” I said. 
 
    Jenna shrugged. “I don’t know my lady.” 
 
    “Well I am going to find out,” I said as I stepped out from behind the bushes and followed Emmalin into the castle. I had every intention to confront her but she was nowhere to be seen when I entered the entrance hall.  
 
    A servant perked up as he saw me enter and quickly approached me. He bowed slowly. “My lady, the king, asked to see you. He ordered me to tell you to come to him the moment you arrived back home.” 
 
    I sighed and pulled the royal scepter out of my bag. “Make sure this is returned,” I said to Jenna, I handed it to her and whispered, “Find Emmalin, we have to know what she is up to.” 
 
    She curtseyed and left. I nodded to the servant and followed him to my father’s study. I knocked and heard the usual, "wait a moment." 
 
    I slumped to the floor with a heavy sigh. It was never just a moment. 
 
    Half an hour later my father threw the door open. “Come in, Katie.”  
 
    I put a smile on my face ready to report my success and strode into the room. But at the sight of the king, I felt my smile falter. He was vigorously writing, his crown all askew on his gray hair, and his usually watery eyes intense. His face was set in a grim expression and his typically spotless desk was strewn with more paper than I had seen in a while. 
 
    I hated to ask the obvious, but I couldn’t help it. “Father, is something wrong?” 
 
    “There could be,” King David said.  
 
    I waited for him to say more, but he continued to write what I assumed was a letter because of the nervous looking courier still lurking in the corner. Fighting back a groan, I fell into a chair.  
 
    He always does this to me. Urgently call me, and then make me wait. 
 
    Finally, he got to the end of the letter, but he did not sign it as usual. I watched as he carefully signed ‘King Felton.’ After carefully blotting the pseudonym, he looked up.  
 
    I did not even attempt to loosen my stare.  
 
    “Katie, you are too observant. Yes, something is wrong,” he said, motioning to the courier. He sealed the letter, but not with his royal seal. It was a different seal, yet vaguely familiar.  
 
    After the letter was away, he stood up and took a deep breath. “I cannot give you exact details because there are not many to give. Just know that this is extremely important.” He took another deep breath. 
 
     “Katie, how close is our capitol to that of Florance, Floric?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “How close are we to them?” 
 
    I didn't know why he'd ask me about that. It felt so out of context. “I believe it is just over half a day’s ride on a quick horse. Why?” I had a feeling I wouldn't like his answer. 
 
    “We have a special situation that requires our best spy.” 
 
    This time I really did groan. “Father, I just got back. I have not even changed my clothes.” 
 
    “I know, but you have to go, now. There is no one else who can accomplish what I am going to have you do, except for you. You know that a girl barely seventeen years old is never suspected.” 
 
    “Father, really I—” 
 
    “Katie, hear me out for a moment, will you?” he bellowed, his face growing red. I knew his frustration limit was near its end, so I did not reply. 
 
    “Thank you. Now, Floric is in some kind of trouble—trouble that will, in the end, affect us. I have to admit that I don't know exactly what the matter is, only that there is some kind of plot to ruin their country, and through it, ours, therefore destroying our alliance. It is your job to find out what is wrong and fix it.” 
 
    “I see,” I said slowly, “But Father why does it have to be me? Sir Latimer is just as capable as I am.” 
 
    My father laughed. “He will be glad to know you think so. Perhaps in most things he is almost as competent, but like I said, no one can do this task but you. This assignment is too delicate to send in someone who might get caught and ruin everything. You have never been caught, and you are the best. So you are going.” 
 
    I nodded, fingering a thin scar that ran diagonally across my right hand. He wasn't completely right. It's true I had never been caught and convicted as a spy, but I've had quite a few assignments where I was nearly captured. 
 
    I knew I had to accept the assignment, but I still wished he would change his mind. Yet, I knew he would not. He never did. It was almost as if he took every mission as a personal challenge. If he didn’t get his way or if I didn’t succeed, he was the failure. I always had to say yes, and I always had to triumph.  
 
    Smiling in his victory, he stood and bade me follow him out of the room. Obediently, I followed, knowing far too well that there was no point in resisting. 
 
     I loved being a spy, but a day off would be nice now and again, especially with the growing stress of my duties as a princess. Not that I had time to act like one with the never-ending missions I was constantly going on. Maybe I had time when my mother was alive, but she had been gone nearly fourteen years.  
 
    When I was three years old, my mother was assassinated and my father injured in his attempt to save her. Our country nearly dissolved in the mayhem, until my father recovered enough from the shock to save all of us.  
 
    After that, he began his spy forces. Never again was he going to find himself caught off guard. He also decided to train me, his daughter, as a spy, for he believed that I would feel stronger as a spy and therefore safer. With this reasoning, I wonder what went through his head the day he instructed his four year old to learn fencing. One way or another, however, I became a spy and that was the life I knew. Especially after my father married Emmalin.  
 
    Wait Emmalin. 
 
    “Father I have to ask you something.”  
 
    He chuckled. “What your cover will be this time no doubt?” 
 
    “No, it’s about something I saw tonight.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for that now Katie. We must focus on this mission and this one alone. It is too important.” 
 
    I huffed. “Okay. Then what will I become? How about an old duchess, a ruffian, or maybe a gypsy?” I asked as we turned down another hall. 
 
    “Oh no, Katie, this time you will act the part of a princess.” 
 
     I stopped mid step. “But Father, I don't know how to act like a normal princess; that was hardly part of my training.” 
 
    “Katie, if you can play an old duchess, you can play a princess. And do not ask if there is another option, because there is no other option. That is why Sir Latimer cannot go. Now come on,” he said as he pulled me down the hall. 
 
    I followed him but didn't drop the subject. “Old duchesses are easy, because they are old, but princesses are expected to know how to dance, and prance, and bat their eyes. I can't do that; it is not in my nature.” 
 
    “Katie, by blood you are a princess, do not tell me it is not in your nature.”  
 
    I followed him numbly down the halls and tried to imagine acting like a real princess. We entered the spy preparation room, and I stopped, open-mouthed. Instead of my spy bag, there were three small cases covered in decorated delicate fabrics. One was open, revealing several colorful silky dresses, and I supposed the other two carried similar items.  
 
    A servant waved me behind a screen. I rolled my eyes at the silky yellow dress and slippers laid out there. I got dressed without saying a word, no use in arguing.  I tried not to grimace as my red hair was pulled into a fancy web of braids and curls. When I was finished, I came out and twirled with batted eyes and a tight smile. 
 
    “Will this do?” 
 
    “Very much,” my father said hardly taking the time to look.  
 
    The silky fabric felt smooth, but dainty and weak. I was used to thick cotton that wore well and stood up in a fight when going on missions. And my hair was more intricate then it had ever been before. I preferred it slightly loose but also kept out of my face. 
 
    “All right, Katie, it's time to go. Remember the courier you saw in my office?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yes.” 
 
    “He is carrying a letter supposedly from King Felton of Loth. It says that Princess Katharine will be arriving shortly for the honor of getting to know their prince. It's said he's looking for a bride.” 
 
    “What?” I shrieked, taking a step back. “Father, what are you trying to do?”  
 
    “Katie, this is your cover, and an exceptionally good one,” he said as he began directing servants to take the bags outside.  
 
    I did not move, but he grabbed my arm and attempted to push me out the door. I threw out my hands and took hold of the doorframe.  
 
    “Father, I don’t think I can do this.” 
 
    He huffed. “Listen, Katie, Prince Jarin turned nineteen three weeks ago, and he has yet to select a bride. Your excuse says you are there for him, but in reality you are there to save your country., if you can remember that, then you will be fine.” 
 
    My father had lost it. 
 
    I let go of the door and took hold of my father’s shoulders. “Remember that. Be fine,” I mimicked. “Father, you want me to act like a real princess, oh, but not just any princess—a princess who is trying to win a prince and to add to the fun I also have to find out Floric’s problem at the same time.” 
 
    He said nothing but took advantage of my distraction to push me out the door. He took hold of my arm and towed me outside to where my horse was waiting, already loaded with the three bags of princess gear. The only thing that kept me from wailing like a small child was the sight of my sword attached to the saddle.  
 
    “Like I said, Katie, you can do it. You are the best. Now get going; the night is growing deep, and I want you there before daybreak—before they have time to send a message to Loth in response to the letter. Also, take this in case you need to prove who you are.”  
 
    He handed me a small white handkerchief with the same crest on it that he had used to seal the letter. “It’s the Loth family crest,” he stated. I unwillingly tucked the handkerchief into my bodice.  
 
    “I have one question, Father. I may not know much about this, but I thought princesses arrived in a colorful carriage with a huge fanfare. Won't this look suspicious?” 
 
    “You are right. I almost forgot.” He leaned closer and whispered; “I have heard that the prince is starting to get tired of countless princesses, so I thought that it'd help if thieves attacked you.” 
 
    I shook my head. This is getting better and better, I thought. “Okay, let me get this right. You want me to stumble into the city with princess gear, claiming that I am a princess from Loth who was attacked by roadside bandits?” 
 
    “Yes, is there a problem with that?” His face began to redden again, and I knew better than to test him. 
 
    “I guess not,” I said, pushing back several reasons it was a problem. 
 
    “All right then, get going!” 
 
    I sighed and clambered onto my horse, missing my special spy dresses that made this easier. With that thought in mind, I kicked my horse into a gallop and looked back only once to see my castle disappear into the darkness and with it the mystery of what Emmalin was up to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Strange Encounters 
 
     
 
    The wind blew over the mountains at a frightening speed, making my eyes water and the ebony sky blur so it appeared streaked with white shooting stars. I could hardly do anything but stare at the crystal clear sky that only moments ago had been darkened by clouds. The sky had cleared so swiftly, it seemed as if a command had just been carried out.  
 
    I shivered as I walked in the damp darkness, the cold made worse by the wind. Stupid thin, silky dresses, I thought. I picked my way through the bushes. They were prickly things that pulled at my skirts and did nothing to improve my mood. I was going to look a mess before I reached Florance. But I was supposed to have been attacked, which was why I was walking through the brambles in the first place. I hoped that it was a good idea to abandon my horse before I caught sight of the city, for I knew I would enter easier without him. I readjusted my fancy suitcases, made sure my sword was hidden under my skirts, and struggled forward. 
 
    Shadowed buildings loomed in the darkness, announcing the presence of the city. The castle in the midst looked like a target shining in the night. The buildings stretched out like hideous claws, waiting to grasp anything that would try to enter the gates. I shook away the dreary thoughts. Foreboding though this place may be, I had a job to do. 
 
    The silver-clad knights at the gate of the city made my eyes narrow. They were shining just like the castle. Taking a long breath, I walked straight up to the nearest guard, getting only feet from him before noticing he was made of stone, a statue. It was a fake defense. I couldn’t help but wonder if it worked at all in the daylight.  
 
    Just then I heard the crunch of footsteps as someone approached. Quickly I screwed up my eyes, forcing tears. I turned slowly and found myself face to face with a rather large soldier. 
 
    “Excuse me, lady,” he said with a loud, deep voice.  
 
    I whimpered lightly.  
 
    He stared at me peculiarly then shook his head. “State your name and business.” 
 
    “ I…I am Princess Katharine, from… Loth,” I kept looking over my shoulder. He followed my gaze but said nothing. With a tearful sniff I continued. “My carriage was attacked by some bandits. I lost my guards. May I please enter the city?”  
 
     His stare softened at my words, but he did not step aside. “My lady, not that I don't believe you, but I can't let anyone with a tale of woe enter. Do you have proof of your story?” he asked. 
 
    Nice. This soldier seemed to have a head on his shoulders. “How about the courier? My father sent a courier with a letter to the king about me.” 
 
    The soldier considered that for a moment then shook his head. “It was a confidential letter for the king. I don’t know what it said. So forgive me, but I will need further proof.” 
 
    I tried not to smirk but forced a worried look on my face. I patted my skirts and after a moment pulled out the small handkerchief with the Loth family crest. I took a moment to look over my shoulder and then held it out to him.  
 
    “Will this do?” I asked and I sniveled. 
 
    He took it with wide eyes and studied it for a moment. I continued glancing over my shoulder and at the soldier in turn. 
 
    “This is the Loth royal family crest.” He meant it as a statement. 
 
    “Yes, I’m the princess, Princess Katharine.” 
 
    He stared at me even harder. “Attacked, you say?” 
 
    “Yes,” I trembled looking over my shoulder again. 
 
    He nodded, “You sure look roughed up.” He handed me back the handkerchief, removed his helmet, and bowed. “Certainly you may enter, Your Highness. So sorry I made you wait.”  
 
    He motioned me to the small guardhouse, and I followed, clutching my dirty bags. I smiled. Entering the city was accomplished. 
 
    “I am Carl Barlin, Captain of the Guard,” he stated calmly. He motioned me to sit at a crudely made table. I studied the captain as he quickly stoked a fire. He had rather mousey brown hair that stuck up on end, hazel eyes, and nothing overly suspicious in his manner. 
 
    “I need to take you up to the palace, but it will have to wait until someone can come to take over,” he stated, taking a seat.  
 
    “Oh I see,” I whispered, thinking that it was rather odd to only have one guard at the main gate. 
 
    Carol stretched out putting this arms behind his head. “I can believe your royal carriage was attacked. I keep telling King Zaccory we need to catch those roaming bandits.” 
 
    “I suppose he has other things on his mind,” I suggested, taking in all the details of the small guardhouse, committing them to memory. 
 
    “Of course, Princess, like we all do. For instance, I could be working on more training exercises for the soldiers but instead I am here taking the shift of two incompetent boys.” 
 
    “Oh, so there are usually two of you here?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, but not tonight. Everyone has excuses, you would think it was a holiday.” 
 
     On he droned about training soldiers and pageboys; how royalty has been coming in and out for weeks; how the prince’s nineteenth birthday three weeks ago had made it hard on the soldiers. My head throbbed as on he continued exclaiming bad news. I nodded and smiled, while still analyzing the city map that was hanging on the wall right behind him. 
 
    Finally, after about a half hour of his endless chatting, two other soldiers came to take over guard duty. “Well, well there you two are. Come on princess, let's go.” he said, more to himself than to me. He gathered my bags in his arms and nodded to the door.  
 
    The city was dark, with houses and shops the only things lining the streets. I noticed no good escape routes or lurkers, or anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    When we reached the castle gates, four soldiers encircled us.  At least they guard the castle well, I thought.  
 
    Captain Barlin cleared his throat, and the men immediately relaxed. He motioned them closer and went into an explanation. “I have here Princess Katharine of Loth, whose carriage was attacked by bandits. Luckily she escaped, but she knows nothing of what became of her servants and guards. She wishes to go up to the palace.” The four guards remained motionless and silent.  
 
    Finally one of the soldiers stepped forward and exclaimed, “I will take her to the palace.” He gathered my bags from the captain. 
 
    Captain Barlin nodded then turned to me. “Princess Katharine, if you need me at any moment, do not hesitate to call for me. I am usually down by the guardhouse. Oh, but if I am not, I live just down the lane. Ask anyone.” I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at his kind announcement, but I nodded politely, then left with the other soldier. 
 
     The brightness of the entrance hall blinded me. A tall man with greying hair and rather eerie black eyes stared in astonishment as we barged right in. I tried to look away from him, but his gaze drew mine. I felt as if he was searching my thoughts, my entire being, looking for any deceitfulness. I yanked my eyes away and finally, the soldier broke the silence. 
 
     “I have here Princess Katharine from Loth. She was on her way to the city when bandits attacked her carriage. She jumped into the bushes to save herself. There she stayed watching six of her guards die and the carriage being driven off, with her screaming servants inside.” He held a fake expression of horror on his face. 
 
    I forced a straight face. My short explanation seemed to have grown far above what I had planned. The old man’s eyes narrowed considering my tale. After a moment he gave a curt nod, took my arm, and led me down the hall, closing the door on the soldier. 
 
     About halfway down the hall he stopped and stared into my eyes once again, as if searching for something. With a shake of his head, he pulled me forward saying, “My dear, you have been through a terrible ordeal.”  
 
    He walked even faster, pulling me along as if I were a royal goat. I tried to observe everything as we walked at his fast pace. After we turned many corners, he pushed me through a door to a small sitting room.  
 
    “Forgive me, my lady, for leaving you here. I am not quite sure where the royal family will want you at this hour. We were expecting you at daybreak. Perhaps I will wake Mannie and she will fix you a cup of tea.” He paused as if waiting for a response, so I smiled and nodded. 
 
    “I shall return shortly,” he stated with a bow. “Do not worry, Princess Katharine, no one will see you in here.” He shuffled out quickly.  
 
    Now that was odd, I thought.  
 
    I sank into a plush green chair and stifled a yawn. This wasn’t that hard; so far acting like a princess was almost depressingly easy.                
 
    The name Princess Katharine ran through my mind like a runaway coach. I have always hated the formality of that name. It didn’t suit me, like it had suited my mother. Even my mother who had given me her name thought that Katie fit better.  
 
    Like many royal families, my mother and father had decided to name their first child after one of them—“David” if the baby was a boy and “Katharine” if it was a girl. But after I was born, my mother couldn’t do it. 
 
    “Now that I see her,” she said, “she looks more like a Katie to me.” At this my father had protested, for it was not what they had decided. My mother compromised. “We will name her Katharine like we planned but she's Katie to me.”  
 
    Satisfied, father named me Katharine, but even he stopped using my formal name not long after I was born. Only Emmalin was adamant on using my real name.  
 
    Wanting to shake off thoughts of Emmalin, I glanced around the small room. Now that I was here, I might as well get started, I thought. I lifted up a few cushions, ran my hands across the walls, and looked behind the two huge tapestries. I found nothing abnormal.  
 
    I glanced toward the door and oddly felt hesitant. I put my ear to the door and listened. No sounds came from the hall. I reached for the handle and softly pulled it open a crack. I glanced into the hallway and saw no one. Quietly I slid out of the room. 
 
    I had only walked a few feet to the next door before I heard footsteps. As fast and silently as I could, I pushed open the nearest door and slipped in, closing the door behind me. I turned around and found I was in the main kitchen. It was so brightly colored, I was able to see the copper pots and cast iron stove clearly even in the semi-darkness. I walked further in and breathed out slowly. I approached a fire still burning low in the hearth and smiled at its warmth.  
 
    I had gotten into the castle almost too easily and wanted to shout, my success. Any other spy I knew would have fallen over dead if they heard how easily I had gotten in and how everyone believed my story. 
 
     I hope they do not let everyone in that easily all the time, I thought. 
 
     A creak of the door suddenly brought me out of my thoughts. Thinking quickly, I crouched down in the shadows beyond the light entering from the hall. 
 
     A tall, plump man with gray silvery hair dressed in nightclothes and a silky robe slowly backed in on his tiptoes and quietly closed the door. He was dressed too nice to be a simple servant, so who did that make him? 
 
    Once he had successfully shut the door with no sound, he grinned like a schoolboy who had gotten away with his best trick ever. He walked straight past me and opened a cupboard. With a humph of disgust, he closed the door. He then turned his clear blue eyes away from the cupboards and saw me. He opened and closed his mouth, then slowly grinned guiltily.  
 
    He considered me for a moment then stammered, “Ah, you are not the normal maid who helps me make my morning sandwiches. Where, ah, where is the other one? No matter, here.”                             Not waiting for an answer, he picked up a loaf of bread and a charger, handing them both to me. When I simply stared, he said rather nervously, “You do know how to make sandwiches?” 
 
     “Um, no, but it can't be that hard, can it?” 
 
    “I would not know. I have never made one either,” he said with a lying grin, pulling out a bread knife.  
 
    I stared at him for a moment. He believes that I am a servant girl. 
 
     “So, why are you in here?” he challenged half way through making his own sandwich. There was a lighthearted glint in his eyes, as if enjoying his own personal joke. 
 
    “Well, if you must know, I ran into the Captain of the Guard at the front gate. He took me to the castle gate, where a soldier brought me to the palace, and then the head manservant led me to the room next door.” The truth seemed so absurd that even I would have taken it for a lie.  
 
    He boomed with laughter, the sound bouncing off the walls. I was afraid he would wake up the entire castle. He went on making his rather large sandwich, leaving me to my own thoughts. Just as he finished, he looked up at me with the biggest smirk I had ever seen.  
 
    “So, you are a professional banterer and you are here to challenge me to a match.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what he was talking about, but I nodded, hoping he would clarify.  
 
    Instead he smiled, clearly enjoying himself. “I am the best butcher in Sizara, but I hate their beef so much I took a secret journey to sneak in here to get a sandwich and then sneak back.”  
 
    I stared at him for a moment still lost. Then it hit me. He was playing a game, a banter of words, trying to out do my own crazy tale.  
 
    His eyes gleamed with his challenge. “Come on now, don’t let me win so quickly,” he chided, walking to a chair near the fire then nodding to another one. 
 
    I thought about refusing but I am not one to back down on a challenge. I grabbed the bread knife and quickly made a sandwich. 
 
    “I am,” I began after I sat down, “a gypsy from a far away land where we are the rulers, and I am here to challenge the king.”  
 
    He snickered. “I am the son of a tailor, but since I'm afraid of a needle I retired to be a kitchen manservant who steals food in the middle of the night,” he replied as he took another bite. 
 
    “I am a clumsy maiden that fell into a well, then followed a tunnel that happened to come out here,” I retorted. 
 
    “I am the bravest knight in the battlefield front, but when the enemy appeared, I bolted to the closest city.” He snickered at himself after that one.  
 
    I smiled, then laughed, as a new one popped into my head. “I was the enemy that made you run and I am here to get you.”  
 
    His jaw fell open and his eyes grew wide as if terrified. He dropped his sandwich back on his charger and place his hand on his heart. 
 
    “Did I win?” I asked. 
 
    He sneered at me, took another bite, then said, “I am a sailor on a pirate ship that hid its gold in this castle and am here to get it.”  
 
    “I was a lone fisherman, but when I figured I could not catch any fish I decided to become a maid and work in the palace,” I said with a smile.  
 
    I was good at this. 
 
    He glared at me like I was an irritating pest. I raised my eyebrows in challenge, and he narrowed his eyes in response, as if deep in thought. Then with a snap of his fingers, he said, “I am a poor peddler that found a way into the palace, and I’m here to find valuable objects to sell.” 
 
    “I am a dreamer, a person who tries many things in her dreams; the other night I had one of a palace kitchen.”  
 
    His face was red from holding in his laughter. 
 
    “I am an apprentice for the great Merlin. I made him disappear, but he never came back,” he confessed in a rather stressed voice.  
 
    I was trying to come up with something that could beat that, when without warning he jumped to his feet as if the stove had suddenly burst into flame, his eye alight with mirth. “Mannie…will be here soon,” he managed to say between spasms of laughter. He then gracefully bowed his head, set his charger on the table, and left the room.  
 
    Before I could even breathe, he poked his head in once more. “By the way, I won.” 
 
    He disappeared and I smiled in wonderment at my lighthearted feelings—something I hadn’t felt in a long time. Yet, my smile quickly faded as I heard voices coming down the hall. 
 
     I quickly jumped to my feet. Good going Miss Spy, get caught before you have even gotten started. Quietly I slid to the wall and slowly approached the door, hoping to slip out when it opened.  
 
    The door opened halfway then stopped, held by a plump Frizzy haired woman, with her arms full of vegetables. “And as I was saying before he rudely interrupted me, we won’t have cherry pie, because it is chocolate cake day. He acted like a two year old. Honestly! Anyway I’ll see you this afternoon.” 
 
    She backed in further and turned facing me. With a mighty yell, she dropped everything she had been holding and clutched her heart. “Goodness sakes alive, you scared my darned socks off.” 
 
    I froze, knowing I was caught. After a moment, though, the cook started chuckling. “I must say I will not have to complain about feeling tired now.” 
 
    I smiled, relieved. “I am so sorry I did not mean to scare you.” 
 
    “Well of course not dear, now can I help you with something?” she asked, gathering up her vegetables.  
 
    I leaned down and started picking things up as well. “I am not sure. You see the head manservant put me in the parlor, and I admit to getting a bit anxious.” 
 
    “Oh, Your Majesty! Yes, yes he told me. Oh my dear, I bet you got worried. Here, sit by the fire, and I’ll make you some tea quicker than eggs boil.” She smiled, dumped her vegetables in a barrel, threw a log onto the fire, and then took the vegetables I had gathered out of my arms. 
 
    *     *     * 
 
    Rain drizzled down the window of the warm kitchen. The sun must have risen by now, I was sure of it, but the clouds obscured its rays. The kitchen was full of wonderful smells now that Mannie had been at work for over half an hour. This was a bit of an odd place to keep a princess, I decided, yet the head manservant was old; he could have forgotten about me.  
 
    A few other servants bustled in and out, but they never paid me any mind. I started to fidget with anxiety—not that it wasn't a nice place to wait, but I had things to do. I had gotten in easily, but I could not start working until I was able to leave the kitchen.  
 
    “My dear,” Mannie suddenly squeaked. “You do look… something awful. Here, maybe we could fix you up a bit before meeting the royal family.” She held up a silver platter so I could see my reflection. 
 
     “Do I really look that bad?” I asked, eyeing my clothes. Mud had dried on my hands and face. Even a few twigs were straggled in my long auburn hair. I couldn’t help but smile; I did look like I had been through a rough time.  
 
    In only moments we had my head and hands back to “princess style,” as Mannie called it, and just in time. The head manservant walked in to fetch me only a moment after Mannie gave her approving nod. The manservant gave me a smile, which was a huge improvement from his earlier stares.  
 
    “All right, Martin, stop gawking and take her to the throne room,” Mannie shouted over her boiling pots. He nodded and showed me out. 
 
    “Now, Princess, where is it you said you are from?” He asked me kindly. 
 
    “From Loth, it’s a small country about five days from here by carriage.” 
 
    “Ah yes. You see, I must introduce you, and no mistakes,” he said with a nervous laugh. “I am sorry about leaving you in the kitchen for so long.”  
 
    I smiled what I hoped looked like a forgiving smile. 
 
    We entered the throne room, and the royal family stood as they were announced: King Zaccory, Queen Elna, and Prince Jarin. My eyes lingered on the majestic appearance of the queen. She had the darkest emerald eyes I had ever seen and her hair was ebony except for a few gray streaks.  Her dress matched her eyes. She stood as still as a statue, without any hint of a smile on her face. 
 
    The prince caught my attention next. My stomach did a flip when he glanced at me and then quickly away. His eyes were stunningly blue; he had perfect dark hair with somewhat of a wild texture, and a jawline to make any girl want to sigh.  
 
    I shook my head. What are you thinking Katie? He is part of your mission. He avoided my gaze his expression a strange mixture of loathing and curiosity. Martin, the headman servant, stepped forward and bowed. 
 
    “I have here Princess Katharine from the small country of Loth. Bandits attacked her carriage as it was approaching the city. She jumped into the bushes to save herself as her guards and servants tried to fight off the numerous foes. She ran into the forest but unluckily she met one of the outlaws. She hit him across the head with her bags, and then ran deeper into the trees. She only looked back for a moment and beheld her guards slain and her carriage being driven off along with her screaming servants.”  
 
    I looked up and immediately suppressed a grin. The expressions of horror on the royal family’s faces must have pleased the old manservant.  
 
    We lapsed into a moment or two of silence before the king stepped forward. “She sounds brave indeed,” he said. 
 
     I looked his way to smile politely, but faltered. The king stared at me not in awe, but in shock. My mouth dropped, for it was the same silver haired man I encountered in the kitchen not long ago. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    A Muddy Outcome 
 
      
 
     The king and queen invited me to remain in the palace while they sought out the bandits. By the look on the prince’s face, I assumed he hadn't agreed to this idea. My father had said he was getting tired of endless princesses, and I'm sure when my father’s letter arrived the prince had fought to send me away.  
 
    Too bad it was unsafe to travel, because of bandits. I thought. 
 
    Breakfast was served after my brief interview with the royal family. The king looked only at his food, but everyone else seemed to glance my way every few minutes.  
 
    I tried to keep a smile on my face and act cheerful and relaxed. I felt like a famous painting about to be sold, surrounded by appraisers looking for flaws. The prince maintained his scrutinizing expression, and I dared not guess what he was thinking. 
 
    I gave a small sigh of relief when the queen suggested I get some rest. She clapped her hands and an old haggard-looking servant stepped forward. She had more wrinkles than I could count and wore a similar expression to the prince. 
 
    “Seeing as you lost your servants on your journey, Melly will serve as your lady in waiting,” the queen said as Melly gave a curt nod. 
 
    I forced a smile. Great, now there was someone to keep tabs on me. 
 
    When we all got up to leave, the king approached me. “Princess Katharine, could I talk with you for a moment?” he asked formally. “Melly will see to your room,” he said, gesturing her to go on without us. 
 
    He must want details about my bandit attack, I hoped. I nodded and followed him out of the room, trying to remember the detailed story that the soldiers had spun. 
 
     I expected him to stop at one of the rooms nearby, but he continued past all of the doors in the hall. He led me through the huge oak front doors, and out onto the front lawn. A few paces away from the castle he stopped near a purple rose bush and turned to face me. 
 
    “What, may I ask, were you doing in the kitchen this morning?” he urgently whispered glancing back at his guards who stood several paces away. He looked afraid his bodyguards, would hear him. 
 
     “The kitchen,” I repeated, and he nodded vigorously. I thought of an excuse but then I remembered I had already explained to him why I was there. 
 
    “I already told you, I was escorted to the castle and—” 
 
    “Put into the kitchen?” he finished. 
 
    “No, I was put in a parlor. I admit to getting impatient and going in search of someone.” 
 
    He looked as if he were ready to argue, but stopped. “All right, I can see how that makes sense.” He started walking in a circle. I stood still, watching him. 
 
     He stopped pacing a moment later and looked up somberly. “Princess Katharine, we seem to have a bit of a problem.” He lowered his voice so that only I could hear. “You see my early morning sandwiches are a bit of a secret, no one at the castle knows of.”  
 
    I stole a glance over the king’s shoulder to where his bodyguards stood. 
 
    “No, not even them,” the king gave them a sideways nod. “So here is how this will go. You don't tell anyone my secret, and I will make sure to put in a good word for you, to my son, but if you refuse I might need to take drastic action—” 
 
    I didn’t like where this was going so I interrupted him. “Wait, one moment. Let me get this straight. You are not the great Merlin’s apprentice? You are the king and you will get into trouble for your early morning snack time?” 
 
    He looked around to see if anyone stood near then turned back to me. “I am the king and, no, an early morning sandwich is not forbidden.” 
 
    “Oh, then I guess the real secret is that you really are Merlin’s apprentice, hiding in the form of a king?” I smiled.  
 
    His glare softened and a hint of smile reached his eyes, so I quickly added, “You, King of Floric, might have won the first battle, but I am going to win this war.” 
 
    “You dare to challenge the king?” he asked, eyes sparkling. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Well, we will see about that. There, near sundown,” he said, pointing to a garden full of sculpted hedges. He took a few steps toward the castle then turned back. “But remember, my snack is still a secret.” 
 
    “Only if you win,” I stated. 
 
    “Oh, I will,” he said and then strode away with his head held high. He was already plotting, I'm sure. 
 
    Slowly I started walking back to the castle, taking in what I had not been able to see last night. The castle was larger than my own. The outer defense wall stood close to the gatehouse and great hall, but the back of the wall was too far to see. It must have stretched far beyond the many gardens that lay past the castle.  
 
    The castle itself had more than a few towers and seven turrets, but I didn’t let that amount of space dampen my spirit. Father had said there was a plot to destroy this country and through it ours. That wasn't a lot to go on, but it was enough to start. 
 
    I slipped into the castle unnoticed with new determination to succeed in my quest. I started down the first hall, just to the left of the great doors. The hallway appeared to be deserted.  
 
    Choose one hall and start from there, one of my strategy instructors always said. Keeping this in mind, I started scanning the corridor, looking for any clues. 
 
    I had been walking only a few minutes when I heard a strange grumbly sound. I paused but didn't hear it again. I continued silently down the hall, straining my ears for any more sounds. 
 
    A moment later a burst of laughter coming from a room up ahead made me jump. I tiptoed toward the room and slid down the wall. Carefully I peeked around the door and discovered a room full of off-duty soldiers playing some kind of dice game. I darted past the door and continued down the hall.  
 
    Only my own movements echoed off the stonewalls. Just as I had decided to give up and try another hallway, I heard another strange noise, different from the first. This one was more of a squeak. I couldn't detect what it was, but it seemed to be coming from the direction of the bend ahead. I leaned against the wall, took a deep breath, and whipped around the corner.  
 
    I let out a huff the hall was deserted. It was possible that I was imagining things. I leaned up against the wall. Maybe I should heed the queen’s advice and go to bed. But right as I had made that decision I heard quick, squeaky footsteps echoing down the corridor. 
 
    I crossed the corridor noiselessly and slipped behind the velvet curtains half closed across a window. I held my breath as the footsteps grew closer and faster. A low growling rumbled through the hall, and I felt my muscles tense. As the sound passed, I peered out in time to see a black cloak whip around the corner. 
 
    I leaned against the window, trying to grasp the sound I had heard—a sound like some crazed beast. With as much conviction as I could muster, I pulled away from the window. I had a feeling I had found something.  
 
    *     *     * 
 
    I spent the afternoon hiding from a searching Melly and hunting for a cloaked figure. The mysterious footsteps had been the only hint of trouble so far. 
 
    I paused on the stairs and looked out the windows. The sky was full of gray pudgy clouds and everything outside looked wet. It was almost time for the king’s challenge, but I knew I shouldn't take him up on it. I couldn't risk the distraction. I had a job to do, and it was not going well so far. 
 
    A few feet from the bottom of the stairs I heard more footsteps. I dove behind a suit of armor and looked around it just in time to see the prince walking down the stairs in long, resolute strides. I expected him to turn down a hall but instead he walked directly outside. 
 
    Now that is odd, I thought.  
 
    Slowly I crept out of my hiding spot and followed. He did not head to the gatehouse, the only place he could have gone that made sense to me. Instead he strode straight to the gardens behind the castle.  
 
    He slowed as he approached the pond then carefully crept through some trees, stopping on the other side where the hedge gardens grew. His father stood right next to them.  
 
    “Father, you can't do it again?” 
 
    The king swung around. “Do what?” the king answered, pulling a look of innocence onto his face. 
 
    Prince Jarin folded his arms. “Oh, I don’t know, a game perhaps?” 
 
    “Do you want to play?” the king asked, his voice full of excitement. 
 
    Prince Jarin smirked but shook his head. “I would rather not get into trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, she will never find out.” 
 
    “She always does.” 
 
    “Come on Jarin, I have it all planned out. In fact, I think that Princess Katharine will come. Let's have some fun!” 
 
    “A princess?” he scoffed. “No princess would ever. It is not in their character to compete in games or challenges. All they care about is silky dresses, powder and batting their eyes.” 
 
    The king took a step closer to his son an eyebrow raised. “Perhaps this girl is different.” 
 
    Jarin shook his head. “You’ve said that before.” 
 
    “I mean it this time.” 
 
    I gently set my foot down and started backwards. I didn't need to stay there and overhear this. Suddenly a crack rent the air. I looked down at the broken stick I had snapped.  
 
    Great. 
 
    The two men looked over and gasped.  
 
    I thought about running, but felt it best to stick to my cover. The king smiled as if he had won a prize and the prince looked almost disgusted as if seeing a princess standing before him was more than annoying.  
 
    “Forgive me. I did not mean to interrupt,” I stated quickly. 
 
    “No reason to apologize, Princess Katharine. Actually, you arrived just in time.” The king chuckled as he started to bounce, appearing more like a rabbit than a king. 
 
    “No, Father, I came to stop you—” said Jarin stepping forward. 
 
    “Jarin, stop worrying. But do me a small favor. Stay here with Princess Katharine, and I will make sure everything is ready.” With that said he took off into the trees.  
 
    I did not even want to know what he'd planned. 
 
    I looked back at Jarin, to find him glaring at me. He slowly raised a finger to his lips and then waved me forward. We looked through the trees to see a large field covered in what looked like an obstacle course.  
 
    “Do you know anything about this?” he whispered. 
 
    “Should I?” I asked lowering my voice to match his. 
 
    “Well yeah. He expected you to show up here.” Jarin's eyes landed on mine and my heart did that strange flip flop thing again. Why did it do that? 
 
    I shook my head trying to clear it from distracting thoughts. “He did mention a challenge this morning, but—” 
 
    “I knew it,” he said looking away from me. 
 
    “What should we do?” I asked not sure how to handle this situation. 
 
    He looked at me with a curious expression on his face. “What do you mean ‘we’?” 
 
     “Well, obviously you do not want this challenge or whatever it is to happen, so how do we stop it?” I said pointing between us both. 
 
    “There is nothing we can do once his heart is set on it,” he stated. I stared at the tightness around his mouth and knew that stopping his father really was important to him. 
 
    Quickly I searched around for an idea. Think like a princess, I thought. Nothing came to mind so I settled with a spy idea instead. 
 
    “Prince Jarin, I know you have no reason to trust me, but I have an idea.” 
 
    One of his eyebrows raised. “You?” 
 
    “A princess can have ideas,” I said perhaps a little too forcefully. 
 
    He just shrugged and turned away. I felt my face redden but I wasn’t going to let him hassle me. 
 
     “What if we lure him over here and tie him to a tree,” I said smirking. 
 
    He spun around so fast I thought he was going to slap me, but he only looked at me as if I were mad. “Wait, you want me to tie my father to a tree?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well it would stop him, and I bet he would think it was all in good fun.” 
 
    He shook his head as if his mind could not take any more of the conversation.  
 
    I forced my voice to remain calm. “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, of course. 
 
    “Okay then, we will go with my idea, though you know we could simply refuse to play and make it easy.” 
 
    His lips twitched and I saw a ghost of a smile behind his stern expression. “I have one question that you must answer. Was your story about escaping from bandits true?” 
 
    That isn't what I expected him to say. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    The side of his lips twitched. “Because I am beginning to believe it from the way you talk.” 
 
    I feigned innocence. “You did not believe before?” 
 
    “No, I thought it was too farfetched, especially for a princess.” 
 
    Whoops. “What do you think now?”  
 
    “I will let you know when I have decided,” he said, his gaze holding mine in a way that sent warm shivers up my arms. 
 
     “Jarin, Katharine, I think we are all set,” shouted the king, as he crashed through the trees. I tore my eyes away from the prince. 
 
    “How about we run,” I suggested instead. 
 
    “Good idea,” Prince Jarin replied. We only had time to turn before the king appeared. 
 
    “Go!” I shouted. We took off running, Jarin right by my side. 
 
    “Hey, wait just one minute! That is not fair!” yelled the king.  
 
    One glance back told me the king had followed us. I could not help but smile. We ran along the edge of the pond past a few muddy gardens and were almost to the west side of the castle when King Zaccory slipped on the damp grass and flew backward, landing in the soft mud. The king’s light blue silk clothes were covered in dark mud and the look of shock on his face appeared so large it seemed fake. 
 
    Jarin and I skidded to a halt. I didn't know what to think. What kind of trouble had we gotten ourselves into? Would the king ban me from his country? Would he send me away that very night? How could I complete my mission now? 
 
    Jarin started laughing. 
 
    “I think we won,” said Jarin, slightly out of breath. 
 
    “You do, do you?” asked the king with a sly grin. 
 
     Jarin nodded.  
 
    “Well, you could at least help me up,” he said in a dismayed voice, shaking mud out of his out-stretched hand. 
 
    “Oh no, I know what you're thinking,” Jarin laughed and dodged the king’s hand. I couldn't help but feel intrigued by their exchange of words. Never before had I seen a father and son act playful like that. 
 
    “You're probably wrong,” the king chuckled, as he threw the most enormous glob of mud i'd ever seen. It sailed through the air, toward Jarin and I. We tried to jump out of the way, but it still hit me with a force strong enough to bring me to my knees.  
 
    The king gasped and Jarin stopped laughing mid laugh.  
 
    That is it, I thought. If the king wants a war, I will give him one.  
 
    “Princess, are you alright?” they both shouted. 
 
    Casually I pulled a mound of mud from the ground and then lobed it at the king. It hit him directly on the side of his head. Both of their eyes went wide. 
 
    “Oh, I am fine!”I said with a laugh of my own. 
 
    A smile that was almost too big for a face spread slowly across the king’s. “This is definitely going to be better than what I had planned,” the king said, throwing another handful of mud at his son.  
 
    Jarin stood, slightly stunned at the mud dripping from his pristine white waistcoat. He turned his blue eyes to me and I felt sure he'd tell us both off for our behavior. 
 
    “Would you like to be on my team?” he asked instead. 
 
    “I would love that,” I answered, scooping up more mud. 
 
    King Zaccory stood at the ready. “You will find me victorious! Even if it is two against one.” He threw another handful at me. 
 
    I had to duck to avoid it. “I would love to see that,” I shouted, throwing more mud.  
 
    Jarin and I ran around, trying to avoid the king, who clearly had experience in mud-throwing wars. Handfuls and handfuls of mud were zooming between us so fast it was hard to keep track. 
 
    “Come on, Katharine,” Jarin shouted, diving behind a bush. I followed. We peered above our hiding spot and saw that the king had disappeared behind his own bush. 
 
    “Jarin, Katharine, you can't win!” declared the king. Another glob of mud splashed on the side of my face. I ducked down further. 
 
    “I don't think so father!” shouted Jarin and he threw more mud at the king’s bush. We heard him gasp. Jarin smiled. 
 
    “You both remember, the king always wins," he yelled. 
 
    “Says who?” we shouted in return. 
 
    “Says the king.” 
 
    I looked up at Jarin to find him smiling at me. I returned his smile and didn’t look away as I shouted, “Well, I am a professional mud thrower.” 
 
    “Ha! I'm a master clay fighter,” retorted the king, bursting up from his bush and running toward us. We scrambled to our feet and ran. 
 
    “I thought you said you were the king,” I said. 
 
    “If you're a simple clay fighter you had better surrender now,” shouted Jarin. 
 
    I laughed at Jarin's reply and didn't see the king’s next attack, which landed me on all fours back in the mud. Jarin ran over to me and attempted to pull me up, but he slipped and landed right next to me instead. We both started laughing so hard we could hardly move. The king scurried over with his arms loaded with mud. He held them over us but his face held no threat. 
 
    “Do you surrender?” he asked. 
 
    Jarin grasped my arm. “Never,” he shouted, pulling me up with him. I felt more mud hitting my dress as we ran. Jarin pulled us both behind more bushes on the other side of the garden. 
 
    “Okay, here is the plan,” the prince whispered. “You go left and I will go right.”
“And we will trap him between us,” I finished for him. 
 
    “Yes.” Jarin smiled, matching my grin.  
 
    We looked around the bushes in time to see the king tiptoeing toward us in the squelching mud. We burst out of our hiding spot, and the king dove into the mud behind a small bolder to avoid our throws. 
 
    Several minutes later the three of us sat in the muck, covered head to toe, laughing and arguing over who held the victory, which none of us wanted to award to the other. 
 
     We all jumped when we heard someone clear her throat. We looked up to see the queen standing at the edge of the garden, wearing a rancid expression on her face. Melly and four guards stood right behind her with shocked expressions on their faces.  
 
    Oh no, this isn't good. 
 
    Queen Elna stomped up to the edge of the garden and let her acid green eyes bore into us. “What in the world are you three doing?” she asked, seething. “You are filthy, and what is worse, you are royalty. Do you want the peasants to see you?”  
 
    She glared at each of us in turn then continued. “I cannot believe what I am seeing. Who could even think of such a thing as this—” she trailed off. Slowly her green eyes fell on her husband, who in turn kept trying to ignore her gaze.  
 
    “Zaccory is this your doing? Oh, but of course it is! I did see the obstacle course. Oh Zaccory, I cannot even tell you how angry this makes. What were you thinking?” She bellowed. “I am so fed up with your games. You have gone past the limit this time making a princess and your son play with you in the mud.” 
 
     I was about to speak when the king held out his hand to stop me, his face solemn. “Elna, yes this is my doing. I am sorry I risked the royal family's honor for my own enjoyment. Please forgive all three of us for our heinous mistake.” 
 
     Queen Elna stared at him with a foul look on her face but nodded once then stormed away.  
 
    King Zaccory turned toward Jarin and me with a wilted face and said, “Well, how about we head inside, before it rains again.” He smiled in a way that only lightly lit his face and stood quickly, then jogged ahead to catch up with Elna.  
 
    My heart sank as I watched them walk up the slight incline to the castle. What had I done? I completely lost my focus. I am not here to find moments of delight. I have a job to do. Though I felt bad, I wouldn't take back what we had all enjoyed together. 
 
    “Princess,” Prince Jarin said, cutting into my thoughts. “I also have to apologize for our behavior.” He extended his hand to help me up.  
 
    I sat in the mud and stared at him in disbelief. Only moments ago he was laughing like he was having the time of his life, and now he was apologizing for it. 
 
    “If you remember right, Prince Jarin, it was not all your father’s fault, and if I had not egged him on this morning, this never would have happened,” I said, reaching up to take his hand.  
 
    Jarin's eyes narrowed. “Egged him on? You challenged him?” 
 
    “Yes.” I said ripping my hand out of his. 
 
    He shook his head, as if pushing back a good retort. Instead he offered me his arm. I ignored it and strode ahead of him. He may be two years older and half a foot taller than me, but right now he appeared the less intelligent of us both. And I was angry with him—angry at him for turning back into a proper prince and apologizing for the evening.  
 
    Even though I was angry with myself for losing focus, there was no way I wanted to take that evening back. I'd had too much fun, something I hadn’t had in a long time. I looked back at him. But he kept his eyes averted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Eerie Sights and Words 
 
      
 
     I jolted awake as a huge clap of thunder shook the castle. I was drenched in sweat. Normally thunderstorms never bothered me, but an eerie silence seemed to fill the room after that loud boom, and I knew something was wrong.  
 
    Through the blackness I could barely discern my bed hangings two feet in front of me. The sudden tapping of rain pounding on the windows shook me again. My skin began to prickle as I grabbed my silky robe and slowly approached the balcony window.  
 
    I stared down to see three shadowy shapes materialize out of the darkness near the castle, two standing by the main entrance. Next to them was a large form of a dark carriage, just like the one I saw Emmalin in at my castle. It couldn’t be the same one, but if it was then I had to find out why it was here as well. 
 
    Stepping back from the window, I quickly turned and rushed from my room. My hands began to tremble as I ran down the hallway.  
 
    What if this is the reason I was sent here? What if Emmalin is a part of it?  
 
    I scrambled down the staircase to the dimly lit entrance hall. I jumped the last step and skidded to the other side of the hall, carefully opening one of the heavy front doors. I couldn’t see anything. I ran out into the light rain in time to see the black carriage driving away toward the entrance gates. I tore after it, gasping for breath. 
 
    The carriage began to slow as it reached the gate, and I took cover in the bushes. A soldier stepped up to the driver. 
 
    “You are to let us through,” the driver hissed in a low voice. 
 
    The soldier looked affronted and placed a hand on his sword. “Not according to my orders.” 
 
    “For this carriage they are different,” growled the driver. 
 
    I slowly crept forward for a better view.  
 
    The soldier unsheathed his sword. “I am sorry sir, but—” 
 
    “Ralf, let them through,” another voice demanded, another man materialized out of the darkness next to the soldier. 
 
    “Lieutenant Chase, you were to inform all your men not to bother with us,” said the driver, seething. 
 
    Lieutenant Chase nodded curtly. “So I have. Go.” 
 
    The driver grumbled but clicked the reigns and drove out of the gates. Chase turned to Ralf, his face livid. “That carriage should never get stopped, no questions asked, no report, no nothing, pretend you never saw it, understand?” 
 
    “But why?” asked Ralf bravely.  
 
    I leaned closer to hear Chase's response. “That is not your concern." 
 
    "Yes it is." Ralf said sheathing his sword. "My post is to protect this gate. I was trained by the captain himself to always check every carriage, no matter if it drove in or out." 
 
     "Are you defying my orders?" Chase said standing a little taller. 
 
    "Only if they contradict the captains," Ralf said not even blinking. I had to hand it to him. The man didn't intimidate easily. 
 
    "Pack your bags; you are being transferred,” spat Chase. 
 
    Ralf shook his head. “To do what? Protect the castle from suspicious things like the one we just let though the gates?” 
 
    Chase grabbed the young soldier and pushed him toward the gate. "Get going!" 
 
     I had to agree with Ralf. There was definitely something secretive going on, and it appeared that Lieutenant Chase was in on it.  
 
    The rain began to pour in earnest, so I quietly crept back to the castle, avoiding growing puddles of mud. When I reached the front doors, I found one still ajar and splatters of mud on the threshold. Keeping low, I moved into the hall. Lightning flashed, and I spotted a muddy footprint on the cold stone. I followed the prints down the entry hall until I reached the middle of the hall where the prints suddenly ended. It was as if whomever left them discovered they were doing so and wiped their shoes. I searched the hall but the prints were gone for sure.  
 
    I knew that standing in the empty hall would do me no good so I decided I might as well head back to my room. I had barely reached the staircase when I noticed some odd, shadowy shapes dancing to my left along the wall. 
 
    I ducked down low. A candle was now flickering in the entrance hall on a table across the way. Near it stood a dark figure with its back to me, bent over something on the table. Before I could move, the shadowy figure turned and spotted me. It blew out the candle and darted around a corner. I bounded off the stairs and ran after it, but found only solid wall and no corner at all.  
 
    Was I imagining things?  
 
    I reached out a hand to touch the wall. Shaking my head, I turned and felt for the table. There was the candle, still warm.  
 
    So I didn’t imagine it. 
 
    I searched the table but found nothing more. As I walked away I couldn’t help feeling that I had missed something terribly important. 
 
    I had only made it up the main staircase and was about to turn on to the next when I heard footsteps coming down the stairs right above me.  
 
    Good grief, this place is full of people.   
 
    Quickly I jumped behind a statue, preparing to strike if need be. The footsteps grew louder along with a faint whistle. Seconds later the king appeared dressed in nightclothes and a silver robe. I could hardly suppress my sigh of relief.  
 
    For a moment or two I thought about following him, but under the circumstances decided against it. He would surely wonder what I was doing up in the very early morning soaking wet. Besides I already knew where he was going. I waited until he had passed then swiftly crept back to my room.  
 
    I attempted to go back to sleep but to no avail. Footprints, grumbles, and shadowy figures haunted my thoughts. And what was with that black carriage? 
 
    What is going on in this country?  
 
    I gave up on sleep, got up, dressed, and then began pacing my room. Usually at this point in my regular missions, I had a better idea of what was going on or was home already. I had a feeling that this black carriage I had seen twice now held the key.  
 
    Maybe Jenna had discovered something on her end. I knew she would have continued watching Emmalin. I sat down and quickly composed a letter. Now I only had to figure out a way to send it. 
 
    *     *     * 
 
     
 
    I faked a headache to avoid the royal family and claimed I had to stay in my room, but really I was sneaking out. I slid up against the cold stone of the wall surrounding the castle. I had planned on scaling it and dropping down the other side because I knew that the gates were guarded well. But before I could even begin the climb, I heard a very angry shout. 
 
    “What do you mean Ralf was transferred last night?” 
 
    It was the prince’s voice. I abandoned my plan, slid along the wall toward the gates and found the prince there with two guards. 
 
    “We don’t know much just that Lieutenant Chase transferred him, and he didn’t want to talk about it,” a blond soldier said. 
 
    “Well not with us anyway, he is probably telling the whole pub. He's probably had plenty of drinks by now to loosen his tongue,” the other soldier added. 
 
    There was no way to get around them unnoticed so I turned to go back to where I'd decided to climb the wall, but stopped when the prince started talking again. 
 
    “Fine then I will find out what happened on my own.” 
 
    “Not by yourself, prince.” The blond guard said as he stepped in front of the prince. 
 
    Jarin put his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Why not? You think me incapable?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then get out of my way. Ralf is our friend! I will not see him unfairly treated.” 
 
    “What if the punishment was just?” The other guard asked. 
 
    “I would like to know that also,” the prince said as he stomped through the gates.  
 
    The two soldiers followed him out a few yards. Taking advantage of their distraction, I slipped out of the gate and hid in the bushes on the other side of the wall. I pulled on my long black cloak and wrapped it tightly around me to hide my royal-looking dress. If only my father had also allowed me my normal spy gear. When the guards returned to their post, I crept out of the bushes and into town. 
 
    I knew I was supposed to spend my time looking for clues in the castle, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the black carriage was important. Jenna had to know something.  
 
    The streets were bustling and no one paid me any mind. I walked almost back to the gates of the city before I found a place to hire messengers. It was right next to a rough, dark looking pub. I noticed the prince inside talking to Ralf and pulled my cloak closer to me. They didn’t even look up. 
 
    I made it into the messenger’s shop and back out with no problems. I was making my way past the pub when the prince dragged Ralf out and bumped into me. Ralf staggered but tried to walk without assistance. 
 
    “I got it Prince,” he slurred as he wobbled into me again. 
 
    Jarin caught him, before he knocked us both over, and I ducked my head to make my hood fall further over my face. 
 
    “Sorry, Lady,” Ralf said as he gave a loud hiccup and most of his weight to Jarin. 
 
    Quickly, I adapted my old fortuneteller voice, “Its okay son. The moon will shine bright on your future.” 
 
    “Doubt it,” he slurred again. 
 
    “Come on Ralf,” the prince said holding up his friend. “Let's get you back to the barracks.” 
 
    “No point. There is no point,” Ralf blubbered. “They don’t care. Let ‘em in. Let ‘em all in!” 
 
    “It's okay Ralf. Let me help you,” said the prince as he half carried Ralf down the steps of the pub. 
 
    I followed them at a distance and watched Jarin. He was really patient with Ralf and didn’t seem to try to push him for info neither did he complain about having to half carry him. Jarin simply guided Ralf back to the barracks. He could have left him to drown at that pub but he went out and rescued him. I couldn’t help but respect the prince for that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Swords Clash 
 
      
 
    The next afternoon I was again out searching for clues, when I heard the king’s voice reverberating off the walls. Curious, I headed in the direction of his voice. At the end of the corridor was a large ajar door. I slid along the wall and carefully leaned against the heavy door to hear the king’s voice and one I did not recognize. 
 
    “What shall I tell my king?” 
 
    “You will have to tell him ‘no’, I cannot accept Princess Selena from Sizara at this time. Tell your king I already have a princess here, and if all goes well he will not need to take the trip to come to Florence. Tell him I send my regrets, but I cannot have more than one princess here at a time swarming around my son. I have already done that, and it will never happen again,” King Zaccory said. 
 
      I smiled, grateful for one less person to avoid, or another princess catching the prince’s eye, and my mission ending before it’s complete.  
 
    Just then the door I was leaning on began to open. I caught myself from falling in time and darted around the corner and up the next hall. I turned another corner as fast as I could, hoping that the king and his companion did not see me.  
 
    I quickly scrambled away down some back stairs into yet another hall, then a wide open door. Halfway through the large marble circular room, I realized the prince was there. He was leaning on a table looking at some papers. His brown hair stood askew.                             Sliding to a halt I stood and watched him. When he did not look up, I decided to try to escape unnoticed. I slowly started backing up, desperately trying to avoid my skirts that now seemed far too long.  
 
    Please do not turn around. I have no idea what I would say if I he caught me in here. Please let me get out.  
 
    I was almost to the door when my foot caught on my long hem and I fell.  
 
    My fall was accompanied by an echoing clang as my crown clattered to the floor. Jarin jumped and swung around, face tense, sword at the ready.  
 
    I lay there my face burning, wishing I could turn into water and sink into the cracks in the floor. I heard a snort of laughter as Jarin scooped up my crown and reached out a hand to pull me up, a grin now on his face.  
 
    “What were you trying to do?” he exclaimed, as he handed me my crown. He was hopelessly trying to not laugh. 
 
    My face hardened. “Nothing.” His mouth twitched, and I looked away. A glint from behind him caught my eye—fencing swords. My heart leapt with a sudden idea.  
 
    “I ruined my attack,” I said, barely loud enough for him to hear. 
 
    “You what?” he asked, his smile faltering. 
 
    “My attack, though I guess I should have grabbed a sword by the door,” I said with innocent princess eyes. 
 
    “And what would a princess do with one, unless you are secretly a mighty swords woman?” 
 
    “What if I am?” I challenged, and slowly began backing toward the wall closest to me. 
 
     Jarin slowly followed his eyebrows scrunched in confusion. “You're not you are just a regular princess,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “True,” I replied. “But who said a regular princess couldn’t train to fence just like a prince?” I was almost to the wall.  
 
    Laughing, he exclaimed, “I guess they could, though I still would not expect a princess to know about such things as sword play.” 
 
    “Truly? Even after the mud fight?” I inquired. 
 
    “Yes, anyone can run around and throw mud. Fencing you see is a real sport, one which requires much more skill.” He smiled confidently as if he saw no room for argument. 
 
    “Oh really?” I reached behind me, grabbed a sword, and lunged. Our swords clashed, sending an earsplitting clang through the room. He had good reflexes.  
 
    Fixing my eyes on his, I replied, “Would you bet your life on that?” I noticed a moment of genuine fear in his eyes before he relaxed. 
 
    He backed away, and I advanced and lunged again. He barely had time to block the attack. “I wouldn't do that if I were you,” he said flatly.  
 
     “Why, are you afraid to fight me?” I asked, lunging again. 
 
    “No, it’s just not proper. Although, I doubt you’re dangerous, so why would I be afraid?” 
 
    “Because I bet no other princess you have ever met has trained with the sword since the age of four.” I said, lunging once more.  
 
    He blocked my attack, and I looked up into his eyes. They went from shock to acceptance, then his face-hardened. He started attacking back. 
 
    “You’re right. I haven’t. In fact I find you very different from anyone I have ever met.” He smiled brightly.  
 
    Was that a good thing or a bad thing? Was my cover weak?  
 
    I probably should have made an excuse, walked out, and continued in my search for clues, but keeping the prince interested was part of my job. 
 
    Jarin’s footwork was amazing compared to most opponents I had faced. We lunged, advanced, retreated, parried, and attacked at an amazingly fast pace. And yet, I sensed he was holding back a little. Not wanting to miss a challenge, I thrust my sword with more power than I had before, and he blocked with similar force.  
 
    Our swords collided with a clang loud enough I'm sure everyone heard it throughout the whole castle. Our combined momentum knocked us off balance. Jarin fell forward as I flew backwards. I dropped my sword and hit the marble wall behind me.                Suddenly I was thrown head over heels into a passage that had opened in the marble walls. I looked up from the floor, and watched the wall start to close in front of me. 
 
    “Katharine!” Jarin shouted as the wall closed between us. With a shuddering thud, I was plunged into almost complete darkness. 
 
     As my eyes adjusted to the blackness, I scanned my obscured surroundings. Though I should have been petrified, I wasn't; in fact, I felt elated about finding a secret passage.  
 
    This could come in handy, I thought. 
 
    I put a hand to the stone walls. Slowly, I stood and turned to my right where the passage continued on. Through the darkness, a shadowy figure materialized no more than five feet from me. It stared then slowly shook its head as if trying to tell me not to bother with it. 
 
    “Shadow,” I whispered, and it turned and darted away.  
 
    “Shadow, I demand you stop!” I yelled, quickening my pace after it. 
 
    I remembered once more an image from the night when the shadowy figure had disappeared around a ‘corner.’ But there had been no corner, only solid wall. The shadow must have escaped through another secret passage.  
 
    How could I have missed that? 
 
    I came to what looked like a dead end, but I knew better now. If that shadow disappeared here, there must be a way to get through. I looked above my head and saw two stone levers. I looked from one to the other, deciding which one was going to help lead me through. Finally, I grabbed the one on the left and pulled sharply.  
 
    I was abruptly thrown through the wall as it slid open and the floor I stood on tilted. Instead of another dark passage, I found myself on the other side of the brightly lit fencing room. I groaned. I always had the worst luck with secret passages. 
 
    Jarin stood banging on the opposite wall, worry etched on his face. He turned around his eyes wild with worry, but he caught sight of me and froze. 
 
    I smiled my practiced sweet princess smile. “Hello.” 
 
    “What… where did… what happened?” he exclaimed, racing across the room, he grabbed my shoulder but then must have realized what he'd and done and dropped his arms..  
 
    “Princess Katharine, are you all right?” he asked, his hands twitching awkwardly like he wanted to reach out for me again. 
 
    “Yes,” I smirked, trying to push the shadow out of my mind.               Right now my cover was more important, I tried to convince myself.               He let out a long breath of relief. “Princess Katharine, what happened? You fell through the wall, disappeared, and materialized over here?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I lied.  
 
    He shook his head. “Katharine, you have to know.” 
 
    “No really, I’m not sure exactly what happened.” 
 
    “How did you get over here?” He pointed at the wall behind me. 
 
    I didn't think he'd drop it without some kind of answer. “Okay, I got tossed into the dark, I stumbled around, and then I fell through the wall again.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.”said Jarin looking back at the wall where I fell through. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked, my voice rising. 
 
    “Katharine, I have pushed and shoved that wall, it doesn’t only open at your touch.” He strode to the first entrance and pushed on the wall to prove his point. “See?” 
 
    “Maybe I hit the right spot, or perhaps the wall likes fair maidens and only swallows them.” 
 
    A half smile appeared on his face. “Well, if that’s the case, would you mind enticing the wall to open again?” 
 
    I folded my arms. “I doubt it. Obviously it didn’t like me and spat me back out.” 
 
    He smirked. “You do know walls don’t really eat people.” 
 
    “And how would you know?” I said leaning against the small table in the room. 
 
    “Because, Katharine, that is just ridiculous.”   
 
    “As is you continually calling me Katharine!” 
 
    “What do you mean? That’s your name,” he replied. 
 
    “Yes,” I said quickly, looking away as I realized my mistake. “It’s just I…I like being…Please can you call me Katie,” I finally mumbled. He stared at me for a moment, studying me. My hands twitched anxiety sneaking into my veins. 
 
    Did I give myself away? 
 
    Finally, he slowly smiled. “Denouncing your title?”  
 
    I was so surprised at his comment that my head snapped up.               The prince is a teaser, I thought. 
 
    “No, not at all. I believe our title is not always necessary.” 
 
    “Between friends you mean?” His first comment had shocked me, but this one even more. I was certain that if I didn't have a good amount of self-control, my jaw would have fallen open. 
 
    “Yes, between friends,” I replied, then, adding in a teasing tone of my own, “That is, if you can accept a friend who falls through walls.” 
 
    He laughed, “Well, one of us has to be the clumsy one.” 
 
    “And you are voting for me?” I said pointing to myself. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I bit my lip to keep my mouth from turning up. “Fine, I will take the clumsy title, as long as you admit that I am a better fencer.” 
 
    “Not a chance. ” he said. 
 
    “Willing to prove me wrong?” I asked, racing for my discarded sword on the ground. I quickly picked it up and assumed my fighting stance. 
 
    The prince looked between his sword on the ground and the wall, as if deciding what was more important. Finally, he leapt for his sword too. “I am only doing this to prove I’m the better fighter, and maybe shove you against the wall again to see if it will open.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s your master plan?” I said wiggling my sword. 
 
    “It’s worth a try isn’t it, Kath… um Katie?” 
 
    “Only if you can best me,” I said with a smile. 
 
    His own smile grew at that, and he began the bout. I parried his sword but was careful to avoid the walls. We fenced until we were both out of breath. Jarin finally called a truce, and we both stopped, holding our sides. 
 
    We looked up in time to see the king walking by. He stopped and stared, then, eyes brightening, skipped into the room. Jarin and I both took a step back from each other, feeling guilty, as if we had truly been doing something wrong. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” he exclaimed. “Keep going. I get to fight the winner.” 
 
    “You most certainly will not!” Queen Elna entered immediately after her husband. Her face was steadily growing red and her eyes narrowed, glowering in a look that sent a tremor down my spine.  
 
    “Jarin, what is the meaning of this?” she demanded. I looked at Jarin. He opened and closed his mouth but no sound came.  
 
    “It's my fault, Your Majesty,” I said. Her fiery gaze left her son and settled on me. 
 
    “No, Mother, it's not,” Jarin cut in, holding a hand out in front of me. 
 
    “Yes, it was.” I shot back stepping around him.  
 
    Elna nodded once then turned toward the door. “Princess Katharine, follow me. I need to speak with you.” With a glance at her son she left the room. I followed silently, ignoring the prince’s worried look.  
 
    Queen Elna opened a door that led us into a small sitting room. She turned around and folded her arms. The tension in the room grew thicker as I copied her stance. 
 
    “Princess Katharine, what were you thinking?” she stated calmly with only a small edge to her voice.  
 
    “I do not believe I was thinking,” I answered, feeling slightly relieved at her tone. She apparently saved her full-fledged anger for her family. In a way, I wish she had yelled, so I could speak my mind. 
 
    “Are you covering up for my son, taking the blame he rightfully deserves? Or was it the king that convinced you into a sword fight, just like the mud fight?” She demanded, pacing around a small table in the center of the room. 
 
    “No, this time it's my fault and mine alone.” She gazed at me with unbelieving eyes. 
 
    Her lips pinched together. “I find that hard to believe. You are a princess after all, but since I doubt you will change your mind, I will drop the subject. Just do not let me catch you involved in any more silly games. A princess should act like one even if it means refusing the wishes of a higher official. I have seen some girls go through quite an array of crazy antics to try and capture my son’s affection but nothing like this. I don’t want to see it again. I expect you to behave as a royal princess should.” 
 
    “Certainly, Your Majesty.” She nodded then gestured for me to leave. When I was out of earshot, I murmured, “I would have been punished for not fencing in my country.” As my father would say, I am more of a spy than a princess, which seemed like a good thing. 
 
    Thoughts of secret passages and the shadow raced back to my mind as I strode down the hall. Those I needed to explore at night. I'd get caught if I had to examine them long during the day. I slowly walked down the corridor, my mind lost in planning.  
 
    I almost made it to the entry hall before I noticed I still held the fencing sword. With a sigh I started to turn around when something black darted across the hall. I looked again, but the hall was empty. Did I see the shadow, or was my imagination seeing things again?  
 
    “Katie.” I jumped and saw Jarin striding toward me. Anger blazing from his eyes. I pushed the idea of a mysterious shadow out of my head yet again.  
 
    Jarin was starting to become a nuisance.  
 
    Couldn't father have found me a cover where Jarin wouldn't get in the way? I feigned a smile of innocence as he drew closer. 
 
    He marched right up to me. “Katie, why did you do that? I can defend myself.” 
 
    “Of course you can, but none of this is your fault. I challenged you.” Where did this anger come from? Is there a code where a princess need never take the blame? 
 
    “True, but I went along with it,” he said, reaching out his hand for the sword.  
 
    I gave it to him and looked away. “All right, I'm sorry. I should have let you take all the blame, so you could do your princely duty of defending the poor weak princess.”  
 
    He stared at me as if he had no idea what to say. “I'm sorry, Prince Jarin, but I couldn't stand there and let you or King Zaccory take the blame again.”  
 
    He stared at me for a moment then looked down at the rugs. “You are not the only foolish one, and you definitely are not a weak princess.” He took a deep breath, “I suppose I should apologize for shouting. I'm just not used to a princess like you,” he explained. 
 
    “Apology accepted. I'm sorry I am so different than the others.” I should have studied more about the etiquette of princesses. I knew I couldn't pull off acting like a real princess. 
 
    “Don’t be,” he said too quickly. “You’re different, but in a good way, I assure you.” 
 
    I sighed. “That is probably a matter of opinion, Prince Jarin.” 
 
    “That’s just Jarin, Katie,” he corrected. 
 
    “Denouncing your title?” I asked with a smile. 
 
    Jarin laughed out loud. “No,” he managed to say. “But seeing as we are friends my title isn’t really needed, is it?” 
 
    “No.” Our eyes locked for a moment and my heart leapt in my chest as he smiled and looked away. 
 
    “I suppose I should return the sword, but I will see you later on.” 
 
    I nodded and watched him walk down the hall. In only a few days, I had been through some of the most interesting experiences and new feelings. Laughter was only one of those, as was what I felt right now, whatever it was. I continued my walk through the entrance hall to the grand staircase. Was it possible that this mission might be good for me, and not only for the countries? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    The Problem 
 
      
 
    I waited for the clock to finish its twelfth toll. I had played the perfect princess long enough. Now I needed to explore those secret passages.  
 
    I strode through the entryway and I noticed something looked different; it was all lit up instead of dark like it had been the night before. Martin was also asleep in a chair near the door.  
 
    Strange, I thought. 
 
    I quickly moved on. It was the fencing room passages that I wanted to explore at the moment, not the entrance halls. The last thing I needed was to be found poking around. Luckily the rest of the hallways I entered were semi-dark with enough shadows for me to blend in. 
 
    I approached the fencing room slowly. When I knew it was deserted, I darted in. Silvery slivers of light glimmered in through small windows high above, making the floor seem distorted and shiny. I stared at the walls, trying to picture the location of one of the passages. 
 
    “There are many different ways to conceal a passage entrance, and there are even more ways to hide how to open it,” I mused. Mostly, I had seen a lever. In this case a lever did not look like an option.  
 
    Well at least not on this side, I thought, analyzing the smooth white marble walls. 
 
    I tried to imagine exactly where Jarin had stood. He was in front of the first entrance when I flew through the second. I knew the second one was located near the door on the right side. Carefully I tiptoed over to that section of wall.  
 
    With a quick glance toward the door I decided I moved a step to my left and I walked straight across the room to the opposite side. I placed my hands on the cold stone, and started feeling for large cracks or anything that would give the passage away. Every block felt the same as I glided my hands across them. My heart sank as time passed without any sign of the passage. I knew it existed. 
 
     I walked a few steps to my left, dragging my hand slowly across the wall. Just as I started to think I was in the completely wrong place, I found it—a thin crack running vertically from the floor to right above my head. Taking in a deep breath, I threw all my weight against the wall; nothing happened.  
 
    Frustrated, I kicked the wall, and the the stone moved in about an inch. I gasped. Suddenly the floor slanted, and I was thrown forward into the widening passage. I hit the interior wall and dropped to the floor right as the passage entrance closed behind me. I couldn't help laughing at myself. Secret passages never opened the way I try to open them. 
 
    The passage was darker than I remembered. Blindly, I walked a few yards until I felt the wall with the two stone levers. This time I pulled the lever on the right. The wall to the right of me slid open. I smirked and entered the new passage, and the wall gently closed behind me. Carefully, I reached out and touched the stone to help lead the way. Grime and dust loosened and fell in flakey chunks to the floor. 
 
    I only walked a few feet before I reached a single lit candle perched in a small stone alcove. I looked around but saw no one. I reached out and took the candle and held it up to reveal a small, very thin corridor—one the king could never fit in comfortably. The stone floor was covered with inches of dust except for a straight line of fresh footprints.  
 
    Ah, now we were getting somewhere. 
 
    I followed the prints, exhilaration bubbling inside me. A curve later I came to a crossroads. I held the candle higher trying to disperse its light. To the left I thought I saw another junction and to the right the passage curved. The footprints led clearly down the right so I followed the right, determined to explore the other passages later.  
 
    Many passageways forked off my own, but I stayed closely to the freshly made footprints in the dust. Once or twice I thought I heard echoing voices down a few of the other passageways. However, they were so faint I wasn't sure if they were real. With the single lit candle in hand, I continued forward for what seemed like hours.  
 
    Suddenly a deep voice reverberated off the wall, making me jump. The candle flickered and, after a moment of hesitation, I blew it out. I walked a few feet forward, and the murmur of voices continued the whispers grew louder to a point I could catch some of the words.  
 
    “No!” a voice raged sharply. 
 
    “But we have—” another voice spoke, and then faded away, only to become intelligible at the end. “—For weeks,” it ended. I waited to hear more. 
 
    “Haste isn't our ally.” 
 
    “It's time we made ourselves ready—” the voices hushed and I pressed my ear against the stone, standing on my toes.  
 
    “The queen, the king and—”  
 
    They went silent. 
 
    “Wait, what about the king and queen?” I whispered under my breath. I moved down the wall a few feet and pressed my ear against it, straining for any word. 
 
    “The prince?” asked one of the voices. 
 
    “Yes, the prince as well…makes a clean job of it.”  
 
    “I still do not understand—” 
 
    “Something has come up that is slowing our timing down.” 
 
    “What?” I hissed in desperation, straining to understand the soft muddled voices.  
 
    “It will simply have to wait until the princess—”  
 
    The voices faded again. I moved my ear around on the rough stone only when I moved a few more feet down the passage did I find their voices again.  
 
    “Assassination is a delicate situation; it takes time and planning,” one voice said, rising.  
 
    My heart froze, an assassination plot? 
 
    “Return to what you were doing."  
 
    A long pause, maybe their conversation ended there. 
 
    "You will do as I say.” One of them shouted. 
 
    There were some shuffling noises and then complete silence. 
 
    Slowly it sunk in. The king, the queen, and the prince were going to be murdered. I had never dealt with assassins before—deceivers, bandits, country over throwers, land stealers, evil kings and queens, but never straight out murders. 
 
    I leaned away from the wall, my feet frozen to the ground, as my mind raced. This is not what I expected. I never considered murder would end up as the problem. I thought the king or queen or some hothead soldier would somehow hide plans to ruin our alliance. I guess murdering the royal family would accomplish that same end. 
 
    Moments like this I truly wished I were an everyday princess, where I didn't have to fix the problem but could demand someone else to do it for me. I took a deep breath and slid down the wall, not caring about the dust. I truly had no idea what to do next. Assassination was delicate to plan but so was stopping it. 
 
    I recited my training from years before. “When you get in a snag, what do you do? Evaluate! Then do everything you can.” 
 
    All right, fine, I thought.  
 
    So I know someone wants to murder the royal family. There is a suspicious shadow roaming the castle. There are at least two people involved, and the guards are letting a creepy carriage in and out of the gates.  
 
    Wait that might mean there are three people involved. One thing was for sure, the assassins were not attacking tonight, and so I still had time to stop them. 
 
     Slowly I turned and started walking back the way I had come. I tried to think of a plan, but tossed each one out in turn. I even considered telling my father, but he would ask for more details. Details I didn't have. For now all I could do was find more clues and keep an eye on the royal family. They always have bodyguards with them, and that relieved my stress to a point. 
 
     My worry subsided until I remembered the one time I had seen the king all alone. With that thought in mind, I ran through the long, winding passage, keeping a hand on the wall so I didn’t get lost. The fencing room looked the same but judging by the slight lightness in the sky, it seemed about the right time for the king’s early morning sandwich.  
 
    I raced through the halls but paused at every corner. I knew the castle would soon wake, and I didn’t want to run into any early risers. I passed the entrance hall where Martin was still sleeping when I heard what sounded like many footsteps. 
 
    Quietly, I dove around the corner that led to the kitchens and peered back into the hall. The prince appeared on the stairs, looking slightly tousled-haired. A look he pulled off well.  He darted down the stairs, followed closely by his guards. 
 
    “But, Prince we've never heard of secret passages.” 
 
    “Shush,” Jarin demanded. “They exist. I know the wall opens.” They disappeared down the hall I had just come from.  
 
    Good luck, Jarin, I thought, and I continued on toward the kitchen. 
 
    When I got there I slowed down and pressed my ear against the door. I heard a soft humming. Quietly I pushed the door open and peered into the room. There he was, just sitting down with his sandwich.  
 
    At the opening of the door, he looked up and smiled at me. “I hoped one day that you would meet me down here again,” he said, handing me the bread knife. I took it and began making a sandwich, though I wasn't remotely hungry. I tried to come up with a way to warn him but couldn't without giving myself away.  
 
    I arranged my sandwich on my charger before I spoke. “I am surprised that queen Elna does not get angry at you for this." 
 
    He chuckled and replied, “Yes, she would if she knew, and if you tell her, I will have to throw you in the dungeon.” 
 
    I laughed and sat down by the fire with my charger. “Might I ask a strange question?” 
 
    “Of course you may, Katie, though I doubt it is strange,” he said, taking a big bite. It took me a moment to realize he had called me Katie. 
 
    “How did you—” I started. 
 
    “Jarin told me you like your nickname better; I hope it is okay. I suppose I should have asked permission.” 
 
    “Oh, no, it’s okay.” More than okay.  
 
    “Now, Katie, what is your question? You are holding me in suspense, you know.” 
 
    I smiled. “Does anyone other than myself know about this secret of yours?” 
 
    He shrugged. “No, not that I know of.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes, because they'd report me to Elna,” he said with another chuckle.  
 
    I tapped my fingers against my plate. “What about the maid?” 
 
    “What maid?”he asked a look of concern entering his features. 
 
    “The one you said helped you make the sandwiches?” 
 
    The king laughed all concern disappearing. “I only said that because I thought you were a servant girl. I always make my own sandwiches.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He laughed again taking another bite of his sandwich. “Don’t worry, our secret is safe, unless you told on me?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” I lifted my own sandwich and took a bite, contemplating what else I could say to insure his safety. 
 
    We ate in silence for a while before I asked, “Isn't a body guard supposed to stay with you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “There is no reason for them to come down here, at least not at this hour. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Oh, no reason really. I just think it's not safe.” I imagined an obscure figure attacking from the shadows, with the bread knife in hand. 
 
    He looked at me sadly and sighed. “You think this is silly of me, something a royal king should not do.” It was not a question. “I didn't think that you thought of this that way; I thought you understood. You seemed to at least.” 
 
    “Understand what?” I asked, trying to ignore the feeling that he felt disappointed in me. 
 
    He sighed. “That this is a break from my hectic life. Running a country is hard work you know; you will see that for yourself when you do it someday. I don't have to sneak behind everyone's back and eat sandwiches in the morning, but it gives me something that is mine alone, at least until you came along.” He explained, with a sad smile. 
 
    I dropped my sandwich. “I'm sorry, Your Majesty.” I stood. 
 
    “No, Katie, it's fine,” he said, gesturing me to sit back down. “If you promise not to tell anyone about this, and if you visit me every so often. I actually don't mind the conversation,” he insisted, taking another huge bite.  
 
    I smiled, nodded, then sat back down.  
 
    Is he really safe?  
 
    Even if he wasn't, I knew I couldn't take this break away from him. Not that I actually held such power. His chuckling brought my thoughts back to the present. 
 
    “What is it, Your Majesty?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing, I am simply amazed that both of us snuck past Martin.” 
 
    I wonder if that is abnormal? 
 
    I shrugged. “He was asleep when I came down, that made it easy for me.”  
 
    “Yes, as he was sleeping when I passed through too. I guess that means I will have to talk to him about that,” he suggested with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “Indeed, you cannot risk people slipping by him in the early morning hours. Who knows what they would do.” I waved my sandwich. 
 
     King Zaccory smiled at my response then remained silent for a moment, his eyes on the fireplace. Talking about Martin brought my thoughts back to the dark empty entrance hall where I first saw the shadow a couple of nights ago. There were no guards there that night. Was Martin always posted there? 
 
    "King Zachary does Martin man the entry hall alone?" 
 
    “No, there are two others that occasionally trade off with him.” He looked at me inquiringly. “May I ask you a question, Katie?” he asked softly a moment later. 
 
    “Certainly,” I replied, taking a bite of my sandwich. 
 
    “Why did you learn how to fence?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, shocked at the sudden turn in the conversation. I wasn't sure what to say. I thought of quite a few excuses until I decided I had lied enough and that the real truth wouldn't sound odd. 
 
    “I'm not positive about that myself. I can think of many different reasons, all plausible. But I really think I was taught the sword because my father didn't like the idea of having a weak daughter, instead of a strong son.” I turned away, surprised at the real hurt suddenly throbbing in my chest. 
 
    “Well, I know I would have liked any kind of daughter,” he said sincerely. “I am excited that I might get one soon,” he said, his eyes twinkling.  
 
    I couldn't help it; I blushed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Superfluous Actions 
 
      
 
    I rolled out of bed early the next morning and instinctively walked to my window. The sun was rising above the mountains. I sat on the window seat to the right of my bed wishing with all my might that I could sit there and watch the day turn from morning to midday to nightfall.  
 
    Alas, I knew I had other things to do, especially when I didn’t know how much time I had left. A week had already passed and I had a feeling my time was limited. The murderers would not wait much longer. I could feel that in my gut.  
 
    Melly slipped through my door at that moment and gave me a half smile before shuffling into the bathing room. She started to hum as she prepared the room for me. 
 
    “I’ll be ready for you in a minute, my lady.” 
 
    “Thank you, Melly,” I called throwing my legs over the bed. 
 
    “The prince seems to like you, my lady.” Melly called from the bathing room. 
 
    I stopped moving. “You really think so?” 
 
    Melly laughed. “I know so, Princess.”  
 
    I couldn’t stop the image of Jarin’s face from filling my mind. For a moment, I let myself imagine actually acting like a princess. One who wanted the prince to favor her. 
 
    I could only see that possibility here, or somewhere like it. 
 
    This was the first place I felt like a princess. Probably only because of my cover, but maybe not. They treated me like a princess and found I loved that—almost better than a problem-solving, road-traveling spy, who really didn't belong anywhere. A princess did belong somewhere, and she filled her days with things that didn't put her life in danger. Suddenly I wished for that with all my heart. I was a spy, though, a princess by birth, but really a spy and that would affect me forever. 
 
    I leapt up, pushing the thoughts away. “I have a mission to finish!” I said to myself. Assassination isn't something to ignore so lightly, and I wanted to stop it more than ever. 
 
     After breakfast, I was walking down a corridor, when two voices caught my attention. Curious, I crossed the hall and poked my head around the doorframe. The king and a very large soldier were perusing a stack of papers and conversing in low tones. I glanced around and was surprised to see no bodyguards. With the chink of metal, my eyes were drawn to the soldier’s sword. Just seeing the soldier's weapons made me shiver.  
 
    What if he is the assassin? 
 
    “No, no, that does not make sense, Captain,” the king said suddenly.  
 
    Captain!  
 
    I looked closer at the man next to the king and realized it was Carl Barlin, the Captain of the Guard. My nerves relaxed. I knew he was not going to harm the king; it was not in his character. Not wanting to miss their conversation, however, I slowly slid into the room and positioned myself behind a chair where I could see them but they would have trouble seeing me. 
 
    “Your Majesty, excuse me for saying so, but what you are suggesting is for a much bigger problem. The boys are fighting amongst themselves, and they won't tell me why nor can I figure out why. That is the problem beginning to end.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain, but there is a reason why they are fighting and not reporting it.” Carl nodded then bent over the papers that were strewn across the table. He picked one up, stared at it, and then shook his head, his face reddening. 
 
     “Mitchell, Henry, and Chase are all involved. How could my best soldiers who each control a third of the army get involved in this and not report this?” raged Carl Barlin. 
 
    “I don't understand why in three fights the last two days, Mitchell and Henry became the main targets.”  
 
    “ I bet Chase is next,” said Carl. 
 
    The lieutenant Chase who I saw letting suspicious black carriages into the courtyard? 
 
    “Foolish boys. Games are fine, but fighting to kill is completely unacceptable,” the king stated, suddenly looking old and tired. “The reason why is what puzzles me; I can see no reason for this kind of behavior.”  
 
    “What if they are fighting over a lady?” Carl suggested. 
 
    “Maybe they are bored,” replied the king, dragging his hand through his hair. Carl nodded at that one.  
 
    They were not going to get anywhere with this. I had listened in for less than five minutes, and I'm sure I know what is going on. Without thinking, I jumped up from behind the chair and strode over to them. 
 
     “No, they are not fighting over a lady, nor are they simply bored,” I insisted, ignoring their shocked faces. “Can't you see that you have three soldiers, who are over three sections of your army? In three fights, only two of them were severely injured, not three. 
 
    "I gather only two were good friends and the third was not. I bet the two friends were respected more by the army than the third. Don't you see Chase is a traitor. He is trying to kill off his associates so he can have full command, the full loyalty of the army and have things go his own way—or gain followers for whatever his cause. No one is reporting this incident because they are either on Chase’s side and will not betray him, they are afraid of him, or they do not know what is really going on. 
 
    “Chase is smart, he decided to do this in a way where he wouldn't get caught,” I continued. “Fights come up in an army all the time, but never like this, which is what gave him away. So he wasn't as smart as he thought. Anyone can see that. He obviously wasn’t trained like—” I stopped as I realized what I was about to say. “And anyway, this isn’t my problem.” 
 
    I looked at the king’s face and saw him glaring at the table. It was a mixture of confusion and anger—a look I had never seen him wear, nor wanted to see again. 
 
     “She's right. How could we have not seen that? Chase has never liked the other lieutenants. For this he should be put on the rack or at least thrown into prison. Thank you Princess,” said the captain stacking the papers together. 
 
    “Sure. Well, I will let you continue.” I said as I turned and raced out of the room. 
 
    I ran down the hall and up a floor until I felt it safe to slow down. I gave myself away, I knew it, but what I didn't know was how long I'd have to wait until the king confronted me.  
 
    Why did I do that? I should have left it alone. 
 
    I have never blown my cover like that before. I wandered up the steps of a tower and tried to slow my swirling thoughts.  
 
    The memory of the time my father sent me to Vince, Varda filled my mind. I was fifteen years old when the king and queen of Varda decided they wanted to conquer our country. My mission consisted only of finding their plans. 
 
     I was in and out in less than day, not counting travel time. I went to the ball and played the part of an old duchess so I wouldn't have to dance or become distracted by men seeking me as a partner. Oh, how I had to hide my hatred for the king and queen, when I talked to them in my fake high-pitched voice. They were working to hurt my country, and I wasn't about to let that happen.  
 
    When the king and queen were busy trying to make their son select a bride, I snuck into the room behind the thrones and there, lying on the table, was a map and a plan of action. I grabbed it, stuffed it in my dress and casually walked through the ballroom. I hopped back in my carriage and went home. I smiled slightly at that memory. Oh, if only every mission could be that easy! 
 
    I knew why this assignment felt so hard. I did not want to admit it, but I had grown to care for the family. I was happier here than any other place in the world, and because of that, I had lost focus. I could smile, laugh, and act like a real princess. I was truly happy for the first time, and I did not want to leave that behind when I left Floric.  
 
    A small tremor ran up my spine. That thought scared me; usually I tried to get in and out in a few days or less. So perhaps it was my fault this mission was taking so long. 
 
    My problem with this case is, I did not know what to do. I needed to find more clues, to who was behind the assassination plot, but I was running out of time, and so far I couldn't find any more clues. 
 
    I had reached the top room of the tower. It was a circular room with nothing but a chair, a small staircase that led to the roof, two torches, and a few windows that narrowed as they reached the outer wall. I had no intention of going outside. Instead I studied the tower room. It seemed like wasted space, like it was put here for a reason only known to the builder. If that was the case, then perhaps there was a hidden secret.  
 
    I scanned the walls for any deformity and settled on an unlit torch with a funny gap underneath it. I felt the gap, all five of my fingers fit inside it. Slowly I pulled it down. My eyebrows raised when I found it moved easily. 
 
    The first stair sank below me, revealing a large gap. Excited, I let go of the torch and crouched down to dive into the open passage headfirst. The passage felt small, and I was forced to crawl forward on my hands and knees for several feet.  
 
    Without any warning, however, the passage angled downward, and I found myself sliding down a stone chute. Bright light blazed and a short stone wall appeared in front of me. I crumpled into the wall and came to a stop. Breathing hard, I looked up to see the top of the tower above me with its fluttering banners, just as the passage door closed with a bang.  
 
    This is a bad place to find myself. 
 
    Carefully I pulled myself to my knees. I had to grab the short wall, which I realized was a decorative battlement around the tower. Most of the tower was still below me but too much of it was above me. My hands started sweating as I realized I had no obvious escape.               “Don’t panic, Katie,” I breathed.  
 
    I pushed on the passage door and rammed my elbow into every rock in the vicinity with no luck. Still trying to remain calm, I began to crawl along the small ledge. There must be another way out.  
 
    I crawled about halfway around the tower before I reached one of the castle walls that attached to the tower. Carefully, I slid a bit closer to the edge. Willing myself not to fall, I looked over the edge. There was a window in the wall not far from me.  
 
    If I wasn't about forty feet in the air, climbing to that window would feel like nothing—the perfect solution. As it was, heights and I did not get along. I decided the window was out. I thought about jumping the few feet down onto the wall but then I would be stuck once again. 
 
     “Calm down,” I told myself. “You are a strong, self-sufficient spy, not a weakling. There is no need to panic about something as simple as this.” 
 
    A rumble of voices filled the air, making me jump. I looked around but I couldn't quite tell from where. I leaned against the tower wall away from the edge and steadied my breathing. The mumbles grew louder and louder, and I realized the voices were coming from the tower.  
 
    Suddenly the mumbles formed real words. “My prince, I'm sorry but I don't see what you mean,” a voice said clearly.  
 
    Oh no, not the prince.  
 
    If he saw me here, how was I to explain myself? I scanned the area, but he was nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Take a look, Conroy, what can you see?” The prince’s voice came from directly above me. I looked up to see the prince and a young boy dressed as a pageboy leaning up against the battlement at the top of the tower. 
 
    “I see the practice grounds, the gate house, the outer wall, the city.” 
 
    “Right, but could you have seen that all from the ground?” asked the prince.  
 
    The pageboy shook his head.  
 
    “Well now can you see how important a lookout is and where he is placed?”  
 
    The boy nodded then dropped his eyes.  
 
    “Come on, Conroy, what else can you see?” Jarin calmly asked with no hint of annoyance. 
 
    The boy smiled, looked up and squinted his eyes. “I see the gate soldiers, the stables, the gardens and—” he looked around quickly as if trying to find the hardest thing to spot. His eyes darted around then straight down. Our eyes connected, and I knew I had no escape. He'd tell on me. 
 
    “And a princess? Your Highness, look.” Conroy leaned halfway over the edge and pointed directly at me. 
 
    Jarin leaned over the battlement, his eyes grew wider when he saw me. “Katie?” 
 
    “Yes?” I said forcing my lips to turn up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    What did he think I was doing? “Um…trying not to fall.” 
 
    “Do I want to know how you got down there?” he asked.  
 
    “Ahh, no.” I said, thinking about his excitement with the fencing room passage. 
 
    A smile spread across his face, and he leaned forward his chin in his hands. “Well, I think I do.” 
 
    The pageboy kept looking from Jarin to me with a look of shock, like he feared for my life more than I did. 
 
    “You probably wouldn't believe me.” 
 
     Jarin laughed. “I insist you tell me.” 
 
    There was no way around it, I thought.  
 
    Today really wasn’t my day. 
 
    “Alright, if you must know, I fell through a wall.”  
 
    Jarin could not contain his laughter. “Katie, you have issues with walls.” 
 
     I smiled in spite of myself. “Yes, I do, and I am deathly afraid of heights!” 
 
    He stopped laughing and seemed to consider the situation. 
 
    “Prince Jarin, how are we to save her?” inquired the pageboy, his hands grasping the edge of the tower wall tightly. 
 
    My hands started to sweat, but I had stopped trembling. The corners of Jarin’s mouth twitched, but he forced an exaggerated  frown onto his face.  
 
    “There is nothing we can do for her Conroy." He slapped a hand on the boys shoulder. "She got herself into this mess, and she’s stuck. Oh well. I hope you enjoy the view, Katie,” he called, disappearing from the battlement.  
 
    Conroy’s mouth dropped open. “But, Prince, we can’t leave her there,” the boy shouted disappearing also. There was no reply from the prince.  
 
    What, did he want me to do, beg? The silence stretched on until it nearly hurt my ears. 
 
    I swallowed my pride and finally said, “Jarin,” in a more pleading tone than I liked. I was stuck like he said, and I hated to sit here with my hands sweating. I swallowed hard.  
 
    “Jarin?” I said again a little louder. No answer.  
 
    This is ridiculous. “What is the point of being a damsel in distress if her knight in shining armor doesn’t appear,” I growled.  
 
     “Jarin, I think I need your help,” I called louder. I might as well have been addressing the stone walls. 
 
    “Oh, that’s just like a prince,” I muttered. “Why they get all the glory for saving people I have no idea.” 
 
    “Because we do save people, Katie.” 
 
     I gasped. “Jarin where are you?” 
 
    “Look down?” he chuckled. 
 
    “What?” I rasped, looking wildly around. 
 
    “Down, Katie.” 
 
    Carefully, I leaned over and looked down. Jarin was sitting on the windowsill of the window I had spotted earlier. He smiled. “I have come to rescue you.”  
 
    Ha, ha, I thought.  
 
    “How are you going to do that from way down there?” I asked, glad there was no tremble in my voice this time. 
 
    “It’s closer than I was before, and an easier way to escape your situation. See that flag?” I looked to my right and saw the long crimson flag cascading down the tower nearly to the window. “Just grab hold of that and swing down to me.” 
 
    “Are you nuts?!” I shouted. “I could fall to my death.” 
 
    He pointed at the flag. “Yes, but that is what makes it fun.” 
 
    “Only for you!” 
 
    “Can you think of a better solution?” he asked folding his arms. “Or have you decided to become buzzard food?” 
 
    I eyed the flag, and curled my fingers into my palms. “Yes, how about we rewind time.” 
 
    “How about one that is actually possible?” 
 
    I thought but nothing came to mind. I had no other options that I could see. 
 
    “Come on Katie I promise I will catch you." He held out his arms and gestured to me to come. 
 
     I suddenly felt like a weak princess instead of a brave spy. All I wanted to do was whine about how bad his idea was, but I could not let a prince get the better of me. 
 
    “Are you coming, Katie? You can’t enjoy the view that much,” he called. 
 
    “Actually, it is rather nice,” I retorted, still gripping the wall. 
 
    “Katie, do you want me to help you or not?” he said an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Alright!” Trying not to think about it, I reached out and grabbed the flag, then slowly stood. “This is easy,” I mumbled. "This is not a big deal at all." 
 
    “Okay now swing,” Jarin instructed the same patience in his voice I'd heard only a few moments earlier with the pageboy. 
 
    With the flag in hand, I bit my lip and instead of swinging, I jumped to the wall. 
 
    “That works too,” he called. “Now to the window.” 
 
    I inched toward the edge and tried to keep my eyes away from the ground. “You promise to catch me?” 
 
    “Yes, I promise.” 
 
    I took a deep breath then pulled the flag into position, but instead of flinging myself off the battlement, I carefully attempted to lower myself over the edge. I thought it was working, and I smiled at my accomplishment.  
 
    Suddenly I heard a loud rip. 
 
     “Jarin!” I screeched as I felt myself fall.  
 
    The next moment he grabbed me and we toppled through the window to the floor. I landed on top of him but rolled off and settled on the floor right beside him, his arm under my head. My heart was beating hard enough to bruise my ribs.  
 
    Jarin started laughing. 
 
    “What's so funny?” I asked feeling my heart begin to slow back to a regular pace. 
 
    “You… Katie. You are not terrified to fight bandits, but a bit of height is enough to turn you into pudding," he said turning to face me. I felt a warm shiver race up my spine. 
 
    “Oh, and I bet you are not afraid of anything,” I said sitting up and averting my eyes from him, forcing that warm feeling away. 
 
    “Sure I am, but you aren't going to swindle it out of me.” He stood and offered me his hand. I took it and let him pull me to my feet. I expected him to let go of my hand right away but he held it instead. 
 
    “I suppose I should apologize for teasing you,” he said. 
 
    “Not at all," I looked down at his fingers wrapped around mine. My heartbeat increasing for a different reason other then the ordeal with the tower. "You did assist in saving me; I think that counts.” 
 
    He laughed, then asked with another teasing glint in his eye, “Knight in shining armor?” 
 
    I felt my cheeks warm. “Close enough. Oh and by the way, I hate you for making me do that.” 
 
    Jarin laughed even harder than before. “Oh, I hate you for making me save you like that.” 
 
    “There you are!” Jarin and I both jumped. The queen was standing at the end of the hall. Jarin quickly dropped my hand as Queen Elna walked toward us. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mother.”  
 
    Queen Elna smirked quickly at him then turned to me. “Good afternoon, Princess Katharine.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Your Majesty,” I said, trying not to sound surprised at her sudden graciousness. 
 
    “My dear, I am wondering if I might have a moment with princess Katharine,” she said to her son.  
 
    He nodded and with a formal bow left us. A smile still etched on his face.  
 
    When he was out of sight, the queen addressed me. “Princess Katharine, I feel that I do not know you as well as the king and my son. I think it's ridiculous that we have not sat down and talked. I wondered if you would join me for tea tomorrow?”  
 
    I was rather shocked by this statement. It was true that I had been doing a lot of things with the prince and the king to keep my cover story going. How could I have forgotten to seek out the queen?  
 
    “Why, of course I will, Your Majesty,” I replied.  
 
    She smiled then with a nod, turned and walked away. I walked in the opposite direction, glad at least that that had commenced with no bumps, unlike the rest of the day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Tea with the Queen 
 
      
 
    I let Melly do more with my hair than usual. I couldn't explain it to myself, but I wanted to impress the queen. For some reason I kept checking my hair whenever I passed anything remotely shiny that whole morning. 
 
    I am just having tea with the queen. There is nothing to worry about except behaving correctly.  
 
    At tea time I entered the hall that lead to the grand staircase. I only walked down a couple of steps when that same old feeling creeped into my gut. It's the feeling that something was going on, something was wrong, and it filled my entire being. It came on so suddenly that it stopped me mid-stride.  
 
    I cautiously looked around but I couldn't see anything. I moved down a few more steps before I stopped again. I still felt as if someone or something was watching me, but from where? 
 
    Alert, I moved down the stairs toward the entrance hall. I made it all the way down the main stairs before I heard a faint rustle. A folded piece of paper, with a red seal, floated down to the floor right in front of me.  
 
    Puzzled, I looked up to see if I could tell where it came from. The dark shadow I had seen before darted around a corner at the top of the stairs. It was only when it disappeared completely that I picked up the paper. I glanced up again where the shadow had been, but it did not reappear. I stuffed the paper up my sleeve. I couldn't help but wonder if this shadow was helping me or trying to scare me away. 
 
    “What are you looking at?”  
 
    I jumped, flinging my arms out in a defensive position, only to discover the queen standing right behind me. 
 
    “Oh… nothing, I thought I saw something,” I said nonchalantly glancing back at the stairs while hiding the paper in the fold of my skirts. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Indeed… Well, I was about to send a servant to find you. Shall we?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” I said, following her.  
 
    Right now I had to act the part of the perfect princess and not a spy in any way, I reminded myself. 
 
    The day was warm and bright, so we had tea outside in one of the large gardens outside the ballroom. A wall of willow trees behind the queen swayed in the light breeze.  Behind me was a large garden full of different colors of bright flowers and to the side of both of us was the entrance to the ballroom. Taking another deep breath I forced myself to relax; I had no reason to feel nervous. 
 
    “So my dear, what have you been up to these past few days?” Queen Elna asked as she stirred her tea. Her hand in perfect formation. 
 
    “Enjoying your hospitality of course,” I said taking a sip of tea. 
 
    She nodded. “Naturally, I am sorry that we somehow neglected you.” 
 
    “Oh not at all, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “No, no dear we have. Just because we didn’t plan on your visit is no excuse for our lack of attention. I feel that we have met by chance throughout the castle rather than planned things formally like we normally would. It is funny really. I feel it is as if you were…a part of the family rather than a guest.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” I asked. I had enjoyed the freedom to look for clues. 
 
    “You seem to have your own schedule—as if you lived here.” 
 
    Whoops.  
 
    “Oh, I am sorry, I did not mean—” 
 
    “Oh dear, you have done nothing wrong; the fault is ours. If we had paid more attention to you, you wouldn't have to find things to do. But from today I… we shall do better.” She smiled a warm smile the first one I'd ever seen from her. “Though, I see that you still managed to catch my son’s heart.” 
 
    My face grew warm. “Have I?” 
 
    “Yes dear,” she laughed. “Now don't look so worried. That is why you are here after all. You are not afraid of love are you?” she inquired.  
 
    I wasn't exactly sure how to respond to that, but she took my silence as a positive answer. 
 
    “Oh darling girl, it is normal to feel frightened. Love is an interesting thing; it makes you happy, nervous, frivolous, and adventurous. I remember when I first fell in love. I was fifteen.”  
 
    Her eyes went out of focus imagining her long-ago love but then her face suddenly hardened as if something vile had polluted her memory. 
 
     “But that was young love before my arranged marriage was made.” She grimaced at me her face holding it's usual hardness, then took another sip of tea. 
 
    I stared at my cup. Perhaps I misjudged the queen. I saw her as a strict, judgmental woman who cared only for rules. Maybe it was merely her hostility against the king’s games that made her seem so unpleasant.  
 
    She put he cup back down and took the tiniest bit of white cake on her fork. “Arranged marriages are common, and in some cases a good thing, but it is wonderful to marry for love,” she continued, her eyes fixed on me, as if such a thing was a possibility for me. 
 
    “I don't doubt it,” I responded with a slight smile. 
 
    The queen laughed, and put her small bite of cake in her mouth. “Oh, I see my son still has a heart to fully catch, or maybe he has and you’re not willing to admit it.”  
 
    I tried not to blush, but it couldn't be helped. I quickly changed the subject. 
 
    “May I ask you a question, Your Majesty?”  
 
    “Why of course, Katharine dear.” I ignored my formal name. 
 
    “Why do the king’s games bother you so much?” I asked carefully.  
 
    She stopped mid sip. “I would have thought that's clear,” she said her eyes narrowing at me. 
 
    When I didn’t reply, she continued, “It is not proper for royalty to behave like stable boys on a sunny day. You see, Katharine, Zaccory thinks that life is for fun, that you can work and behave any way you want. You know as well as I, that is simply not how things are done,” she said decidedly, gripping the tablecloth.  
 
    Her voice grew stronger. “We are the role models for this country, the strength, the power, and if all those below us see us behaving just like them, we would lose our power. Then, my dear, this country would fail.”  
 
    Her final word echoed through the trees as she sat back once more, replacing her sudden intensity with a sweet smile. 
 
    I stared at her wide-eyed. I understood her meaning, the way she saw life. I knew little joy growing up. I had never realized the importance of happiness and laughter before I came here. So why didn't she see that too? 
 
    “Well, I must say that you do a fine job of acting properly royal,” I responded. 
 
    “Thank you dear, as I am sure you do most of the time,” her eyebrow raised making that statement feel like a question in disguise.  
 
    “Er… yes, I try at least.” Why did that answer feel like a lie? 
 
    Quen Elna smiled at me and nodded. “I know sometimes it is tempting to want to run and shout and play. But you will get better at avoiding the temptation. I was not always this good.” 
 
    I didn't doubt her, but I couldn't help but wonder who was right, the king or the queen. What was more important, finding enjoyment in your days or behaving properly? Was she right? Did our royal status decide our behavior for us? I didn't know for sure. 
 
    “You know what I think is ridiculous, Your Majesty? The peasants always wish they were us because we have so much freedom.” 
 
    “Yes,” laughed the queen. “But in reality we do not have as much freedom as we would like.” 
 
    “Or we do have all the freedom but we can't take advantage of it because we need to act a certain way.” I replied knowing too well the meaning of those words. As a spy for my father I was under his command in everything I did. 
 
    “Precisely. Now I think we are understanding one another,” she said with a wide smile—almost too wide. “You know, Katharine dear, I think I misjudged you.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I thought you were a careless, brainless princess. But I can see now that you have a mind fit for your royal status.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. I am grateful that you think better of me,” I said, unsure what else I could say to that statement. 
 
    She smiled and sipped her tea. I forced a smile in return.  
 
    Suddenly Queen Elna grimaced. “Oh no!” she wailed, nearly slamming her cup down on the table. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Her eyes squinted making her eyebrows form the shape of a V. “We are being invaded, and I wanted to spend the day with just you and me.”  
 
    “Invaded?” I said, turning around. King Zaccory, Prince Jarin, and Captain Barlin were walking toward us. “Are you sure, Your Majesty, they might pass by.” 
 
    “No, I am sure.” 
 
    “Elna, Katie,” the king laughed. “They will solve our problem,” he motioned to us as he and his two companions pulled up chairs. Jarin sat down by me, and my heart began to race. 
 
    “And what problem is that?” the queen asked. 
 
    “I don't remember if I told you that we had to discharge Chase from the army,” the king began, taking a quick glance at me.  
 
    “Arresting him is actually what we are going to do,” Carl Barlin added. 
 
    The queen looked puzzled. “Why would you put a lieutenant who is in charge of one third of our army in prison?” 
 
    “We found out he was a traitor and was trying to destroy our army,” the king said bluntly. “But that is not our problem. It is because of that problem that another has arisen.” 
 
    “And what, pray tell, is that,” the queen demanded, grimacing once more. 
 
    “The tournament might have to be canceled because our army is in shambles,” said King Zaccory.  
 
    I watched the queen’s face harden. I knew she couldn’t care less for the soldier’s tournament.  
 
    He continued, “What we really need to do is appoint another lieutenant immediately, but still that would take too much time.” 
 
    “Or,” I suggested, “You could just cut your army in half and give it to your two commanders for now.” 
 
    The king turned to me and smiled. “I have thought of that but I'm not sure if it is the best choice,” Zaccory said, sounding old and exhausted. “I am not sure we can fix everything by then any way we choose.” 
 
    “Everything? And what do you mean by everything?” asked Elna. 
 
    “If you cut the army in half then you have to release some knights who do not want to serve under the command of our other lieutenants and appoint other officers to take care of the size of the two sections. Right now our army is set up for three lieutenants and not two. We first have to interview more possible officers to cover the larger size of the two sections, test them, choose them, and then give time for them to gain the respect of the soldiers,” replied Zaccory.                             The king must have seen my puzzled look, because he added with a smile, “It’s a tournament for our army, and we are accustomed to three teams with the commanding officers as the team leaders.” 
 
    “When is the tournament?” I asked. 
 
    “In two weeks,” answered Prince Jarin. 
 
    “Oh, they can do it by then. We are not fighting a war; it is just a tournament,” replied the queen impudently. 
 
    “I will personally make sure they do,” declared Carl Barlin. 
 
    The king nodded his head thoughtfully. “All right, we will try only having two lieutenants for now, but if that doesn't work, we might have to delay the tournament; for what is the point of a good tournament without good teams?” 
 
    The queen rolled her eyes.  
 
    They continued discussing exactly how they were going to fix the army in two weeks’ time, with Elna and Jarin joining in every once in a while. I contently listened interested in how they solved their own country's problems. 
 
    A movement caught my attention in the willow trees behind the queen. I could not tell what it was at first, but then it moved again, and I realized there was a person in the tree. I first thought it was the shadowy figure I kept seeing around the castle, but the shadow did not wear the blue uniform of a Floric soldier. The supposed soldier crouched, preparing to jump. 
 
    “Queen Elna,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes, Katherine?” the queen answered. 
 
    Just then the figure pounced. “Get down!” I shouted, springing from my seat.  
 
    King Zaccory, Jarin, and Captain Barlin all reached for their swords, but I was already on the move. I climbed up on the table and flipped over the queen, at just at the right moment.  
 
    The soldier landed, and I came down right on him the next moment and knocked him to the ground. He kicked his leg and tripped me, but as I fell, I elbowed him in the stomach with all my weight. He hardly flinched at the impact. Instead, he pulled out his sword and pointed it at me, his teeth bared, his face full of rage. 
 
    As the rogue soldier raised his sword, Jarin blocked the knight’s blow with his own sword. Jarin grabbed my arm and pulled me up, preparing to shove me out of the way. I saw this would leave him undefended in which the soldier could strike, and I was not going to let Jarin endanger himself. 
 
    Without a second thought, I used Jarin as a support, kicked high, and knocked the knight over. My momentum made Jarin and I fall backwards onto the grass. The knight hit the stone walk hard and lay there unconscious. 
 
    Breathing heavily, I shut my eyes. I did not intend to capture the killer this way or blow my cover; this is not how it was supposed to end. A spy can get herself in a lot of trouble—even killed, getting caught like this.  
 
    Rule number one: never get caught. I never have before. 
 
    “Katie, are you all right?” Jarin asked, worry evident in his voice, instead of anger. I opened my eyes and saw him kneeling beside me.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” I said, allowing him to help me sit up.  
 
    “Take Chase to the dungeon immediately,” the king roared to the royal bodyguards who had just arrived on the scene.  
 
    We caught the traitor, I thought as they dragged him away. 
 
    Jarin offered me his hand; I took it and stood up. The movement must have caught the king’s eye. He turned as if ready for more attackers. His face softened a bit when he realized it was only Jarin and I. 
 
    “Katie, are you all right?” the king asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. I felt shocked to hear anger in his voice. He nodded curtly then stalked away. 
 
    “Come along, Captain Barlin, let’s clear this up,” he said sharply.  
 
    Captain Barlin nodded at the queen, then me, and the prince, then followed the king toward the palace doors. The queen soon followed without a word.  
 
    I stood there dumbfounded. Are they not suspicious at all?  
 
    “Katie?”  
 
    “Yes, Jarin?” I asked quickly, turning to look at him. He smiled in attempt to break the tension. 
 
    “Let’s walk,” He suggested holding out his arm. 
 
    I swallowed hard and took his arm. “All right." 
 
    We walked in silence for a while across the grounds. I breathed deeply, trying to calm my nerves. Without warning Jarin started laughing. 
 
    “What?” I asked, shocked at his sudden outburst. 
 
    He turned and grinned. “You just took out one of our army's lieutenants.”  
 
    “Well, I didn’t do it by myself,” I smirked, trying to act as if it was only natural for me to have attacked a grown soldier. 
 
    “No, I suppose I helped you a little,” he continued, still grinning. “You… you are amazing. You are not like any other princess I have ever known. You seem to be prim and proper like any other royal, but really you aren't. You're different.”  
 
    I shook my head in disbelief and opened my mouth to respond, but he cut me off.  
 
    “You are different in a good way,” he said, taking my hand. Immediately, my heart started pounding.  
 
    “I disliked all of those awful girls who were here for the sole purpose of trying to win me over. I felt like I was suffocating whenever they were near. But I have not felt that way with you. When you came I decided to ignore you, which apparently I am not very good at.”  
 
    He waited for me to respond but when all I could do was stare, he continued, “Maybe it is because you do not follow me everywhere with a smile and batted eyes. Maybe it is because you are an excellent sword fighter,” he teased squeezing my hand. “Or maybe it's just you. Katie, I think I—”  
 
    I couldn’t let him continue. I let go of his hand and walked a few feet away, trying to keep my breathing even. This is not what I expected. He was supposed to yell at me because he found out I am a traitor and a spy. 
 
    “Katie, did I say something wrong, I'm sorry if I offended you.” He put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “No, Jarin it's all right. I just—” My voice trailed off, and I turned causing his hand to fall and started walking again. “Let’s walk some more.” He caught up to me, disappointment etched on his brow.  
 
    I expected him to take my hand again but felt somewhat relieved when he didn’t. However my heart didn't seem to know how to beat normally and my hand missed the feeling of his. All sorts of conflicting feelings raced through my head.  
 
    Is this what love is supposed to feel like? Perhaps this was something different, since I had never been taught how to love. I had been taught to preform like a spy and a spy does not have such feelings, especially when undercover. I sighed in exasperation.  
 
    Jarin, you can like me but please do not love me; I am a fraud, a stranger in your house, a spy. Please do not love me. I have a job to do and once it is accomplished I will disappear forever.  
 
    That last thought filled my heart with unexpected dread. I was a spy, not a normal princess—not who Jarin thought I was. Even though I loved how I felt when I was around him and his father, I could never fit in. 
 
    I looked at Jarin and tried to smile. He smiled at me then looked back out at the grounds. I was glad that he seemed to realize how uncomfortable I'd felt and for the moment dropped the subject. We walked again in silence, watching the sun grow dim and the sky turn orange and purple.  
 
    As we turned around to walk back to the castle, he stopped. “May I ask you a question?” 
 
    My heart picked up speed again. “Of course.”  
 
    Had he been dwelling on this question this whole time? Was he finally going to ask me who I was and to explain myself—or worse, carry on with his earlier topic? 
 
    “Is this yours?” he asked, holding out a crumpled piece of paper. I glanced at my sleeve; the shadow’s note wasn't there. 
 
    “Yes it is,” I laughed, taking it. “How did you get it?” 
 
    “It was lying on the ground after the fight,” he answered. We started walking again. 
 
    “Thank you for returning it,” I said.  
 
    He only nodded politely, his eyes glazed as if lost in thought. We walked in silence into the entrance hall. I wished I knew what he was thinking. 
 
    “Prince Jarin,” came a call from across the hall. Martin rushed toward us. “The king and queen need you immediately in the throne room. I am to escort the princess back to her room. We have been looking for you.”  
 
    “All right, Martin, no need to go into hysterics,” Jarin said, laughing at the old head manservant practically jumping up and down. Jarin started forward then turned back to me.  
 
    “Thank you for the pleasant evening,” he smiled then kissed my hand. Without another word he turned and jogged down the hall.  
 
    Warmth filled me and I failed to suppress a smile, I followed Martin down the opposite hallway feeling as if nothing could go wrong. 
 
     But with every step, the warm feeling that had filled my entire being started to ebb away. When we got to my room on the third floor, Martin smiled his odd smile and gazed once more with searching eyes. A chill ran up my spine.  
 
    Was he still searching? 
 
    “I will now take my leave. Good night, princess,” he said quickly, then turned and almost ran back down the corridor, his coattails flying behind him. Even without all my training I could sense something was going on. Maybe, Martin was an accomplice to the murderer, or the murderer himself.  
 
    A chill ran down my back and I quickly ran into my room and shut the door. I wished that thought had not entered my mind. 
 
     Now do not get ahead of yourself; we caught the murderer. 
 
    I reasoned to myself, tapping my fingers against my door while leaning against it.  
 
    Chase was the traitor to the crown and the murderer, wasn't he?  
 
    He was one of them at least.  
 
    I pushed off the door and fell onto my bed. The note I held, crunched reminding me it was important. Quickly I tore it open and read its contents. 
 
      
 
    Dear Princess 
 
    Queen Emmalin is up to something. I swear it. The carriage and strange messengers keep coming but I don’t know why. I have listened at the door, but they say nothing of importance, only things like: “How was the trip?” “Letter for you.” “Get this to them right away.” I don’t know what to do, My Lady. I am scared to do more digging. This is not my area of expertise. When will you come home? I am sure you could solve this in less than a day, whereas I am unable to do so. 
 
    Your lady in waiting, 
 
     Jenna 
 
      
 
    I stared at the letter. Why was this delivered by the shadow? I knew it wasn't a trick because it was Jenna’s handwriting, but how did the shadow get it? And more importantly how bad was it that he knew this information? 
 
    A scraping sound make me jump and look toward my balcony. My balcony doors were open. The light blue curtains softly blowing from the glass, as if a ghostly breeze was trying to obscure the dark space behind them. How long had they been like that?  
 
    I swung my legs off the bed and ran toward the glass doors, slamming them shut, then slowly I backed away, breathing sharply. I placed the note on the bed and continued walking gingerly backward toward the door. Movement on the balcony caused my breath to still. 
 
    Putting one hand behind me, I slowly turned the handle, pulled my door open, and dashed out of the room, just as I heard the click of the glass door opening.  
 
    I sprinted down the hallway, around the corner and crouched down behind a suit of armor to try and calm myself.  
 
    When I finally felt like I had some control, I got up and slowly started back the way I had come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    The Shadow’s Wake 
 
      
 
    Nothing moved in the hall that led to my room. I was nearly to my door when I noticed a dark hall to my right. I stopped and stared, I could almost feel a creepy presence lurking somewhere down there. 
 
    Quietly I turned and crept down the hall, my eyes darting into the blackest of corners. I was near the end of the hall and starting to feel like I had imagined it all when I heard the swish of a cloak. I quickly dropped to my knees, my heart pounding. Thankfully my dark purple dress blended into my surroundings. 
 
    A tall human like shape moved at the other end of the hall. I heard a door opening and pushed myself flatter against the wall as a light fell into the hall. A dark shape slid in and quickly closed the door. The light blinded me temporarily, and I couldn’t make out its features.  
 
    I left my position and followed the shape through the door, surprised to see a stone staircase spiraling upwards. I stopped on the first stair; muffled footsteps were traveling up the stairs. Without a second thought, I darted up the steps, taking care that I made as little noise as possible, and pausing every now and again to make sure I could still hear the shadow.  
 
    When I reached the top step, I found myself at a dead end. The shadow was nowhere in sight and all that met my gaze were stone walls, a small window on the wall in front of me, and a torch that lit the passage. 
 
    My eyes darted from side to side. I could hear no sound but knew that the shadow was near. Cautiously, I leaned against the stone wall, knowing that one of them had to be a hidden door. I could not see or feel any flaw in the stone that would indicate an entrance.  
 
    “Shadow?” I yelled. My voice echoed down the spiral staircase. “You did not scare me off, and you never will,” I said, sounding stronger than I actually felt.  
 
    “I am here for a reason, and I will not leave until my mission is complete,” I said defiantly. “I know you intend to get rid of me, but you will have to do better. I will not let this family down.”  
 
    I waited a moment but heard nothing. So I carefully trudged down the stairs, keeping my back to the wall. 
 
    Now I knew to watch for the dark. With that thought in mind, I returned to my bedchamber. I saw no one, but the eerie feeling wouldn’t leave me. When I reached the door to my room, which was standing slightly ajar, even my brave stance left.  
 
    Cautiously, I pushed open the door, ready for anything to jump out at me, then slowly closed the door behind me. My glass balcony doors were unfastened; the curtains were blowing in the wind. I stared at them, searching for unknown shadows. This time none appeared. I quietly began my search around the rest of the room. Nothing. 
 
    I grabbed some thin rope out of the wardrobe and turned toward my balcony doors. 
 
    A cold wind blew through them, making my skin prickle. I strained my ears, but heard nothing other than the wind blowing through the trees. I approached the doors and stared out into the black night.  
 
    A shiver ran up my spine. Quickly I slammed the doors shut and fastened them tight. I don't think I caught the murderer yet. Chase must have only been a pawn. I could feel it in my gut and it seems that I may have been added to the target list.  
 
    I thought through the events of the day: quiet morning, tea with queen Elna, capturing the traitor Chase, walking with prince Jarin, and then the letter. The letter! I raced to my bed. Jenna’s letter was gone. Why would they take that letter? 
 
    Could the assassin know who I really am?  
 
    I thought back to when I caught Chase and kicked my bedpost in disgust. I gave myself away. Perhaps the killer was watching from some hidden post and decided to get rid of me. It was possible. One thing was for sure. If they truly knew who I was, then they could attack anytime. That thought brought me to my feet.                             What was I doing here when they needed me to solve this case more then ever? I had no guarantee that the murderers might wait a few more days. It was time to finish this before anyone got hurt. I straightened my gown and my silver crown and walked determinedly toward the door.  
 
    The touch of the cold handle made me stop. If I was in danger, then protecting myself to some extent was a good idea. I turned toward my wardrobe and unburied my beloved sword and it’s dark green scabbard—my sword that had saved my life so many times.  
 
    It was short and thin with two yellow sapphires, one on either ends of the gold guard, one emerald imbedded into the pommel, and the handle was all gold with simple floral designs. To others, it might not seem magnificent, but it was my treasure. 
 
    “I think it's time I kept you with me,” I said, sheathing it again. I buckled it on around my hips and walked again toward the door. 
 
    I crept slowly down the hall, paused at the corner, and studied my options. To the right the hall was brightly lit, as was the one in front of me, but the left hall, that led deeper into the castle, seemed to be slightly dimmer. I turned left. The castle was ominously silent.  
 
    I continued in the same direction for a few minutes before I heard footsteps.  
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I tiptoed down the hall after the footsteps taking care that mine remained silent. A sudden swish of a cloak sent tingles up my spine. I was gaining. Cautiously I turned another corner and saw the hem of a cloak whip around the corner.  
 
    I’ve got you now.  
 
    My heart started beating harder as I heard the footsteps pause around the corner. I stopped breathing. Neither of us moved, and I knew he was trying to listen for me. My quarry moved the same moment I did.  
 
    I whipped around the corner, pulled out my sword, and dove at the cloaked figure. Within seconds, I had him by the shoulder with my sword at his throat.  
 
    His hand crashed into mine. Sharp jolts of pain shot through my hand, and my sword fell. The figure yanked my arm forward, and flipped me over onto the stone floor. 
 
     I gasped for breath as I hit the ground, my head spinning. I wasn't about to let any foe best me. With all my force, I hooked my left leg around his legs and forced him off balance. It was enough to make him fall to his hands and knees but not disable him completely.               I heaved, clasping both hands together I threw all my weight into the small of his back. With a grunt of pain the figure collapsed. 
 
    I pushed myself up scrambling for my sword and nearly stopped breathing again. The man who I had knocked to the ground was none other than Prince Jarin.  
 
    Definitely not the shadow, I thought. 
 
    “That’s it, you—” the prince began as he pushed himself up and raised his fist. 
 
    “Stop!” I guarded my face with both hands. 
 
    “Katie?” he asked his fist frozen in the air. 
 
    There was no talking my way out of this. “Ah…hello, fancy meeting you here,” I stammered. 
 
    “Meeting me here! You knocked me to the ground," he said gesturing to the floor with his hand he'd had fisted. 
 
    “I'm sorry.” What else could I say? 
 
    “What do you think you were doing?” he shouted, anger strong in his voice. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing!” I retaliated, my own voice rising to match his. 
 
    “True, but I asked you first,” he said, sitting up the rest of the way. 
 
    My mind raced. What would a princess be doing in the middle of the night with a sword? She never would find herself in this situation, but a spy would. There was no easy way to get out of this. I might as well hold out my hands and let him throw me in the dungeon, to rot. But I was not a quitter, I couldn't let the assassinations take place. Most of the truth wouldn't sound to far-fetched; perhaps he would believe me. 
 
    I held up my hands. “All right, I couldn't sleep, and I thought I heard a strange noise, so instead of curling up scared in a corner of my room, I decided to investigate. I know it was an irrational idea, especially since I was probably asleep at the time and dreamed the whole thing up.” 
 
    He smiled as his eyes darted to my sword still lying on the floor. “Do you always dream so violently?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Only when I am thinking of you.” 
 
    “You were thinking of me?” he asked, his smile growing. 
 
    “Oh, well,” I stammered. 
 
    His eyebrow raised. “Funny, so in your dream you planned to attack me?” 
 
    I groaned. “Yes, of course. So when I saw you walking down the hall, I thought, ‘Great I'll go kill the prince, because I hate him.’” 
 
    “Are you sure it's hate?” he asked with a smile as he stood and offered me his hand.  
 
    I reached out to take it but stopped as pain shot through my right hand. "Ouch!" My knuckles looked swollen and I knew bruising was on its way. 
 
    “Katie?” Jarin asked worry evident in this voice. 
 
    “Yes?” I answered without looking up. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    I smiled at his foolish question. “I'm great.” I looked up to see him staring at me with concern. “Jarin, I'm fine.” I offered him my other hand, and he pulled me up.  
 
    “You are not fine; I hurt you.” He said gingerly taking my injured hand in his and examining it. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I attacked you, although you were the one sneaking around.” I took my hand back and let my skirts fall over it. Maybe if he couldn't see it, he wouldn't worry about it. 
 
    He shook his head.“It doesn’t matter, I still hit your hand. If I'd known it was you, I never would have done that.” 
 
    “How could you have known? Besides, I hit you in the back.” 
 
    “True, but—” 
 
    “And I’m sorry,” I said quickly stopping him from whatever he was going to say. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Me too. I guess that goes to show that we both need to watch who we are attacking.” 
 
    We both began to laugh. He reached for my uninjured hand and I let him take it. “Come on Katie, we had better let the physician look at that hand.” 
 
    I smirked. “Oh good idea, Jarin, and what shall we tell him? That you knocked my sword out of my hand?” 
 
    He laced his fingers with mine. “While you were attacking me.” 
 
    I jutted up my chin. “All right, but only if we include that fact that I won.” 
 
    “Says who?” he asked mimicking me. 
 
    “Jarin, are you blind? It’s obvious, I won.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    I pulled my hand out of his and got into a relaxed fighting stance. “Do you want me to knock you to the ground again, just to prove it?” 
 
    “You can’t, your hand is hurt, and we really should find Robert to look at it or. . .” 
 
    “A hurt hand did not stop me last time,” I interrupted. 
 
    He snickered. “But last time, you didn't know it was me you were attacking.”  
 
    “True, but I could do it again.” 
 
    He held his hands up and backed up a step. “Fine then, you won!” he admitted finally and offered me his arm. 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    I first bent down and picked up my sword before taking his offer, then we began to walk. A darkened hallway to my right suddenly reminded me of my original purpose. Jarin’s cloak was a royal blue, not black like the Shadow’s. I was negligent to have missed that. But then again, that didn’t explain why he was sneaking around. 
 
    “Jarin, you got my answer, now, what were you doing in the hall at night?” I asked. 
 
    He didn't reply right away, but seemed to be considering my question or his answer. “Can you keep a secret?” he asked, pulling me down onto a window seat.  
 
    I nodded not sure what to expect. Part of me wanted to fear his answer. What if he had a nefarious secret? What if he was part of the assassination plot? No he couldn't. Jarin wasn't like that. He waited and I finally nodded for him to continue.  
 
    “Have you ever wanted something that was just yours, where you could… be you?” I nodded again not wanting to interrupt. “I know it may seem crazy, but every few weeks I sneak out for a midnight duel with some of my soldier friends. Katie, they treat me like a person at these fights and not just as a prince. Do you know how wonderful that feels?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure at first if I did, but perhaps it was the same feeling I felt when I was not treated like myself. Though was I ever treated like myself? So much of my life consisted of lies and acting.               “You know what? I think I do. I guess it’s my turn to apologize for making you late.” 
 
    He laughed. “There is no way that I am showing up tonight with the bruises you gave me. I have no intention of lessening my pride enough to admit that a princess beat me up.”  
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “What are we going to do about your hand?” he continued.  
 
    I looked down at it and sighed. “Hopefully come up with a good story by morning.” He nodded and then pulled me to my feet, and we began walking again. A minute later he started snickering. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He leaned down a little and whispered like he had a great secret. “How about, you were dreaming violently?” 
 
    “Perfect.”  
 
    We rounded a corner and both froze when we heard voices. “Quick,” Jarin whispered, pulling me behind a statue. “I think it is the night guards. Just stay quiet, and they will walk by.”  
 
    I nodded innocently, as we crouched down, but did not need his advice. 
 
    “I swear I heard something, John.” 
 
    “I think your losing it, Nick, I really do.” 
 
    Jarin and I held still as they passed by still arguing. Well, at least they finally noticed nighttime movement, although I wouldn't have wanted to explain if they had found us in the middle of our fistfight, especially when I am supposed to be courting the prince.                             Wait a minute, I thought. Maybe when the murderer saw how attached I had become the prince he got angry and— I gave an audible gasp. 
 
    “Katie?” 
 
    When had I become attached to the prince? No, no, no, I am not a normal princess; I can't have such thoughts! 
 
    “Katie?” Jarin repeated putting a hand on my shoulder. "Are you okay?" 
 
    I pushed those thoughts away. “Yes. Sorry. It’s just been a long day. I think I will head to bed.” I stood up and was preparing to leave when he took my good hand again.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to go see the physician?” 
 
    “I'm fine. I am certain it is bruised, no lasting harm," I made sure my skirts hid my hand in case I was wrong. 
 
    “I hope not,” he said his face showing real concern. "I want you to know I would never hurt you." 
 
    “I know. Good night,” I said pulling away. 
 
    “Good night," he said after I'd walked several steps down the hallway. 
 
    *     *     * 
 
    At breakfast the next morning Jarin kept giving me strange looks. I wasn’t sure if he felt guilty, or if he wanted to talk to me. I had chosen a long sleeved gown that made it easy to cover my injury, and was pleased the king and queen didn’t notice.  
 
    As promised Queen Elna paid me a lot of attention during breakfast. If I didn’t know better I would have thought I was being interrogated. I was glad when the meal finally ended. 
 
    “Katie, I thought we could take a nice walk this morning, would you join me?” Jarin asked holding out his arm. I took it with my left hand and let him help me up. I smiled to the king and queen, and we both offered them a formal bow before we left the room. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked the moment we were outside. 
 
    I forced the corners of my lips up. “I'm absolutely fine. How about you?” 
 
    “Katie, you know what I mean," he said his eyes on my long loose sleeves that hung even with my fingertips. 
 
    “Yes and I wasn’t the only one hurt, Jarin.” I looked pointedly at him. 
 
    He smiled, “I feel like I do after any good sword fight.” 
 
    I laughed,  “me too.” 
 
    “Did you have the physician look at your hand?” he asked, looking at my selves again. 
 
    “Oh no, no need. See look.” I pulled up my sleeve and showed him my hand. A light purpling spread across the top of it. “It's only bruised, in a day or two I won’t even notice it.” 
 
    He nodded, “I am glad to hear that.” 
 
    We walked in silence for a few moments until we came to what looked like a training field full of young boys. They all raced around playing some form of tag but with wooden swords and shields. 
 
    “I regret that we cannot spend more time together. My father has me training the pageboys for the tournament. But I hoped perhaps you would stay and watch for a bit.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a smile, then curious added, “Why the pageboys?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I could have worked with anyone, but I love working with the pageboys. This is their beginning, and I like to see them trained right from the start.” 
 
    I looked at him anew. “I had no idea, you liked training.” 
 
    He smiled, his smile reaching all the way up to his eyes.  “More than I probably should.”  
 
    He guided me to the side of the fence, and then leapt into the field. He was immediately greeted by the pageboys, and moments later they were training. 
 
     I meant only to watch for a few minutes, but I was so captivated by Jarin and the boys that I found myself watching until late into the morning. He was so patient with them, yet stern at the right moments too. Only the mounting pressure of solving this case finally tore me away. 
 
    *     *     * 
 
    The late afternoon sun seemed like early evening with all the heavy rain clouds. I turned a corner and was glad to see the corridor completely deserted. I was about to turn into another hall when something caught my attention; a thin straight crack in the wall. I got down on my knees and carefully examined the wall. I quietly pushed on it with my left hand. My right still to sore. 
 
    The rocky surface scratched my palm as I continued to shove at protruding surfaces. After a few more moments of pushing, I groaned, and leaned my forehead against the wall. Suddenly the stone sunk in, creating a large hidden passage.  
 
    My scream was silenced as I found myself tumbling downward, head over heels down a slanted passageway. In my attempt to stop, I rolled on my side, my sword bruising me with every rotation.  
 
    “Help!” I yelled, knowing there would be no reply. Just when I thought it would never end, I slammed into a protruding stone with my hip, opening the wall in front of me. I unceremoniously flew head first into a hall. 
 
    I pressed my hands to my throbbing head and desperately tried to catch my breath. My hair hung in disarray and my side throbbed.  
 
    I really might have issues with walls.  
 
    Slowly I sat up, and would have continued just sitting there, cataloging my injuries but I heard footsteps. 
 
    Groaning I quickly looked around for a fast escape. Right in front of me on the other side of the hall sat a cart covered in a long white cloth. I snatched up my crown and crawled to it, relieved to see just enough space for me to hide. I slipped inside and pulled the cloth down over me right as the footsteps entered the corridor. 
 
    “Rachel, Leah, you both take the top half. Nancy and I will take the bottom half.” 
 
    “All right, Jessie, but in the next hall you get the top,” was the reply.  
 
    I lifted the fabric just slightly and saw four pairs of servant shoes bustling around. Quickly I lowered the cloth. 
 
    Great, I thought, I am lying in a cleaning cart surrounded by servants. How am I going to get out of here?  
 
    Maybe I could roll out and declare that I had found my…bracelet. That might startle them, but it could work. I was just about to roll out when the cart started moving. I gripped the sides so I wouldn't fall out.  
 
    Well, that was no longer an option. 
 
    “I’ll take it ahead. You three come when you are finished.”  
 
    “Aww, Jessie,” all three moaned together.  
 
    The cart started moving faster, and I was whipped to one side when we rounded a corner. I wanted to yell at Jessie. What was she thinking? Whipping around corners so fast, she could run into someone, or worse yet, we could crash. But I couldn't even imagine what I would say to explain myself, so I stayed quiet and gripped the sides of the cart ignoring my throbbing hand and tried to keep my feet from showing. 
 
     Just as fast as we started, we stopped. The cart was unceremoniously thrown up against the wall and Jessie darted away mumbling something about a well-earned break.  
 
    That was wild, crazy and odd.  
 
    At least she had provided me with an easy escape. I quickly rolled out from under the cloth just as I heard more footsteps approaching. I tried to scramble back inside, but it was too late. I looked up to see the king standing there, his arms folded and an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Katie, what are you doing down there?” 
 
    I started patting the floor. “I um… I dropped something?” 
 
    He laughed. “Somehow I doubt that.” 
 
    I didn't blame him. “All right then, I am your new chief royal cart inspector, and I must say they are in a bad state.” 
 
    Laughing, he rubbed his hands together. “We are back at war I see. Come walk with me.” He offered his hand, I took it with my left hand and he pulled me up. I expected him to ask more questions but he just ushered me down the hall, out a door, and outside into the gardens.  
 
    Finally he said, “Well I am a poor moat builder, who wants to get into the palace to steal delectable cheese.” 
 
    I smiled; glad he had decided not to question me. “I am the new court jester, and I am here to take your place.” 
 
    His mouth opened in shock. “You can have that old job, for I am now a successful shoemaker, here to sell my shoes to the queen,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “I am a soothsayer and am here to tell your fortune,” I said, trying to sound mysterious. 
 
     He was quiet for a moment then smiled slightly. “I am the royal adviser to the king, and I am here to steal his throne,” he said sounding serious once more, as if his heart really wasn't in the game, his smile fading from his face. 
 
     I stared at him for a moment, worried. Something was obviously bothering the king. My muscles tightened. As long as it had nothing to do with me, everything would be okay. 
 
    “I am a bandit and I am here to attack the royal carriages on their way into this country,” I said, attempting a laugh, but stopping just as quickly.  
 
    The king’s joyous manner had melted away. He seemed to be thinking heavily about something. I clenched and unclenched my fists. grateful for the light breeze that hid some of my emotions with my hair. “King Zaccory, are you all right?”  
 
     He nodded slowly then looked up at me with a decided look and stated calmly, “I am Zaccory, the King of Floric. I was born royal, I married royal, and I am here to rule this country.”  
 
    I gasped and looked away. Was he asking what I thought he was asking? The number one rule of a spy—do not get caught—ran through my mind. Should I run? 
 
    He stared at me as if urging me to tell the truth. I bit my lip and kept my head lowered. I realized it was all over. I was going to die for this, and then he and his family would also be killed.  
 
    “Katie?” he prompted. The fact that he still used my nickname gave me enough courage to turn back. 
 
    Tears burned my eyes as I began, “I am Katharine, Princess of Thion, not Loth. I too was born royal, but I am a spy and I am here to—”  
 
    I paused not sure what to say. Then a thought came.  
 
    “And I am here to save the king.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Deep Confessions 
 
      
 
     The silence between us stretched on for what felt like hours. Everything seemed frozen; even the wind was holding its breath. The king gazed at me with an odd expression.  
 
    I have to get out of here, I thought, but my feet would not obey.                             Finally, the king nodded, as if coming to some kind of conclusion. I started to tremble.  
 
    “Katie, do you mean to tell me that you are David and Katharine’s daughter?” he asked giving me no sign of his emotions. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. 
 
    He shook his head. “David made his daughter a spy?” 
 
    “Yes.” I said slowly. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. His eyes narrowed but not in the same way the queens did. He looked more thoughtful than angry. 
 
    “I'm not sure if I can answer that question,” I said, turning away. 
 
    He stepped in front of me. “I think you can, and I think you also need to tell me why David sent a spy here, especially if it has something to do with saving me.” 
 
    I nodded. He had a right to know. He motioned for us to continue walking across the grounds, around the gardens.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I started explaining things that I had never told anyone before. “I suppose this all starts with me becoming a spy. Why my father made me one, I have never been completely sure. Maybe my father was crazy; maybe I was not princess material. Maybe he became unhinged when my mother was killed, and thought I would be stronger as a spy.” I stopped, not sure I should be telling it like this.  
 
    He motioned for me to continue, his eyes full of encouragement. Still no anger. Did he hide his anger well or was he really simply curious? 
 
    “Before I was old enough to learn how to act like a princess, I started my training. I was then sent on mission after mission, and I was good at it. No one ever suspected me. It was not because I was hiding as a princess—I never had this cover until now—but because of my age. I was so young that no one paid me any mind. It was a brilliant strategy on my father’s part, but I—” I stopped and looked at the king. My heart ached again as I thought about my past. 
 
    “But?” the king prompted.  
 
    “But I thought nothing of it, since I knew no other life. I knew by birth I am a princess, but it wasn’t until now that I realize what its like living like a princess.”  
 
    He nodded reassuringly. 
 
    If he let me get this far. I guess I should continue. “This mission started off so easy. I thought I would be in and out in a day or less. The hardest part for me on any mission is the entrance and exit. Although here, I was practically thrown in.” 
 
    “How so?” he asked, concerned. 
 
    I could not help but giggle. “I am surprised you don't already know. When I first came, I walked up to the gate and all I said was, I was Princess Katharine from Loth, some bandits had attacked my carriage, and I had lost my servants. I asked to enter the city and Captain Barlin let me in, then turned me over to another soldier, who took me to the palace. Martin took me straight to the sitting room, each person enlarging my story until it became the one you heard.” 
 
    Zaccory laughed. “So you really did not fight off bandits, even though you could? You just waltzed right in,” he mused with a smile. “So the mission started off easy; then what happened?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “My biggest problem which has been the cause of most of my troubles is I did not understand why I was sent here,” I sighed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, slowing to a stop.  
 
    I stopped also and looked up toward the castle. “I mean, all I was told was that there was a problem in Floric, I needed to figure it out and fix it, before it caused problems with Thion.” 
 
    “And did you?” he asked, his eyes intense. 
 
    “Not quite yet.” I told him how I started looking for clues, how I followed a strange shadowy figure, how I had to figure out a way to stay here without getting caught, and how I had to try and act like a princess and still preform like a spy. I told him my discovery of the secret passages but hesitated to state what I had found. 
 
    “Then I stumbled upon it,” I said averting my eyes. 
 
    “Upon what?" he put a hand on my shoulder. "The reason why you are here? The reason why you are here to save me?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said slowly, finally looking back at him. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” he asked, anxiety showing clearly in his eyes. 
 
    I backed up a step just in case. “Ah… you are going to think it sounds crazy.” 
 
    “Katie?” 
 
    “It’s—” I couldn't say it. Taking a deep breath, I gathered my courage. “I am sorry but someone is planning an assassination. They are trying to kill you and your family.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, eyes wide. For a moment I thought he was going to faint. Glancing around, I spotted a bench not far away near a garden. I pulled him over to it, and he sat down heavily. “Katie, are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Positive.” I went into detail about the conversation I heard and the mysterious black carriage. I told him why I had thought Chase was the murderer. I even told him about nearly being attacked myself. 
 
    “Wait, someone is trying to kill you as well?” he asked as if he could hardly take any more. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Does that mean they know who you are?” His eyes darted around us as if looking for some dark figure in the bushes. 
 
    I sighed. “I am not absolutely positive, but I know they are aware I am not a normal princess, or they would have never tried to attack me.” 
 
    “Do you know who they are?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
    “No,” I said bitterly. “But I am going to find out.” 
 
    “As you should, and I am going to help you,” he declared, sitting up straighter. 
 
    “King Zaccory, isn't there a punishment for captured spies?” I asked.  
 
    The king smiled, “Do you think I would execute you now, after all you have been through for us? I am not going to let anyone hurt you. Besides, you are an absolutely wonderful girl. You are on our side, and it looks like we still need you, Katie.” He smiled broadly. “Especially my son.” 
 
    I gasped, and he laughed at my expression. “What do you mean?” I asked innocently. 
 
    “You know perfectly well what I mean, Katie of Thion,” he said with a wink. “When this is all over, you can to step to the other side, resign from this work and become who you were born to be—a princess in the royal court and a queen.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to laugh. “I doubt I could ever act like a normal princess, let alone a queen.”  
 
    "Why not?" he asked his eye brows pinching again. 
 
    I took in a deep breath. This is a question I'd asked myself more and more lately. “Sometimes I feel as if I am two people, drawn away from who I am and who I want to be. I feel as if I am trapped in two worlds, two different kingdoms. Since arriving here I find myself wanting to become a princess like any other, but I know I never will. I don't know how, not with a life full of training, spy work, sword fighting, and everything a princess apparently should not do. Then again, I am the best spy in my kingdom; how can I ever turn my back on that?” 
 
    I sighed, “How can I stop acting like the person I was raised to be and become the person I was born to be? I don’t know if I could live the life of a normal royal when I still love being a spy in so many ways.” I looked straight into the king’s eyes, begging him to understand. “I guess I am wishing for something that I know will never happen.” 
 
    “What is that, Katie?” he asked, patting my hand encouragingly. 
 
    “A happy medium. I wish I could live like a princess and still act like a spy. What if I became a queen one day, with all my skills, I could solve the problems that arise in everyday life and spot villains a mile away. Though that is possible, I doubt that will ever happen.”  
 
    “Why not? That actually seems like a very plausible choice. Granted, you will have to choose one day to stay either a spy or a princess, but your skills are what make you who you are, and you can never give that up.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, “but that is the hard part—the choosing of which side I truly belong."  
 
    I sighed. I really hadn't meant to bring all of this up. "But why worry? No one will ever want to marry an absurd girl like me, so perhaps my decision is already made.” 
 
    “I wouldn't be so sure of that, Katie. I think you still have the power to decide. I also believe that someone will want to marry a fantastic girl like you. Being the daughter of David and Katharine makes you top of the list already.”   
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “King Zaccory, how well did you know my parents?” 
 
    He smiled. “At one time very well. We all grew up together in a sense. David was my best friend when we were young and so was Katharine.” 
 
    “Really? I would never have thought that.” 
 
    “I know," he laughed. "After arranged marriages were made, something happened to all of us. I'm not exactly sure what. I'm glad though that we never became countries at war. David and I talked occasionally before Katharine died, but hardly since.” 
 
    “I wish I had known them before things changed.” A pang of longing entered my heart. 
 
    “Oh, Katie, they were so fun. Everyone, even Emmalin and Elna liked your mom; and David, he was truly one of a kind. As a matter of fact, he was always scheming with plots involving spies.” He laughed at whatever memories were playing through his mind. 
 
    "You know what, Katie? Whether you like it or not, coming from such great people, there is no way you won’t end up as a good queen.”
I shook my head. “And who would be brave enough to make that happen?” I asked in a teasing tone. 
 
    “Oh, maybe just the son of some poor old mote builder,” he said, then stood and started walking back toward the castle. 
 
    “Or maybe,” I said, following him. “The son of some successful shoemaker.” 
 
    “That is it!” he cried with delight. “Now, Katie, tell me what I must do to help you.” 
 
    “Nothing right now,” I replied. He looked as if he were about to argue, so I added, “Right now you need to be careful and stay on the lookout for danger and make sure that no one else finds out who I really am." 
 
    He nodded seemingly satisfied with my answer, but another thought jumped into my mind. 
 
    "Wait—” we stopped walking. The murders could now attack at any moment because they knew about me; I was no longer a protection. “King Zaccory, there is something that I think only you can do.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “The foremost reason that the assassins have not acted yet is because they think it unwise to kill the royal family with a princess from another country here. If they know about me that protection is now gone, so what we need is another princess.”  
 
    The king looked at me as if I had gone insane. I didn't blame him. But I knew how much we needed this, so I continued, “Listen, she will become a good distraction and will give us time to find out who is plotting against you so we can stop them.” 
 
    He tapped his thumbs together. “I am not saying it’s a bad idea, but who do you think would come fast enough? Who wouldn't declare a war if they found out their daughter is only a decoy?” 
 
    I had an answer for that. “How about you send a message to Princess Selena from Sizara. She wanted to come a while ago, and I suspect she still does.” 
 
    He looked only mildly shocked that I knew about Selena. “I know she will still want to come; she always wants to come. Though I have to warn you, Katie, that the reason I refused her this last time is because Jarin dislikes her, and frankly speaking, so do I.” 
 
    I nodded. “I never said he had to love her, she only has to provide us time. Do you think she will still come after you refused her?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Absolutely and immediately.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. We started walking again. 
 
    “Katie, just so you know,  Jarin will hate us if we do this.” 
 
    I laughed. “This is all of our lives we are trying to save, so let him hate me if he must. I have a job to do, if you will let me do it.” I looked up at him, but he was looking away towards the castle. 
 
    “All right, Katie,” he said finally. “I will send for Selena but only if we both swear to never tell Jarin we sent for her. And if he finds out, you take the blame.” 
 
    “Does he really loathe her that much?” I asked.  
 
    The king shrugged.  
 
    I held out my hand. “Fine then, I agree.” 
 
    He shook my hand. “Good. And I also want you to inform me if you find out anything else, especially the murderer’s identity.” 
 
    “I promise I will." He'd need to know anyway. "But we can't go around talking about this.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he said.  
 
    “And don't tell anyone else any of this yet,” I added. 
 
    “Why, I need to warn—” 
 
    “No," I cut him off. "Telling them now will put them in more danger. Everything must seem normal so we can catch the traitors instead of chasing them away, only to come back when we are not looking for them.” 
 
    He nodded, looking worried. “All right, I trust you, Katie,” he said. 
 
    Really? How could he? I was a spy. “I must confess, I don’t know why.” 
 
    He smiled at me a softness entering his eyes for the first time that evening. “Because, I know everything you have done has been for our protection with no thought of yourself. You don't mind silly games, you like my son, my country, and you just told me the truth. I confess that I knew something wasn't right with you, and that is why I asked you to explain who you were. If you had lied, my trust would have died, but you did not, and it grew.” 
 
    I smiled lightly, “thank you, King Zaccory, for understanding." That was all I could think of to say. 
 
     “Now then, princess Kathering from Thion, let’s go and deprive Mannie from some nice big sandwiches,” he grinned mischievously. I smiled back and nodded.  
 
    That went much better than I thought it would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Big Surprises 
 
      
 
    A couple of days later I woke up to find the castle in chaos. At breakfast, the servants were running around, the guards were whispering, and the royal family was very quiet. Queen Elna smiled to herself. King Zaccory kept frowning, and Jarin looked as confused as I felt. 
 
    The queen cleared her throat. “Katharine, my dear, how are you this morning?” she asked a bright smile on her face. 
 
    “I’m quite well, thank you,” I replied. 
 
    “Might I have a quick word?” she asked, standing and walking toward the door. I sighed and followed her into the hallway. 
 
    “Katharine,” she began, “this may seem like an odd request, seeing as you are one of our guests, but we have a very important visitor arriving today. I wondered if you might give her and Jarin the afternoon to spend together, alone?” 
 
    I barely contained my smile. “Why, of course, Your Majesty. I wouldn't wish to inconvenience any of you, especially if it is an important guest.” 
 
    She nodded, satisfied, then walked away. I took the opportunity and slipped into a deserted hall. I started my daily routine of searching for clues. 
 
    Things were working out as planned. 
 
    At first nothing seemed unusual, but near midday I finally spotted something out of the ordinary—not what I was looking for, but it stopped me in my search.  
 
    Under a long table three floors above the entrance hall, was the prince. I could easily walk by and ignore the odd sight, but at the same time, it seemed like an opportunity I couldn't miss. The prince was always finding me in odd places and catching me off guard. Perhaps this was my chance to get him back. 
 
    I knelt down and lifted the fabric. “Good afternoon, Prince Jarin.” 
 
    “Katie?” he gasped his eyes going wide. 
 
    I swallowed my laugh and forced a straight voice. “May I ask what you are doing?”  
 
    He contemplated his answer for a moment before he replied. “I—I'm hiding.” 
 
    “Oh, nice hiding spot,” I snickered. “It’s very easy to find.”  
 
    Jarin’s mouth twitched. “Katie, do me a favor will you, and get out of here.” he whispered. 
 
    “Why?” I asked raising my eyebrows up as high as they would go. 
 
    “Because," he hissed. "You are making it easier to find me.”  
 
    I snorted. “Whom are you hiding from?” I asked, knowing full well the answer. 
 
    “No one," he said looking away his cheeks becoming a light pink color. 
 
    I should not add to his embarrassment but I couldn't help myself. “Jarin, if I can't get a good answer out of you I'll simply have to stay here and keep asking.” 
 
    He groaned. “Okay, someone, but you are not helping me any, so please go away.”  
 
    I let go of the fabric and addressed the hall. “No, I want to be the big sign saying, ‘Look! Here is Prince Jarin hiding in the worst spot ever, under the table,’” I said that last bit louder my voice carrying down the hall. 
 
    “Shush, Katie. That’s it. Get down here right now," he said lifting up the cloth. 
 
    I pressed my hand against my chest in a dramatic way. “You would make a princess crawl on the floor? How dare you suggest such a thing? No, I refuse.” I was enjoying this far to much. 
 
    “Katie, you are acting ridiculous,” he said poking his head out from under the cloth. 
 
    “No, I am not, compared to you.” I gestured to him. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” he declared firmly. 
 
    I held my hand up to my ear. “Oh—Jarin, I think I hear someone coming.” 
 
    “Katie, get down here.” He hissed. I shook my head, and he reached up and pulled me under the table. 
 
    “This is interesting,” I said as the cloth fell hiding us both under the table.  
 
    “Shush, Katie, if you make so much as a squeak—” 
 
    “You will what?" I asked with wide eyes.  
 
    His eyes narrowed but he didn't answer me. 
 
    I laughed lightly. "You have nothing pointy, nothing sharp; I am not afraid of you.” 
 
    “Just promise me you'll stay quiet,” he said putting a finger against his lips. 
 
    “Whom are you hiding from?” 
 
    He groaned again. “If I answer that, will you quit talking?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He drug a hand through his hair. “Fine. Princess Selena from Sizara.” 
 
    I laughed out loud. I couldn't stop myself.  
 
    He clapped his hand over my mouth. “It’s not funny.” 
 
    I pushed his hand off. “Yes it is, you have issues with girls,” I giggled. 
 
    “Only one," he grumbled back putting his chin on his hands. 
 
    I mimicked him. “I doubt that.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Well, it is better than issues with walls.” 
 
    “Hey!” I said, louder than I meant to.  
 
    He clapped his hand over my mouth again. We both listened as footsteps approached our hiding spot. I felt certain Jarin was praying that whomever it was would walk by, but he was out of luck today. The footsteps stopped at the table, and the shimmering cloth raised up to reveal the king. 
 
    “What are you two doing?” he asked, smiling broadly a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “I—ah…well,” Jarin stammered, dropping his hand from my face. “We were—ah, we were playing hide and seek.” 
 
    The king laughed, rubbing his hands together. “Who is it?” 
 
    “Princess Selena from Sizara,” I said quickly before Jarin could answer. 
 
    Jarin glared at me, and the king laughed again. “You really are out of luck, my son. Selena is heading this way.” 
 
    Jarin looked for the moment a combination of angry and terrified. “Katie, this is all your fault.” 
 
    I put my chin back on my hands. “What do you mean? I'm the one hiding under the table keeping quiet.” 
 
    His face reddened. “Keeping quiet? Katie, if it were not for you and your teasing, I wouldn't have been found.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “In this hiding spot?” 
 
    “Oh, I hate you," he grumbled but I saw a hint of a smile behind his grumpy expression. 
 
    I shrugged. “I hate you too.” 
 
    “Well, I hate you both,” the king joined in, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Jarin and I stared up at the king’s giddy face. “Come on, Jarin, come out and face Selena like a man. Katie, I think you should stay there.” 
 
    “Wait, that’s not fair.” Jarin protested. 
 
    “Well, then you should have picked a better hiding spot,” the king retorted.  
 
    I had to agree.  
 
    Jarin looked as if he wanted to hit someone over and over again with his fencing sword but he climbed out from under the table. 
 
    “Why does she always come back?” he complained. I felt a twinge of guilt but I wasn't going to tell him I sent for her this time.               Just then a piercing giggle rent our ears. I rolled closer to the wall to keep out of sight. 
 
    “Oh, Prince Jarin, how dashing you look,” Selena declared in a high-pitched, nasal voice.  
 
    I snorted, and Jarin kicked at the fabric. 
 
    “You are as lovely, as always, Selena,” Jarin murmured most of his misery hidden in his tone. 
 
    “King Zaccory, so good to see you and your lovely castle again,” Selena gushed. 
 
    “And you, Selena,” the king replied.  
 
    An awkward silence filled the hall, and I lifted the fabric a tiny bit for a peek. Selena had Jarin by the arm and was gazing up intently at him, her dark hair in slight disarray and her eyelashes fluttering so fast I wondered how she kept it up for so long.  
 
    Zaccory’s smile seemed painted on, and Jarin looked like he wished someone would run him through.  
 
    Finally King Zaccory broke the silence. “Perhaps a walk outside would be enjoyable.” 
 
    “Oh yes, Jarin, let’s walk,” Selena said, grabbing his hand and pulling him down the hall.  
 
    When they were gone, I slid out from under the table. King Zaccory remained standing in the hallway, and we exchanged knowing looks, then parted. We both had important things to do now that our decoy had arrived. 
 
    Throughout the day I found it difficult not to peek out of a window now and again. Selena was always hooked to Jarin’s arm or grasping his hand, and Jarin always looked like he was in pain.  
 
    That evening at dinner we officially met. She smiled when we were introduced but scowled at the king’s declaration of me as a family friend. Jarin looked miserable, and I felt worse for being the cause, but it truly was for his own protection. I had better hurry before Selena unknowingly tortured him to death. 
 
    The king must have been thinking somewhat along the same lines, because he asked Jarin to come directly to his study immediately after supper. Once Jarin had gone, Selena said she was exhausted and went to her room. The queen said she had business to attend to, so I again found myself alone.  
 
    For the first time, it really bothered me. My heart wanted nothing more than to talk to Jarin. It didn't even matter about what. “A princess thought,” I whispered. Shaking it off, I stood, straightened my dress and went to act like a spy. 
 
    I walked down an upper hall a quarter hour later and heard raised voices coming from a door ajar off to my left. Carefully I slid over and leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Mother, I am not sure I want to meet anyone else.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious; Zaccory, tell me he is not serious.” 
 
    “I can’t say that, Elna, what is wrong with Katie?” the king asked. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong with Katharine, but what dare I say is wrong with Selena?” 
 
    “Frankly, I loathe her,” Jarin said sharply. 
 
    “So what do you want us to do? We can act rude and send her away after she’s only just arrived today?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Jarin grumbled. 
 
    “I personally would rather send Katharine away. She has stayed here long enough.” 
 
    “Mother—” Jarin started to protest. 
 
    “Do not ‘mother’ me, Jarin. If you are going to get married, then we have to help you find the right princess. Obviously Princess Katharine is not your match, so all I am saying is, it is time to try another one.” 
 
    “Mother, I am sick of this!” exclaimed the prince. 
 
    “Well, then you could always choose a wife,” offered the king. 
 
    “I do not want him to choose someone I do not approve of.” the queen began, but King Zaccory cut her off.  
 
    “Elna, dear, this is Jarin's choice. We didn't want him to suffer though an arranged marriage, we promised him he could marry for love, to the girl of his own choosing.” 
 
    “I know it is his choice, I just don't want him to make the wrong one. All I am proposing is to have Katharine leave for a while and to have a few more princesses come in and join Selena.” 
 
    “Mother, that is exactly what I don’t want.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that you have already made your decision, that you are going to marry this girl?" Venom laced her words. "Even if I do not think she is the right match for you?” 
 
    Marry me?  
 
    I couldn't listen to any more. Heart beating I turned and raced down the hall. I was at the end of the hallway when I heard a door slam. Elna was storming away in the opposite direction. Quickly I darted into the next hall in order to avoid the king and the prince who were sure to follow at any moment. I leaned against the wall and concentrated on my breathing.  
 
    “Jarin, you are not supposed to fall in love with me,” I whispered. “Not for real.” Then my heart caught in my chest.  
 
    What would I do if they sent me away?  
 
    I wish that I could find the murderer and get this over with. I was running out of time either way and things were too dangerous for the royal family, even with Selena’s protection. As the torrent of thoughts began to slow, the feeling of nervousness returned. I reached a window seat and sat down, suddenly tired.  
 
    “I need some help here,” I whispered, my head in my hands.  
 
    As if in answer I heard soft, creeping footsteps. I glanced up and jumped. A shadowy figure darted across the hall.  
 
    I jumped up and tore after it. At the end of the hall, I looked around the corner and into a dark corridor. The outline of the figure was just discernible. It moved its hand as if beckoning me to follow then disappeared through a passage. I drew back and took a deep breath.  
 
    Should I follow? 
 
     I placed my hand on my sword that I had concealed in my skirts. I smiled. I was definitely going to follow. Seeing no one in sight, I ran to the darkened corner, quickly drew my sword, and opened the passage. With a deep breath, I plunged inside. 
 
    The semi-dark passageway was damp, leading downward through a series of spiraling stairs. I looked down in hopes of discovering where it led, but all I saw was the dark figure running down the steps.  
 
    It stopped suddenly as if listening for something. I moved my foot to see how it would react. It jumped and continued on. I dashed after it, trying not to slip on the moist stone steps. I couldn't help but wonder if this shadowy phantom was helping me or leading me into danger. I had wanted help though, and this was the only help I could see. 
 
    The steps spiraled downward for what seemed like ages, and then without warning they ended, facing a stone wall with a dimly lit torch attached to the stone. I couldn't see the shadow, but by now I knew his tricks. Glancing around, I carefully pulled on the torch and was surprised at how easily it slid downward. To my left, the wall opened very slightly, and I slipped inside. 
 
    I stood in a small rectangular room. Off to my right was a wall with a gap near the top like a window into another room. To my left at the far end was a table with a chair covered in chains and looked rather beat up, beyond that was a cabinet and another wall. I saw another metal door near the cabinet on the wall behind me, but upon reaching it, found it bolted shut.  
 
    I tapped my fingers in annoyance. I knew there had to be some significance to the room because the shadow had led me here. I walked to the window to see what I could find. But it was a little bit too high for me to see out of. 
 
    I grabbed a grubby stool and stood on it to peer through the window. It was so dark that I could hardly see anything. I did make out the faint outlines of what looked like prison bars. Other than a few other odd shapes, I could see no more.  
 
    This has to be the prison, I thought.  
 
    Looking back at the small room, I guessed that this had to be an interrogation room or a torture room of some kind. Suddenly I heard quick footsteps. It wasn't until I heard voices in the other room that I realized the footsteps had come from the prison. Leaning forward, I listened. 
 
    “Lieutenant Chase?” asked an urgent voice. 
 
    “Yes?” he replied almost fearfully. 
 
    “As I said, I have returned with a better option. I need your help. I will give you your existence for your assistance,” the voice oozed with bitterness. 
 
    “You can do that?” he asked. 
 
    “I can do anything I like, especially since I am free of irons and bars—unlike you. I’ll even offer you an added bonus: I will let you kill Carl Barlin, like you so desperately want to do. My associate and I will take care of the others.” 
 
    “What others, and who else is involved?” Chase asked. 
 
    “That is not your concern. You are only to be concerned with what I tell you to be concerned with. I'm not in the mood to play games, Chase. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. You will be our fourth leader, but you are not in charge. That is if you will you pledge yourself to me, to fulfill my every bidding and help me complete my plan all the way to the end?”  
 
    There was silence.  
 
    The other person is the assassin.  
 
    I can't believe I got my wish. Yet, the assassin's voice sounded high. Female. I waited, hoping to hear the rest of the plan or for the assassin to reveal herself completely. It was not enough to know that she was a woman, though it helped immensely.  
 
    Finally, Chase’s voice—barely audible—whispered a reply. “I so pledge.” 
 
     Great, I thought, Chase is officially back on my list. 
 
    “Wonderful, then you are ready for your first assignment. I know that before your rather embarrassing capture, you had control of one-third of the army. I want that one third. For my plan to work I need an army.” 
 
    “But how—?” asked Chase. 
 
    “I don't care how you do it. I will do my part and get you out of this place. You do your job of acquiring me my army. Or would you rather rot?” 
 
    “I will do it, my lady, but it might take some time.” 
 
    “Well, you are lucky we have a little time, but I still want it done quickly, and yes, without detection. I don’t need anyone to know our plan. If all goes well, no one will ever need to know we planned it, you understand?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I nearly fell off my stool. Gripping the wall I held myself up. 
 
    “And remember, Chase, I do not tolerate traitors, especially traitors to the crown.” 
 
    No, no, no, it cannot be.  
 
    I leaning against the wall for support my fingers digging into the cold stone. I heard Chase wrong. I must have. 
 
    “Of course, my Queen.” 
 
    I nearly yelled as I heard the scrape of a key and the screeching sound of the prison doors open. I desperately wished to go back and hear that again, I’m sure I had missed something.  
 
    “It's not true,” I breathed. 
 
    “Take off his shackles and let him go,” the queen demanded. Now that I knew it was her I couldn't deny that it was her voice. 
 
    “Now, Chase, you will be commanding this army, so you had better start acting like the commanding officer I know you are.”  
 
    I could just imagine Chase smiling at that comment.  
 
    “Now go and don't forget your pledge.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Follow my associate here and you will have no problems. I have to get back upstairs, but remember, Chase, I am watching you,” she added.  
 
    I was so ready to jump in there and grab them all, but a hard stone wall and a bolted door were in my way. Their footsteps faded away, and I sank to the floor.  
 
    Queen Elna could not be the assassin. She couldn't be the one plotting to kill everyone. Zaccory, Jarin, and Carl Barlin were in more danger than I think any of us realized. Mind racing, I pulled myself up and sprinted through the stone door and back up the stairs.  
 
    My thoughts began running through justifications. Maybe Elna and Chase are involved in something else. But what else? Murder and … um…murder?  
 
    Maybe that was not Elna. It could have been an impostor. I shook my head as I continued my sprint up the endless stairs. I knew that it was Elna’s voice; I had heard it countless times before. The fact that I did not recognize it at first had nothing to do with its authenticity. 
 
    What in the world am I going to do now? 
 
    I stopped and leaned against the wall. Then an even worse thought jumped into my head. How can I tell the king? I couldn't, I wouldn't; but I would have to. He was in danger at every moment. 
 
    I turned and continued up the stairs. I had to alert the king then I'd go straight to my father. He had to know more about this mission than he let on. He would not have sent me if someone had just said, “How about you go to Floric because they have problems.”  I needed to know the rest of the story, and I needed to know now.                
 
    I was surprised when I realized that I was at the top of the spiral staircase. Slowly I slid the passage door open and walked out into the deserted hall. I hardly noticed where I was going with my mind racing so fast. It was not until I was standing in front of a door at the end of a hall three floors above the passage entrance that I realized where my feet had carried me. I blinked in surprise; I had walked myself to the king’s study.  
 
    Was I ready to tell him? No, but would I ever feel ready?  
 
    Slowly I approached the door. Taking a deep breath, I knocked.  
 
    “Come in,” said the king in his usual jovial manner. I pushed the door open and stepped inside. He smiled wide. “Katie, I am so glad to see you. How was—”  
 
    He stopped as he saw the look on my face. “Katie, are you all right?” he asked, gesturing me to sit down.  
 
    I obeyed and then slowly met his gaze. 
 
     “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Spy or Princess 
 
      
 
     The night was dark and perfect for spy work. Scurrying down the cobblestone road I quietly darted into the darkest areas to avoid being seen. As I neared the north gates of Florence, Floric I pulled my black cloak closer around me, concealing my dress.  
 
    Carl Barlin lives around here somewhere, I thought.  
 
    I contemplated the small houses. An old man was shuffling down the road, kicking at stray rocks. He looked lost or confused. 
 
    Now what was he doing out in the dead of night? I wondered.  
 
    I watched him for a moment then decided maybe he could help me. “Excuse me,” I said deepening my voice, “Does Captain Barlin live around here?”  
 
    The old man stopped and stared. “Why would a lady be seeking the captain?” he asked slowly, eyeing me with apprehension. 
 
    “I am a friend of his, and I need his help,” I said, trying to sound desperate and authoritative at the same time.  
 
    He shook his head as if annoyed I'd bothered him. Finally, he nodded then pointed to a stone house in the middle of the block.               “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “No problem,” he growled, then stalked off into the night. I dashed to the captain’s house and knocked on the door. After a few minutes, the door opened a crack. 
 
    “Hello?” came a whisper from behind the door. 
 
    “Is this the home of Carl Barlin?” I whispered back. 
 
    “That it is. May I inquire to whom is calling at this hour of the night?” I smiled at the warning tone I could hear in her voice. 
 
    “Is the captain here?” I asked. If he wasn't, I knew it would be useless—not to mention dangerous—to give out my name. 
 
    “Yes, may I tell him who is here?” the voice repeated the warning tone grew stronger. 
 
    “Princess Katharine,” I whispered. 
 
    “My goodness, come in, child.” The door was abruptly thrown open, and she me ushered inside. A blond, short, soft-looking woman smiled at me. “I am so sorry for the inconvenience, Your Majesty, but we can't be too careful. I am Lilly, the captain’s wife. Carl fell asleep about an hour ago, but I am sure he won't mind waking up for you,” she said in a rush. “Will you please sit down? I will go and fetch him.” Without waiting for an answer Lilly bowed and darting up the stairs.  
 
    I heard some fumbling then Carl Barlin pounding down the stairs pulling on his coat. “Princess, are you all right?” he asked before he had even entered the room. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, trying to sound calm, “but I need your help.” I had already gone through this once. The king’s face would not leave my mind as I prepared to explain. Talking to the king wasn't nearly as dangerous as talking to the captain; I had not gained his trust.  
 
    “Princess, what is wrong?” Carl prompted when I didn’t say anything more. Lilly sat down on a small chair next to her husband, looking worried. I closed my eyes and took a deep, calming breath. “I have to ask you to hear me out and not speak until I have finished.”  
 
    They both immediately nodded their consent.  
 
    “Captain Barlin, I have not been completely honest with you. I am not from Loth; I am from Thion.” His eyes narrowed, but he did not interrupt, so I continued. “I am here tonight to bring you a message from King Zaccory. He needs you to assist me in saving your country.”                              
 
    Captain Barlin brow furrowed. “What do you mean, ‘assist you’?” he asked. 
 
    Here goes nothing. “I have discovered a plot that the royal family is to be assassinated.”  
 
    Carl Barlin's lips grew thin. Lilly gasped and put a hand on her husband's shoulder. 
 
    I quickly continued, “I am a princess, but I am also a spy. I am here to help you, I promise. I do not have time to go into great detail. The king sent you this note,” I said. 
 
    I pulled the letter I'd watched the king write out of my cloak and handed it to Carl. “You will have to talk to the king if you need more information.” I paused, waiting for one of them to speak. When they did not, I continued, even as I noticed Carl's hand stray to the hilt of his sword. 
 
    I assumed a soldiers stance.  Hopefully he would find that action comforting. “We have reason to believe that one third of your army has turned against the king, by the order of the assassins. We have to act quickly and make sure they do not attack, and we must reclaim as many back to our side as possible. The king expects you, Captain, to come to the castle tomorrow morning for details of how we are going to accomplish this. I, myself, am leaving, hopefully for only a few days. When I come back, I will help you catch the assassins, but for now I need a few more answers, I can't find here. You need to do all the preparation you can to stop a war without anyone noticing what you are doing.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” he questioned, tightening his grip on his sword. 
 
    I took a calming breath. “Because we don't want to frighten away the very person we want to catch.”  
 
    Carl nodded his eyes on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    I put my hands up. “I know that this sounds strange and that you don't trust me—” 
 
    “You're right, but I would like to trust you, as my king apparently does” he said, letting go of his sword. “If this is really happening, then of course I will do all that I can.” He paused and stared at me, trying to decide my true character. 
 
    “You are a spy?” he asked, as if trying to make sure he had heard correctly. I nodded, making sure to keep eye contact. “And a princess?” 
 
     I nodded again.  
 
    “Then why are you helping us? I thought spies were supposed to help their own countries.”  
 
    I smiled, for that is exactly what I had thought when I received this assignment. “I am doing this because I was asked to and because I care for the royal family. I don't want them to come to any harm." 
 
    Carl smiled at me then turned to his wife. The corners of her mouth turned up as well and they both nodded. 
 
    Carl relaxed his stance. “I suppose we can trust you, Princess, if the king does, though I have a few more questions.” 
 
    “All right,” I sighed I didn't have much time. 
 
    “Do you know who is plotting this murder?” 
 
    I nodded. “I know two out of four.” 
 
    “Four people are betraying the king and queen?” Lilly cried, a hand on her heart. “Who could do that?” 
 
    I took a deep breath; still amazed the king had believed me. “I'm afraid it is four people betraying the king and prince, since Queen Elna is behind all of this.” They both stared at me open-mouthed.  
 
    Please let them believe me.  
 
    I remembered king’s response: “I never suspected it, but at the same time I knew all along.” He then gloomily asked what was to be done. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Carl asked, stopping my thoughts. 
 
    “I am, and you need to be careful, Captain, because the other person I’m sure of is Chase, and he has been granted the pleasure of killing you.” 
 
     Lilly whimpered, and Carl leaned forward. “How do you know this?” he breathed. 
 
    “I am a spy. He attempted this before when you, the king and the prince interrupted the queen and I during tea the other day.” 
 
    Captain Barlin clenched his fist, and began pacing. His face darkened. “You say you are helping us, and in the very hour of our need, you are leaving?”  
 
    “Yes, I am leaving because I must. I need answers and I think I might be able to discover who the other two traitors are, or at least gain some insight that I can't find here.” 
 
    “All right, let me get this straight,” Carl said, continuing to pace the room. “I need to prepare for war without appearing to do so because the queen, Chase, and probably two others are planning to murder the king, the prince, and myself.” 
 
    “And me,” I stated quietly.  
 
    Captain Barlin stopped his pacing and stared at me, more shock showing on his face than the rest of the evening. 
 
    I stood, I needed to get going. “I promise I will help you; I will come back as fast as I can. All you need to worry about is keeping the king, prince, yourself, and I am sure your wife, safe and make sure that your army is not being taken over by Chase.” 
 
    “I will,” Captain Barlin nodded, as if in a daze. 
 
    “I must go now.” I walked toward the door with the Barlins following me. 
 
    “If they are trying to harm you as well, are you going to be safe, Princess?” asked Lilly. 
 
    I couldn't help myself; I turned and smiled. “Yes, very safe, I assure you. When I return, we will talk more and finalize a plan.”                             They nodded, and I stepped out once again into the black night. When I was out of their yard, I pulled up my hood and crept out into the night.  
 
    My heart sank with every step. I did not want to leave. The thought of going home filled me with dread. I had never returned home before a mission was complete. I hoped my father would understand that coming home might help me actually complete this mission.  
 
    Slowly I crept forward to the city’s gates, hoping to slip through without any trouble. I was going over my escape story when the sound of a familiar voice stopped me. 
 
    “Thanks for letting me join you," Jarin said I crept forward to get a look at the guards and the prince. 
 
    A soldier in a dark blue cloak nodded at Jarin. “Of course, my prince, sorry we are all on guard duty tonight.” 
 
    “Not a problem, I needed to get away.” Jarin said tossing something into the fire they were all standing next to. 
 
    “Let me guess,” laughed another soldier. “ Selena’s back.” 
 
    “Yes,” moaned the prince. 
 
    “But I thought the king said he wouldn't let any more than one princess come at a time." The soldier in the cloak said. "I thought there was already a princess at the castle.” 
 
    Jarin sighed. “Yes, there is. I'm not sure what happened, but knowing Selena she probably showed up, and we let her stay in politeness.” 
 
    They all chuckled and then lapsed into silence. My escape story was no longer of use. I stood in the shadows for a moment not quite sure what to do. I had made certain to avoid anyone actually seeing me leave the castle. I knew that I could not avoid Jarin or the soldiers.  
 
    This might just have to be awkward, I decided.  
 
    With no time to waste, I took a deep breath and walked forward, making sure my hood covered my face. 
 
    At my approach, two soldiers stood. The one in the cloak stepped in front of me. “Going out at this time of night?” he asked. 
 
    I made a noncommittal grunt. Maybe they wouldn't care since I was leaving and I wouldn't have to talk with Jarin at all. 
 
    The guard shook his head. “State your name and business.” 
 
    Well that didn't work. I smiled at the familiar words. “Princess Katharine and—” 
 
    “Katie?” Jarin said, shooting to his feet. 
 
    I took a deep breath and lowered my hood. “Good evening, Prince Jarin.”  
 
    “What are you doing here?” He walked over to me. 
 
    “You know that has become a common phrase between us.” I laughed trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “Yes it has, but seriously, what is going on?” Worry shown in his eyes. 
 
    It should be so easy to tell him the truth. I had told the king and Captain Barlin, but I couldn’t tell him. He might hate me for real, and I found I did not want to risk that. 
 
    “You first,” I said instead. 
 
    He smirked then noticed the soldiers staring at us. 
 
    “Katie, I would like you to meet some of my soldier friends: Linus and Marc. Linus, Marc, I would like you to meet Princess Katharine, who likes to be called Katie. We were not expecting her, but I shouldn't be surprised; I usually do not expect to see her.” 
 
    I nodded at them before turning my attention back to him, “Jarin… I… have to leave.” 
 
    “What?” he gasped. 
 
    I smiled at his reaction, hating myself for the lies that stood between us and the one I needed to add. “Yes, you see, I received a summons, and I have to go home.” I reverted to my original story I'd planned to tell. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I sighed. “It is sort of a family emergency.” 
 
    He opened and closed his mouth, but said nothing.  Instead, he reached out, took my hand, and led me a few paces away from his friends. “Katie, you don't have to leave because of Selena. I don't even like her.” 
 
    I laughed at the sweet way he was attempting to reassure me and the guilt twisted deeper in my gut. “I promise you I’m not.” 
 
    His saw tightened. “Who told you to leave? My mother?” 
 
    “Jarin, it's not like that. I'm leaving because I must, not because I want to. I am not afraid of Selena.” Snickers broke out in the background, and Jarin’s mouth twitched. I smiled slightly, even as I strangely felt like crying. 
 
    “Are you going alone, Katie?” He asked his eyes on our clasped hands. 
 
    “Yes, to a point.” 
 
    “Someone is waiting for you outside the wall?” he asked his eyes lifting up to look at mine. 
 
    I nodded, hating myself for lying to him. Why did he have to ask so many question. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, Jarin," I said pulling my hand out of his. 
 
    “You aren't going on foot, are you?” he looked around for a horse or carriage behind me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I did before.” 
 
    The soldiers exchanged a look.  
 
    Jarin shook his head. “Not by your choice. Come here.” 
 
    He took my hand again and led me around to where some horses were tethered. “Take my horse.” He let go of my hand and went to untie him. 
 
    I didn't know what to say. “Why?” 
 
    He loosened the tether on his horse. “Because, Katie, you should not go the way you are, even for a family emergency. Bandits could attack you.” 
 
    I laughed out loud, and the guards exchanged another strange look.  
 
    I put a hand on my sword, that I'd buckled on top of my dress, under my cloak. “I would like to see them try.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t,” he said. “Even if you could fight them off. It's not worth the risk.” 
 
    His eyes caught mine, and I suddenly had trouble breathing. He took my hand again and did not look away as he said, “Please be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” I whispered. 
 
    He nodded. I turned to go, but he did not let go of my hand. I turned back to look at him. Ever so slowly, he raised my hand to his lips and kissed it. 
 
    “Come back soon,” he whispered. 
 
    A warm feeling enveloped my chest, and I could say nothing. He helped me onto his horse, "Travel safe and good luck." 
 
    “You too,” I managed to say.  
 
    He smiled. “Oh, and Katie, I will need my horse, so don’t forget to bring him back.” 
 
    I nodded and, set my eyes forward before I forgot my purpose, and galloped into the night, but not before I heard one of his friends say, “Well I think I approve.” 
 
    Me too, I thought. 
 
    *     *     * 
 
     The lights of my castle drew me in as if they were a magnificent magnet. The morning sun was just rising, casting a yellow tinge into the velvety blue sky. As I rode Jarin’s horse through the gates, a sudden shiver ran up my spine. I have never returned home before a mission was complete, and I hoped my father would understand. 
 
    “Princess Katie, welcome home,” Jenna, said the moment I ran into the entryway.  
 
    “Hello Jenna. I don’t have time to chat, but walk with me and tell me what has been going on," I said without slowing down. 
 
    She fell into step right beside me. “Right. Nothing really. After I wrote to you there have been no carriages and queen Emmalin has been quiet.” 
 
    “Actually that is a bit strange,” I said. I thought about what a quiet Emmalin could mean as we continued up the stairs. I turned the corner and was shocked to find myself face to face with her.                             Jenna backed away and hid. We knew Emmalin wouldn’t approve of seeing Jenna. Emmalin didn’t think servants should ever be seen.  
 
    “Good morning, Emmalin,” I said. 
 
    “Katharine, what are you doing here?” she asked, blocking my way. “You are supposed to be in Floric.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I'm not staying long,” I replied tartly and forced my way past her. My father’s study was at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked. 
 
    “I need to see my father, this doesn’t concern you.” I said as I knocked on my father’s study door hoping she would go away. She did go, although slowly, as if waiting to hear my conversation with my father. 
 
    “Come in,” came my father’s voice. I took a deep breath then pushed open the door. The moment I walked through, it was as if the light I had felt in Jarin’s kingdom had been blown out. 
 
    “Katie, what are you doing here?” he asked, surprised. “Is everything worked out?” 
 
    I sat down, ignoring his question. “I need more information from you before I can complete this case.”  
 
    He looked at me in confusion. “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    How was that question confusing? “Father, you have to know more about this mission than you have let on. You wouldn't have sent me if someone had told you to go to Floric because they have problems. I know you have more information. I need to know the rest of the information, whatever it is, and I need to know now.”  
 
    He looked at me as if I were crazy. “I told you what I knew when you left.” 
 
    “Yes, but you didn't tell me everything, did you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can't remember that far back. How about you tell me what you know, and we can see if I can fill in any of the blanks.” 
 
    I groaned in frustration. “You said that you were afraid we were going to lose our alliance because something was wrong in Floric. You said Floric would be ruined and through it our country would be destroyed as well, and that I was the only person who could find out what was wrong and fix it. That is all you told me.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps I do know more,” he stated calmly, beginning to look through a stack of papers on his desk. I waited, but he continued to shuffle papers and said no more.  
 
    Losing my patience, I jumped up and started pacing. “While you were worrying about your alliance, did you know, Father, that Floric’s royal family, your old friends, were being plotted against, to be murdered?”  
 
    His jaw dropped; clearly he did not.  
 
    “Did you know that not only is the queen the brains behind the assassinations but she is also taking one-third of their army to fight against the king? No, I don't think you did. All you are worried about is your alliance and our country’s well-being.” 
 
    His face-hardened, and he immediately picked up a pen and started writing. "That is my job." 
 
    I leaned closer to him. “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “Katie, I think there is a mistake. I know Elna and Zaccory; perhaps they are in one of their little tiffs or—” 
 
    “No, Father.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, throwing down his feather pen. “Where are you getting this wild story? I sent you to fix the problem of our alliance and a country being ruined, and so far all you can tell me is some foolish story. For once could you not find the real problem?” 
 
    “Father, I am not making this up. If that country is destroyed, and they go into a civil war, yes, your alliance will be ruined, and I am sure our country will be affected by that.” 
 
    “True, Katie, if they are fighting they are likely to seek aid from other countries, and if we do not agree, we will be added as an enemy.” 
 
    “So, do you believe me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied picking his pen back up. 
 
    I took a few deep breaths. “Father, who told you that there was a problem in Floric?” 
 
    He looked up, agitated. “Queen Elna wrote to Emmalin, and I saw the letter on her desk—” 
 
    This all came from a letter?! “Father, Elna is the one who is planning to kill everyone.” 
 
    “Everyone, hm?” 
 
    I slid back in my chair. “Nearly, at least everyone of importance. The king, the prince, Captain Barlin—who knows how many others.” 
 
     He said nothing but continued writing his letter. The silence between us was deafening. I started trembling. My father was ignoring everything I said while the people I had grown to love were in trouble.  
 
    Finally he looked up. “If there is all this trouble, why are you here, Katie?” 
 
    I spoke calmly, “Because you have not yet answered my question.”  
 
    He looked me straight in the eye and said, “Other than the letter, I do not know any more than you do. In fact, I now know more than I want to. You are the spy, and this is your problem to solve.” He continued writing once more. 
 
    I leaned forward. “But, Father, they are your friends.” 
 
    “They were my friends a long time ago.” He answered with out looking up. 
 
    “But still—” 
 
    “This is not our problem.” 
 
    “Yes it is, Father. You sent me to find out what was wrong, and I did. You told me to fix it, and I am trying to.” He said nothing and my temper snapped. “You are not who you once were, Father; you have changed. You used to care more about matters such as these.”  
 
    I turned and looked at him earnestly. “What happened to you?”  
 
    He raised his eyes off his papers and up to mine. “How dare you accuse me of such a thing?” he whispered. “I care about important matters—not about some frivolous activities in other countries, that if you fix, I won’t have to worry about.” 
 
    Frivolous? I knew I wasn't getting through to him but how could he make such a claim. “This is not a frivolous activity; this is a very serious matter—this is murder. This is the hardest case I have ever had.” 
 
    “If you feel you are not up to the task, then I will have you replaced,” he said slamming his hand down on his desk. 
 
    “I am not asking for that.” 
 
    “It sounds like it to me.” He said a redness entering his face. 
 
    I stood up and leaned closer to him to show I didn't fear his temper. “You can replace me, but I am going back anyway.” 
 
    “Then get back out there, and act like the spy you are!” I opened my mouth to argue but changed my mind. “What have you got to say, Katie? Come on, out with it.” I shook my head and backed up a step preparing to leave. 
 
    “Katie?” he asked in a calmer tone. 
 
    “Why did you make me a spy?” I whispered for the first time begging him with everything in me not to lie. 
 
    He simply shrugged. “To give you the best life anyone could offer, safety no princess has ever had, and a real mind. So don't blame me if you are unhappy. After your mother died, I married right away just for you.” 
 
    For me? He'd never convince me of that. Not with the way Emmalin ignored me when I was young. “I thank you for thinking of me, but what you did accomplished nothing for either of us.” 
 
    My father stood, his face reddening. “How dare you defy your king? You are a most ungrateful daughter. How dare you insult your stepmother and me? I made you who you are, and I will take it away,” he bellowed.  
 
    Tears came unbidden to me before I could stop myself. “But I was born a princess. Why was I taught to be what I am instead of what I was born to be? Father, I feel as if I am two people, trying to live in one world. Do you call that the best life anyone can offer?” 
 
    His face went redder than I had ever seen it. He rose to his full height and leaned over his desk. “Yes, that is the best life I could offer. I gave you a better life than all those other dumb princesses. I gave you opportunities no other king has ever offered his daughter, and if you are not happy, then you will choose right now who you are going to be, for I will have no more of this foolishness.”  
 
    I stood up, my own face full of anger, my voice shrill. “You know that is unfair, Father, but you are right. I can no longer live in two worlds and be happy.”  
 
    I turned on my heels and marched to the door, tears streaming down my face. I pushed open the doors and nearly knocked over Queen Emmalin who'd been standing outside the door. I nodded in apology then turned back to my father.  
 
    “I choose to be who I am: the best spy in my country.” 
 
    I saw him smile slightly like he'd won something. Unable to take this a moment longer I walked down the hall and down the stairs, ignoring the pain in my heart, but I add to myself,  “Because right now, there are too many people who need me to be a spy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Lost in two worlds 
 
      
 
    The late afternoon light stung my eyes as I approached Captain Barlin’s house. Stifling a yawn, I clambered off Jarin's horse, heaved my black spy bag on my back and walked up to the door. I had taken a very short nap before leaving my country, but it hadn’t been enough.  
 
    I wasn't sure what they were expecting from me, but if it was like anything I had expected, then they were all in for a big disappointment; nevertheless, I knocked on the door. Lilly answered and gave a squeal; Carl walked up right behind her, smiled, and let me in. 
 
    “So, what did you find out?” he asked, after closing the door behind me. 
 
    “Not exactly what I anticipated,” I said, frowning. The front door swung open and we all jumped, then quickly relaxed when we saw the king. He smiled as if scaring us had been the most amusing thing he had experienced that day. 
 
    “So?” he questioned. All three of them looked at me. 
 
    “It did not go as planned. I actually know more than he does. The only sliver of information he gave me is that he got the idea of trouble in Floric from a letter Elna wrote to Emmalin.”  
 
    King Zaccory’s eyes narrowed in thought. “So you really learned nothing, other than Emmalin knew there was trouble here too.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, pushing away the thought of the black carriages. 
 
    “So, Katie, does that mean you could have stayed and not caused me all this trouble?” the king asked dramatically. 
 
    “What trouble?” I laughed. 
 
    “Well, Elna and Selena were thrilled that you had gone, at least for a little while, and Jarin was visibly depressed, especially when princess Selena has again spent the whole day with him so far. Now, though, I think things shall be quite opposite: Elna and Selena vexed and Jarin joyful. Now I will have to deal with this side of them.” 
 
    We all laughed and followed Lilly’s invitation to sit down in the parlor. 
 
    “So, what are we going to do now?” asked Captain Barlin.  
 
    “Well, I for one don't think anything is going to happen right away, though I could be wrong,” said the king. 
 
    “I agree, they haven't done anything yet, but that could change in an instant. I think that for now Captain Barlin, the king, and I should keep doing what we are already doing. Though, we all need to keep an extra eye out and if anyone of us, including you, Lilly, sees or hears anything new, we need to let the others know. I think we need to wait and let them give themselves away.” I looked at them, expecting them to argue. "Or else no one will believe us." 
 
    “I have only one question, Princess,” said Carl Barlin, “I understand how hard this situation is to swallow but should we warn the prince?”  
 
    I looked up at the king, hoping he would answer. Luckily he did. “At first, Katie and I did not want him to know so that he would continue to act normally, but now I think we should tell him for his own safety.”  
 
    They all turned and looked at me expectedly.  
 
    “Oh no,” I said, jumping to my feet. 
 
    “Come now, Katie, you are the only one who can convince him,” the king said with a boyish smile. 
 
    “I have no idea what you mean,” I said, turning my back and collecting my cloak. 
 
    “You are the spy, Katie, and I believe he really likes you. I think the news of all this betrayal should come from you,” the king said. 
 
    “He will believe you better,” I argued. "You're his father." 
 
    The king shook his head. “I doubt I could convince anyone in this matter. Katie, it really needs to be you to tell him everything,” he said. He looked pointedly at me. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, suddenly understanding. “Tell him everything? You want me to tell him who I am, not just that we are all in danger?” 
 
    “Yes, Katie, I think it is time for him to know who you truly are.” I looked into his blue eyes; they were just like his son’s, ready to debate the idea when I realized what he was implying. Jarin and I were not causal acquaintances. He should know the truth about me. My heart clenched with fear of his reaction, but I nodded in agreement. 
 
    *     *     * 
 
    King Zaccory and I arrived back at the castle just as the sun was nearing the mountaintops, casting a pinkish glow on the clouds. Queen Elna was strutting down the stairs deep in conversation with Martin. 
 
    “But Selena is a charming princess, I believe I like her better than—” She stopped mid-sentence when she saw us at the doors of the entrance hall. 
 
    “Good evening, Elna,” greeted King Zaccory with a smile. Elna ignored him, her eyes on me in disbelief.  
 
    “Katharine, you have returned,” she exclaimed eyeing me and my black bag looped over my shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, I really never intended to stay away long,” I said smoothly. 
 
    “Well, I am glad that the emergency that called you away was solved so quickly.” She forced a smile. 
 
    “Yes, it ended up being nothing at all, and I was instructed to come back—that is, if it meets your royal approval.”  
 
    Elna’s lip curled, and Zaccory tensed.  
 
    “Do not worry yourself, Katie,” the king interjected, “we are happy to have you. Go and find Jarin. I think he'll be glad to see you.”  
 
    Elna opened her mouth to object but was interrupted by a servant who slowly approached holding a small letter up like a white truce flag. Elna turned, glaring at her. The girl shook as she held out the letter and curtsied. Elna grabbed it then impatiently nodded her away.  
 
    She opened it, took one glance, then said sweetly to me, “We are so glad that you enjoyed your stay so much to return so soon.” She gave a forced smile then stalked off, reading her letter as she went.  
 
    King Zaccory looked at me and shrugged his shoulders. “Well, Katie, I have a few things to do,” he lowered his voice, “as do you.” He reached for my spy bag. "I'll have a servant take this to your room." 
 
    He looked at Martin who snapped his fingers three times. A servant appeared. "Take this directly to Princess Katharine's room," king Zachary said. The servant bowed and heaved the bag up on her shoulder. 
 
    "Now nothing can delay your meeting with Jarin." He winked as he headed toward the stairs, the servant not far behind him. I stared at his retreating back for a few moments, now feeling rather aggravated.                                            
 
    Nevertheless I turned to Martin who was still standing near the door. “Martin, do you happen to know where the prince is?” I asked.  
 
    He thought a moment then replied, “I think he is in the fencing room, my lady.”  
 
    I smiled, nodded to him, then walked in that direction. I can't believe they want me to do this. I still think this information would be better coming from his father. I didn't know how to explain it to him, even though I had said it before. This time felt very different. 
 
    I stopped outside the fencing room and peered around the corner. Jarin was talking to his fencing master on the far side of the room, his back toward me. I smiled, an idea coming to mind. Putting my finger to my lips, I slipped in slowly, careful not to make any noises or trip on my dress again. The instructor saw me but obeyed my silent command and carried on his conversation with the prince. 
 
    Quietly I picked up a sword and tiptoed up behind Jarin. The master’s eyes narrowed a bit as he continued talking to Jarin, but I shook my head and smiled. I walked as close as I dared then lunged and knocked Jarin's sword out of his hand. He whirled around, and I ducked to avoid his swinging arm, glad he didn't knock me over. 
 
    “Katie!” he yelled in surprise, then looked over at his fencing master who smiled, obviously glad he had let me carry out my little trick. Jarin turned back to me still looking astounded. “You came back.” 
 
    “I said I would.” 
 
    “I know, but I still did not think I would see you anytime soon.” 
 
    I turned toward the door. “Well, I can leave again if you would like to spend more time with Selena.” 
 
    “No, no I am glad that you're back,” he said with a smile.  
 
    “Is Selena still here?” 
 
     “Yes, but upstairs sick with a headache, thank goodness,” Jarin said, smiling wider.  
 
    The fencing master grunted, and Jarin smiled back at him. “Katie, this is Jonah, my fencing master, and, Jonah, this is Princess Katharine.”  
 
    We nodded at each other; Jonah seemed almost bored at being introduced to yet another princess. Jarin seemed to notice this as well. “You may not believe it, Jonah, but Katie can fence. Though, you may have noticed that from the way she disarmed me,” Jarin added with a smile. 
 
    Jonah’s eyebrows rose. “I actually did not,” Jonah replied, “and I am rather shocked to hear that someone would teach a princess to fence, when it is considered very unladylike.”  
 
    I nearly laughed out loud. Of course it was unladylike but that didn't mean a princess couldn't learn it. 
 
    “I would not say that if I were you and risk her fury,” Jarin teased. 
 
    Jonah’s confused expression only sparked more laughter from us, which irritated him all the more. “All right then, Your Majesty, prove it to me,” Jonah said, picking up a sword.  
 
    I looked at Jarin, waiting for him to object, but he only smiled and moved out of the way. My nerves were already on edge, and this wasn't what I needed right now. The master approached me and bowed. I did the same. I lunged quickly, attacking to disarm him and to avoid prolonging the fight. He blocked but not before I flipped my wrist and knocked his sword into the air. I caught it, and his jaw dropped in utter amazement. I calmly put both swords down and turned to Jarin.  
 
    “I was wondering if I could talk to you?” I said.  
 
    He nodded. “Jonah, you don’t mind if we end early tonight, do you?” Jarin asked.  
 
    The fencing master shook his head, still staring at me, awestruck. Jarin pulled off his gloves, pulled on his coat, and offered me his arm as we walked out.  
 
    “You are so infuriating, I can't believe you made me do that,” I said as soon as we were out of earshot. 
 
    “I suppose I owe you an apology, but it was worth it,” he said, smiling down at me. We strolled outside just as the sky turned a deep orange.  
 
    I concentrated on breathing normally even with the anxiety racing through my veins and began to wonder how to explain everything. “So where did you really go?” he asked, trying to sound nonchalant. I smiled, silently thanking him for starting the conversation himself. 
 
    “Not far,” I answered.  
 
    He laughed then looked at me as if discovering a secret. “You were called away during the night for a family emergency. I know for a fact that even if you had somehow reached Loth by now, there is no way you could have returned.” 
 
    “The emergency really was not something to worry about, so I never did get to Loth,” I said, avoiding his eyes.  
 
    “So you could have spared torturing me?” he teased. 
 
    I nudged him. “I did not torture you.” 
 
    “All right fine, but you did leave me to be tortured, by Selena.” 
 
    I laughed lightly. I couldn't deny it. “I am sorry. I give you full permission to hate me.” 
 
    “All right then," he said, his gaze connecting with mine. "I hate you.” The corners of his lips twitching up even though I could tell he was attempting to force a frown. 
 
    I smiled as we walked in silence for a few moments then he suddenly redirected our steps to a bench near the willow trees. He urged me to sit down, but he did not join me. Instead he took up pacing. I looked at him, confused, until he stopped in front of me with a decided look on his face. 
 
    “I have been thinking a lot since you left, Katie, and none of this makes sense.” I opened my mouth to reply, but he kept talking. “Your sudden trip, your fencing ability, fighting Chase, the mud fight, your arrival here—” 
 
     Oh no, here it comes, I thought. 
 
    I leaned further into the bench. I knew I couldn't keep my real identity from him, but that didn't mean I wanted him to guess. I didn't want him to fear me or accuse me or hate me for real. 
 
    My face must have displayed some of my horror because his face softened and he sat down right beside me. He reached for my hand and I let him take it. 
 
    “Katie, I have fallen in love with you.”  
 
    I gasped. I did not expect him to say that! 
 
    He squeezed my hand. “You are the most intriguing and wonderful girl I have ever known, but something is not right, and I think it is time you tell me what’s wrong.”  
 
    He waited for me to answer. This is definitely not what I expected. He was not supposed to guess that something was wrong! He was not supposed to ask me because he had fallen in love with me, and he was definitely not supposed to really fall in love with me in the first place.  
 
    And I was not supposed to fall for him. This is all wrong. He patiently waited as my mind raced. I finally faced him; my heart feeling like it was being wrung. 
 
    “Jarin, I don't know how to tell you this,” I said then paused, fearing what had to be said and hating the emotion in my voice.               “You don't know who I am,” I admitted, “so you could not have fallen in love with me.” I stood quickly, not wanting to face him, and fighting back the unexpected tears that filled my eyes. I started walking I couldn't do this.  
 
    “Why not?” he said racing after me. 
 
    “I lied to you about who I am,” I confessed, still not looking at him.  
 
    He reached out and grabbed my hand pulling me to a stop. He was silent for only a moment. “Katie, if you are not who you say you are, then who are you?” he asked, a small bit of harshness in his tone.  
 
    Taking a deep breath I turned to face him, trying to ignore my pounding heart. Though I fought it with all my might, I loved him too, and I was afraid that in a moment both our hearts would shatter. 
 
    “I am not from Loth, but from Thion. That is where I went.” He looked up at me, clearly confused, so I quickly continued on. “I came here on orders from my father, not as a princess, though by blood I really am one, and not to try and win your affections, but as a spy.”  
 
    His eyes widened, and I continued with growing energy. “I came here to make sure that nothing was going to disturb our countries’ alliance, but I found a bigger problem instead—” I realized where I was going and tapered off.  
 
     “… And I think I just answered all your questions,” I said quickly. I could not tell him about his mother; there was no way he was going to believe me now that his trust was shaken.  
 
    He just stared at me with a blank expression. “You are a… spy,” he said finally.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “I can't believe this! Everything was a lie from the beginning, even fighting off the outlaws?” he shouted.  
 
    I nodded, and he started to pace again, his feet grinding into the earth. He began mumbling to himself. “Oh this is just wonderful. I finally set my heart on someone, and she a spy, a pretender, and a liar. Instead of marring her, I will have to send her to her death. Father is never going to believe this,” he said dragging his hands through his hair. 
 
    “He already knows,” I said softly. I knew all too well the punishment for a captured spy and if he marched me off to the dungeons right now I wouldn't blame him. I wouldn't fight him. 
 
    He turned to look at me. “He knows, and you are still alive?” he asked, confusion adding to the swirl of emotions already displaying on his face. 
 
    “Yes, because he needs me to help fix the problem I discovered in your country.” My heart begged for him to believe me to find a way to trust me too. 
 
    “And what might that be?” he asked, grinding his teeth.  
 
    I looked away, biting my lip. Apparently he wouldn't believe me as quickly as his father had. 
 
    “Katie, tell me. You owe me that,” he said tensely, grabbing my shoulders and turning me to face him. 
 
    “Someone is plotting to murder you, your father, and Carl Barlin.” I said bluntly. He gave a short intake of breath, let go of me, and sank to back to the bench. 
 
    He shook his head. “Who would do that?” he whispered, looking up at me. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don't want to hurt you any more than I already have—” I admitted, taking a step back. 
 
    “Katie, I need to know,” Jarin argued. 
 
     Yes he did but I didn't want to tell him. “You will not believe me—” 
 
    “Katie.” His eyes bored into mine. 
 
    “All right, but hear me out before you try to fill in the blanks with your own story. It's not one person; I don't know the exact number, but I think that there are at least four.”  
 
    I waited for him to interrupt me, when he didn't, I moved on. “Chase is one, there are two I do not know, and—” 
 
    “And?” he prompted. 
 
    I sighed. “And your mother. I know that sounds crazy, and I never would have believed it had I not heard her talking about it with Chase when she released him from prison.”  
 
    He abruptly stood up, glaring at the sky, which had changed from orange to deep red. “This is all nonsense! I don't know what plot you've enacted but you've failed.” 
 
    I raced to stand in his path. “Jarin, you have to believe me. Your parents are on opposite sides, and I am afraid it is time for you to choose yours.” 
 
    “What?” he nearly yelled. “First you want me to believe you are a spy who's trying to help us and now you want me to choose between my mother and father?” 
 
    “I don't want you to choose Jarin, you have to. You will be pulled apart trying to please both of them.”  
 
    He shook his head, clearly unconvinced.  
 
    “You have been living two lives long enough, even without realizing it. Can't you see that you are living in two worlds, two kingdoms, your father’s and your mother’s? And you will trap yourself trying to stay in both.” He looked at me, angrier than I had ever seen him.  
 
    “What about you, princess, spy, or whoever you are. Aren't you guilty of trying to be two different people too?” he spat. 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted standing taller. “Yes, it took me my whole life to figure it out. But I have finally chosen my side. I may not like it all the way, but I am where I need to be, doing exactly what I need to be doing, doing what I know best. My dream world of sitting on the fence is gone because no one can live like that.” 
 
    He looked at me a bit shocked then turned and started stomping away across the gourds and this time I didn't follow him. 
 
    “I only told you, Jarin, because you asked,” I called, trying to keep my voice from trembling. He stopped but didn't turn around. “And because your father asked me to tell you. You had to know even though it is hard to hear, because you are in danger at every moment.” 
 
    “My mother is not evil," he called over his shoulder.  "She is just unhappy. You must have heard her wrong,” he said a sadness entering his voice. “I know sometimes she is not the nicest person, but that is because she likes protocol and rules and no messing around. She has more of a middle-ground, gray personality.” 
 
    “There are only two things you can be in life, Jarin,” I said. “Good or bad. What matters the most is which one you choose to be, and right now, Jarin, you are faced with that choice. Your father is light and your mother is shadow. You are the one who is gray. You are standing in the midst of darkness and light, even though you may not realize it. It's time for you to choose which one you want to be.”               He looked back at me, his face hard. Then he turned and stomped away. 
 
    I whirled around and walked in the opposite direction. I had no idea what he would choose, though my heart wished for him to choose his father’s side—my side. But at the same time, I wasn't going to be much of an influence anymore; that was for sure. He probably hated me for real now.  
 
    Once again, unbidden tears came. I tried to blink them away as I walked. I had fought against him liking me, so it should not bother me now, but it did. 
 
    I shook off my thoughts of Jarin and decided that I had better warn the king about our encounter—that Jarin could possibly put himself into danger if he confronted his mother.  
 
    With that horrible thought, I turned and ran back into the castle and up the stairs. I was halfway through a darkened hallway before I noticed how black it had become.  
 
    The shadowy figures mark, I thought, stopping mid-stride.  
 
    I heard breathing behind me and jerked around just as I felt something hard smash into my skull. Pain exploded through my head as I fell to the ground and everything faded away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Plot and Shadow 
 
      
 
    My eyes opened like an old hinge and I saw the deep blue sky darkening to a velvet black. It seemed like I lost all sense of everything, even the ability to focus my eyes. 
 
    A voice in my head said you have to leave, have to get out. But I couldn't respond. A swish of a skirt brought me out of my semi-unconscious state. My head cleared as my eyes focused on the dark room. The darkened sky let in the only light. I could sense more than see that I was in a very tall tower and I wasn't alone.   
 
    “I didn't think it was her. I didn't realize it was Katharine. I thought she really was a princess who came here to win Jarin's heart. I should have realized she was not a normal princess after the sword fight.”  
 
    My eyes flew open wide.  
 
    This cannot be good, I thought.  
 
    “I have to admit that when you confirmed my suspicions, I was still doubtful. But that is why I called you in sooner than expected. We have to act now.” 
 
    “I know that, why else do you think I traveled all the way here?” another voice exclaimed. 
 
     I tried to move but found I was tied down to a chair with my hands bound behind my back. The noise of my struggles attracted their attention.  
 
    “Shush,” commanded the second voice. 
 
    “She is awake,” the first voice whispered back to her companion. “Hello, Katharine, so nice of you to join us this evening.”  
 
    A candle lit, bringing queen Elna's face out of the darkness. She stared into my eyes, teeth glinting and eyes vivid with an emotion I'd seen once before on our new royal adviser, who'd tried to overthrow my father.  
 
    “Ah, Katharine, I see now you recognize who I am. Are you surprised?” she asked. 
 
    I took a deep breath and replied, “Not in the least; I knew it was you. You are the assassin behind everything. You are the one plotting to kill both your husband and your son.” 
 
    “And you,” added a voice from the shadows. I knew that voice even before she emerged from the dark. I had to force myself to keep breathing evenly.  
 
    Queen Emmalin stepped into the candlelight. Seeing them together caused something to burn within me. I was ready to fight, willing to fight. I promised myself I would not let Jarin or the king die, but first I had to figure out how to save myself so I could save them. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. They cackled, lit a torch and blew out the candle. 
 
    “So she wants to know our magnificent plan,” scoffed queen Emmalin. 
 
    “I'm actually surprised you don't know,” Elna said, “you seem to know so much already. In fact, I think I shall ask a question first. How did you know it was me Katharine?” 
 
    “By doing what I was supposed to do. I was sent here on a mission to fix a problem, and so I poked around.” 
 
    “Meaning?” asked Elna, her eyes burned into me. 
 
    “Meaning that I just so happened to be near the dungeons when you called Chase to your aid, as well as a third of your own army.” 
 
    “Well, well, well, so you are a good little spy.” She then turned to Emmalin. “I told you sending her here would prove to be more harmful than good. She spent too much of her time poking about instead of becoming a good distraction for Zaccory and Jarin.” 
 
    “Well you should have realized it was her, dear cousin," snapped Emmalin 
 
    My head jerked up. They were cousins? 
 
    “Maybe so, but I didn't expect her here so soon,” said Elna, livid. "You were supposed to warn me of her arrival." 
 
    “Well, I didn't expect David to send her when he did, so you can't blame me for that. David is the one who controls all those matters. Besides, it was one of your letters he saw that caused him to think he needed to send someone here, in the first place.” 
 
    Elna rolled her eyes. “This is not my fault, Emmalin. You shouldn't have left things like that lying around, and you shouldn't have delayed in telling me she was here.” 
 
    Emmalin folded her arms. “I did not delay. I told you as soon as I knew.” 
 
    “How could it have taken you that long realize it?” Elna asked seething. 
 
    Emmalin snorted.“Katharine is constantly leaving on missions, and I didn't know she was coming here. She could have been going anywhere, I don't pay much attention to her.” 
 
    Elna threw up her hands. “Well, you should have! Nevertheless, she proved to not be enough distraction, or to become distracted herself.” 
 
    “Oh, there was plenty of distraction for me, Elna,” I cut in. “Otherwise I would've had this case finished a long time ago. Now will you answer my question?” They both glared at me. 
 
    “Aren’t we impatient?” Emmalin spat. “You want to know why we are doing this. Then I will tell you. We did it for the power, for the glory of running our own country.” 
 
    Elna stepped forward. “And for the opportunity to get rid of those who stand in our way. You know that I loathe Zaccory and his foolish games. He is not a proper royal. He should have never been a king. He is a nuisance. And Jarin, I could've chosen to keep him alive if only he would have liked that nitwit Selena. As it is, he has to be eliminated too." 
 
    “As will you,” said Emmalin. “The only good thing you ever did was leave on your missions and study spy work.” Emmalin slowly stepped closer to me.  
 
    “I have always disliked you, Katharine. For years I worked hard to persuade your father that you were nothing of importance, but no, it was always Katie this, Katie that, Katie, Katie, Katie! Gah!" 
 
    She ground her fist into her palm. "So I got rid of you. I encouraged him to send you away on more and more missions. I convinced him it was the most brilliant strategy he’d ever come up with, and slowly I grew more important in his eyes than you. Now not even your auburn hair could remind him of your mother. Queen Katharine’s memory haunted me from the moment I said ‘I do.’ I did not need you to add to my misery. Now I shall be rid of you both and finally become the only one David cares for.”  
 
    She sat down with a look of triumph on a second throne like chair that matched the one I was tied too. I sat dumfounded. Emmalin was the reason I was sent on so many missions, maybe the reason I was sent at all. She was jealous of my mother and I, so jealous that it festered into an obsession of my undoing, egged on by Elna. 
 
    “What about my father, is he in on this too?” I asked feeling betrayed. 
 
    “In a way,” Emmalin stated calmly, but I saw Elna’s eyes shift. 
 
    Elna came closer to me. “We have waited a long time for this, Katharine. We have made some mistakes but we will not have our plans ruined by you, not after we have gone through so much trouble. Untie her,” Elna commanded.  
 
    Emmalin stood. I felt the bands binding me to the chair loosened, but the cords on my hands were tightened. Emmalin stepped back and Elna drew a sword. 
 
    “I thought you did not approve of sword play,” I stated frantically, looking for a way out. 
 
    “I do, but we are not playing. You see, Katharine, when I first started making my plan, I decided it might be useful to learn the sword for this very purpose, and I must say that with Jonah secretly teaching me for eleven years, I have become quite an expert.”  
 
    My jaw dropped. Jonah the fencing master was helping her. She laughed and lunged. I dodged and dove into the shadows.  
 
    “It's not that I don't like you, girl, you are just in the way.” She swiped, and I dodged again.  
 
    If only my hands were free, I thought.   
 
    My sword concealed in my skirts, bumped against my leg uselessly. I wiggled my hands against the ropes but they wouldn't give. They only cut into my skin. 
 
    "In fact, you possess many fine qualities I have myself,” Elna lunged again, and I rolled across the floor to escape her blow.  
 
    “I'm amazed, Elna, that with my talents, you did not offer me a chance to help you,” I said, desperately seeking to distract her. 
 
    She smirked. “I don't think you would join me even if I offered. I'd let you live, Katharine, but Emmalin wants you out of the way, and you are too attached to Zaccory and my son. You wanted to help them survive, and for that you must die.” She swung around; I dove behind Emmalin who screamed at the incoming sword. Elna rushed past her and continued after me. 
 
    “Don't you think this is unfair keeping my hands bound? Wouldn't you rather kill me fighting fairly?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” she replied. I dodged around the chair and heard the thud of metal on wood a few inches above my head. 
 
    “Are you afraid me?” I taunted. 
 
    “I'm no coward,” she replied harshly. “I just like doing things the easy way.” She leaped out of the darkness, and I jumped, falling back, landing against the wall. She rushed toward me and I slid to the floor. Sparks rained down on me as she slammed her sword into the stone wall where my head had been seconds before.  
 
    As fast as I could, I rolled away into the darkest corner of the tower. Elna yelled in frustration and came after me. I scooted deeper into the corner and turned around, but she was covering the only escape path.  
 
    She smiled. “I think it is time for this to end. You get the honor of going first before everyone else.” 
 
     I clenched my teeth and looked around for something to help me. Just as she raised her sword I saw she was standing on a piece of the velvet drapes that hung on the frame of the balcony doorway. 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” I yelled, kicking at the fabric. Elna lost her balance and fell. Just then I felt hands grab my shoulders and pull me through the wall into a secret passageway. I started to yell out, but a rough hand clamped across my mouth. 
 
    “Come quickly, Princess,” a voice whispered. The passageway opened up to a skinny stone walkway connecting two towers. I was dragged across it and into the other tower.  
 
    “We will be safe here for the moment, I think,” the voice said, dropping me to the floor. I looked up to see the shadowy figure standing near a lookout hole. My mouth dropped open; I had finally found the shadow. 
 
    “Why did you help me?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “I was ordered to protect you.” 
 
    “Protect me? Who are you?” I asked.  
 
    The shadow stared at me for a long moment. I assumed he was debating whether or not she should answer me. He shook his head then knelt down and began untying my hands.  
 
    When he finished, I asked again. "Who are you?" 
 
    The shadow leaned against the wall as if fighting the urge to answer. Slowly, he reached up and pulled off his black mask.  
 
    I gasped. “Martin?” 
 
    “Yes, Princess, it is I," the old man stated. 
 
    “You were ordered to protect me?” I tried to piece things together. 
 
    “Yes, I was ordered to protect you and to harm you." he laughed, smoothing his grey hair. "I must say you have kept me on my toes. Tonight, for example, I was the one who knocked you out and brought you to the queens, but then I had to save you without them knowing. You see, I am taking orders from the king and the queen,” he said, shaking his head in exasperation. 
 
    “No wonder I could not decide whether or not you were helping me. Wait, you were helping and not helping me before either the king or queen found out who I was?” 
 
    “It was like this,” he said in a hurry, keeping one eye on the window. “I was doing things for the king and queen and you kept getting in the way. For instance, that first night in the hallway just after queen Emmalin had come in her carriage to bring us information—you know the night—well, I had to hide, so you wouldn't me." 
 
    "The second time you ran into me, King Zaccory had asked me to keep an eye on the new princess. When you came flying through the passage, I had to leave. Later when I realized you were trying to stop the queen’s terrible plan, I decided to help out, you know delivering your letter, and such. I knew that you would help the king, and maybe I wouldn't feel like I was betraying him so badly when I had to obey the queen.” I couldn't help but wonder how he could serve two masters. It was hard enough taking orders from one. 
 
    “Was it the first time I saw you that you discovered I was a spy?” I asked, pushing other thoughts aside. 
 
    He nodded, both eyes now looking out the window. I was surprised. He had kept my secret for a long time. 
 
    “Now listen to me, Princess,” said Martin. “The queens are going to be livid that you got away, and that puts me in a difficult position when I report to them. It would be helpful if you'd leave the castle so I'm not sent to protect and hurt you at the same time. I already retrieved your bag." He pointed to a black lump by the door. "I assumed you'd need it." 
 
    “What about the king and the prince?" I asked, pulling over my spy bag and slinging it over my shoulder. "You know what they are planning to do. We have to help them, or they will die.” 
 
    “I know, but I have no idea what to do.” We were both silent, looking to the other for a solution. I looked at the tired servant and unexpectedly felt sorry for him. 
 
    “Martin,” I said calmly. “I think it is time for you to choose who you are going to serve.” 
 
    He shook his head.“I can't do that, my lady.” 
 
    “Yes you can. You need to, you can't serve good and evil at the same time.”  
 
    Martin looked out the window, lost in thought. I'm sure weighing his options. 
 
    I waited for a few minutes but we were running short on time. “Who do you want to serve, Martin?” I whispered.  
 
    He was silent for a moment then turned to look back at me. “Well, my lady, the benefits are better on the king’s side, and I pledged my service to the queen a long time ago before I knew she was planning to kill my favorite master. Though leaving the queen might start a war, and I—” 
 
    “Martin, there is already going to be a war. The royal family is divided, and the queen is already trying to take control of part of the army.” 
 
    “You're right, but still, I don't know if I could betray my pledge,” he said.  
 
    I shook my head he had to make a choice. “Do you have any other reason for choosing the queen?” 
 
    “Other than not making things worse, perhaps not. I guess the only reason I kept helping her was because she was going to promote me from a servant to a royal adviser. But it has been eleven years and nothing.” He laughed slightly and shook his head. 
 
    “My lady, I have been taken for a fool. I have been doing things for her for so long for a reason that will never happen. The king does keep his promises, unlike the queen. He is all about lifting people up and not pulling them down. Are you going to stay on the king’s side?” he asked. 
 
     “Yes.” He looked away from me again, stood and glanced back out the slit in the wall. 
 
    “I will do it, Princess. I will leave the queen and her evil deeds and fully serve the ones I trust: the king, the prince, and the spy princess.” 
 
    I laughed. “Are you sure you trust me?” I asked. He nodded. 
 
    “I am amazed you do,” I said, smiling. 
 
    “I have trusted you for a long time, my lady. Remember when you followed me through the dark and yelled your pledge in this tower. ‘I will not let this family down!’ you said, and I couldn't help but think that neither will I, even if I was still serving the queen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Martin. I trust you as well.” I smiled. “Now can you do me two favors?” 
 
    “As long as they are in alliance to the king, I shall try my very best,” he said, his chest heaving. 
 
    I smiled, encouragingly. “First, I need you to protect the king and Jarin with all your might until this is over.”  
 
    He nodded, his eyes piercing and resolved.  
 
    “And second,” I continued, “you are right that I need to leave, but I will come back,” I said, raising my hands to his protest. “I need to get Captain Barlin’s help so we can end this. What I need you to not let the queens know you have sided with us until the beginning of the war.”  
 
    Martin, smiled, and nodded his approval. “I will take you through the castle by way of the secret passages and will then focus on your requests if you promise to come back as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I do, and please let the king know what is going on if you can.”  
 
    He nodded then stretched out his hand and pulled me to my feet. Quietly he pushed the door open and led me down spiraling stairs. I smiled. I knew the shadows tower had a secret passage. When we got to the entrance hall he suddenly pulled me back to the against the wall. My spy bag dug into my back. 
 
    “Shush,” he whispered.  
 
    “I still can't believe you let her get away,” came Emmalin’s voice. 
 
    “I let her get away?” Elna spat. 
 
    “Yes, and now our plan is going to be ruined—” 
 
    Elna sneered. “Katherine has fled the castle. I will have Martin make sure of that.”  
 
    Martin tensed, and I moved slightly so I could see them coming down the grand staircase. Suddenly an idea formed in my mind. I whispered it to Martin, and he smiled, slid from our hiding place, and slowly approached the queens. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Shadows passage 
 
      
 
    I pressed myself flat against the wall as he bowed before the evil duo. They both turned glaring eyes at him.  
 
    Please let this work, I thought desperately.  
 
    “Did all go as planned?” he asked, keeping his eyes averted. Elna scowled and Emmalin took a deep breath, her lips pursed. 
 
    “No, it did not. Katharine escaped," Elna growled. 
 
    “We could find her,” Martin interrupted. 
 
    “Then find her. I need Katharine gone so she won't interrupt the rest of our plans,” Elna shrieked, her eyes flashing. 
 
    “Of course, my queen, though if she is hiding somewhere in the castle it may take some time to find her.” Martin said his eyes still on the carpet. 
 
    “We don't have any more time. If she tells anyone, we're ruined.” Emmalin shouted. 
 
    “Who would believe her?” Martin asked with a bow. 
 
    Elna put a hand on Emmalin to hold her back. “Maybe you're right, but you only have until midmorning tomorrow, for we will not wait any longer to strike—if we wait that long at all." She turned away from Martin.  
 
    "Emmalin, tell Chase to assemble our army and then report to me. I will send Selena away tonight. And you," she snarled her eyes back on Martin. "Go looking for dear Katharine." 
 
     After giving her commands, Elna turned and stormed back up the stairs. Emmalin ran to the entrance, and Martin returned to me. 
 
    “Good job, Martin, you discovered when they are planning to strike,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes, that was some quick thinking on your part, my lady.” I smiled. He quickly grew serious. “I will have to take you out a different way if Chase and his army are taking over.” 
 
    I put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Lead the way.” 
 
     He nodded then showed me into another wall passage. It was the one I had first seen him disappear into. We crouched low and walked farther than I thought we would. The stone passage unexpectedly turned to dirt. “Martin, where does this come out?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled. “On the other side of the outer wall where there are no guards.” 
 
    “Oh, you are brilliant!”  
 
    He chuckled. A few steps later we reached a stone wall and stopped. “Now, Princess, I think it would be a good idea if you made your move before they do, but be careful.” I nodded. “When you come back here, there is a small circle in the stone above the door. You will need to find something to push the circle in and hold it until the door opens.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you, Martin. This is a dangerous passage for people to know about."               
 
    “Yes, and that is why it will serve our purpose very well indeed, because no one but me knows of it. Sadly, when this is all over, I will have to block it so those you bring with you can't get in this way again.” He pulled a lever, and the door cracked open. 
 
    “Thank you again for everything, Martin, and please watch over them,” I said nodding back down the passage. 
 
    “I promise I will, for you and for them,” Martin replied, bowing.  
 
    I put my hand on the door and was about to push it open when he grabbed my arm. “I have to know, why are you doing this? Why are you risking yourself for a country that you are not a part of?” 
 
    I sighed. “In a way I feel like I am a part of this country.” I paused. “I made a promise to myself that I would do anything in my power to save them because I care for them. They do not deserve to die, not when I can stop it.” 
 
    Martin smiled. “Then your cause is noble. I needed to know you weren’t doing this for your own benefit somehow.”  
 
    I smirked, and pushed the door open. “And what benefit would that be? The ‘best spy award’?” 
 
    He laughed as I crawled out of the passage into the darkened street. The night was dark with only a sliver of the moon and a thick mist floated among the buildings, making it easy to sneak around. I readjusted my spy bag, looked around, and I chose the path that would take me straight to Carl Barlin’s home. I hoped that the Captain would not mind another late visit. 
 
    I approached Captain Barlin’s house at a silent run and was relieved to see a light still on. Looking about me to make sure it was safe, I darted across the street. Raised voices were coming from within and stopped me from immediately knocking.  
 
    I stood there for a moment then peered through the window near the door. Captain Barlin and two other soldiers I didn’t recognize were standing in the middle of the room. The two I did not know looked rather agitated. Slowly, I opened the door so as to not make a sound and carefully slipped in the house. 
 
    “Henry, you have to just trust me,” shouted Captain Barlin. 
 
    “How can Mitchell and I trust you when you will not tell us what is going on? You expect me to prepare my troops for a non-existent war, after we already searched through our army for traitors all day. What are you hiding?” 
 
    “I agree with Henry. What is going on?” added Mitchell. 
 
    I sighed. These were the other lieutenants. Quietly,  I slipped into the room. “The point is that we are in danger of war and traitors,” I said. 
 
     Captain Barlin jumped, while Mitchell and Henry reached for their swords. 
 
    “Princess Katharine, what are you doing here?” Carl asked. The lieutenants exchanged surprised looks then quickly bowed. 
 
    “Well we have what we were waiting for,” I replied. 
 
    “Oh no. Is everyone all right?” Lilly asked, running into the room. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. Then seeing the confused looks on the lieutenant faces, I rolled my eyes and began to explain. “Mitchell, Henry, you want to know what is going on? Well, I will tell you. One-third of your army, the third that was under Chase, has all turned against you. The queen has gone mad and is trying to murder the king, prince, and me. Oh yes, and I am a trusted spy.”  
 
    They stared at me dumbfounded then looked at Carl as if to inquire if I was crazy. Carl just smiled at them then turned to me, suddenly serious. 
 
    “What happened, Princess?”  
 
    I took a deep breath. I had hoped to avoid the story. “To put it simply, I was attacked but got away. And because I did, the queens are holding their attack until mid morning tomorrow—at the latest." 
 
    "Why?" gasped Mitchell. 
 
    I shrugged. "Because Martin convinced them that he would need time to look for me. They want me out of the way first so I don’t interfere with their plans.” 
 
    “Queens?” asked Lilly, nearly dropping the tray of tea she was holding. 
 
    “Martin?” asked Carl. 
 
    “Yes, Queen Emmalin, my stepmother, is also involved. Martin is on our side, but he is pretending to do the queen’s bidding.”  
 
    Captain Barlin and the lieutenants slowly slid into chairs. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Mitchell moaned. 
 
    “We have to get the king and prince out of the castle,” answered Captain Barlin. I nodded. The only way to guarantee their safety is to remove them. 
 
    “How?” groaned Henry. “The men guarding the castle tonight and tomorrow are men on Chase’s side of the army. They will not let us in. We would have to fight our way in, and by then they could be dead.” 
 
    “Princess, please tell us you have a plan,” sighed Carl. They all turned and looked at me with hopeful eyes. I had formulated a plan on my way to the Barlin's but I did not entirely like it. 
 
    “I do have an idea, but it is a bit dangerous for everyone.” Carl nodded for me to continue. I sat down across from the men. “There is a secret passage into the castle that we could use. I think that we need to gather our troops and start the war—” 
 
    “What?” all four yelled and stood up from their chairs. 
 
    “Shush, let me finish,” I said then waited for them to sit down. I continued, “Your soldiers will be providing a distraction. A few of us will sneak through the passage and into the castle. We will save the king and prince, then deal with all the traitors.” They all looked at each other. After a few moments Carl cleared his throat and stood up. 
 
    “It is dangerous, yet a good plan,” he said as he bowed to me. “I think that the safest place for the king, prince, and you, is here for now. Princess Katharine, tell us where this secret passage is, and we will prepare everything.” 
 
    I looked up at him and said slowly, “It's Princess Katie, Captain, and I am not staying here; I think you know that. If I were some ordinary princess I would not go into battle. In fact, I would not be here at all. Seeing as I am not a regular princess and I still have a role to play, I shall accompany you and whomever else is assigned to get Zaccory and Jarin out.”  
 
    Carl stared at me, not wanting to defy the wishes of royalty, but wanting to protect me as well. I understood, my own soldiers had the same problem. 
 
    “All right,” he finally decided. “Lieutenants, prepare your troops with as little noise as possible, and do not tell them what is going on until we are ready. Send five of your most trusted men here, and I will take them with princess Katie. I would ask you both to come, but I think you will be needed if a real battle ensues.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” they said then shuffled to the door. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” I said standing up. They paused at the doorway and turned around to face me. “Do all of this as quickly as possible. I have a feeling that they might not truly wait for midmorning. We have to catch them off guard. We will start this just before dawn.”  
 
    They looked a bit surprised but did not argue. Nodding they stepped out into the darkness. 
 
    “I thought it would not start so fast,” said Carl as he too left the house to make preparations. 
 
    “Neither did I,” I admitted to myself as the door closed and silence filled the room. 
 
    “Princess, is there anything I can get you?” Lilly asked with teary eyes. My mind began to race as I thought of what I might need. I then surveyed my long princess dress and remembered my spy bag and I nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” I said pulling my bag off my shoulder. "Can I borrow a room to change?" 
 
    "Change?" she asked her eyebrows raising. 
 
    I smiled. “I have a specially-designed dress that is made for fighting." I raised the bag. 
 
    “Oh, all right, follow me.” She led me to a guest room then closed the door, still looking confused. 
 
    I unbuckled my sword and pulled it out from under my skirts and placed it on the bed. From my bag I pulled out my black cotton dress, my boots that laced up past my knees, and my leather armor. It didn't hold up nearly as well as metal, but a spy couldn't go clanking round. 
 
    I undressed quickly and pulled on my simple black dress. It only went down to my knees to keep my feet free, and the fabric was loose enough not to obstruct any of my movement. Then I pulled on my tight trousers that stopped mid calf. Next I laced up my black boots all the way up past my knee.  
 
    Over the top of my simple dress I pulled on my black chest piece. It was vest-like, thick leather armor, with long stripes of Iron sewn into it. I laced both sides together until it felt snug. 
 
    I pulled out my two leather arm shields that fit over my thumb and fingers and reached to my elbow. I laced each of them on my arms and slipped a small knife in the fold of each one. 
 
    I buckled my sword on the outside of my skirts; and added my small pouch that held three additional daggers. Satisfied, I tipped my hood up and walked back into the front room where Lilly was placing bread and fruit out for when the captain returned.  
 
    Lilly's eyes shot up, her hand grasping at her heart. I laughed. "It's either this or I'd have to borrow scissors, trousers and completely ruin a beautiful dress." 
 
    "You just shocked me is all," she said her eyes still wide. "You look so much more like a spy now." 
 
    I nodded. "Believe it or not I'm used to that." 
 
    Shortly after, the Captain, Mitchell, and Henry returned, fully armed and ready for battle. Each of their eyebrows shot up when they saw me, but again I was used to that. 
 
    Lilly urged them to eat. As they all reached for the food, I gave them their next instructions. “Captain, I think we should all travel to the castle at the same time. Seven of us will go to the secret passage while you and your men move toward the gate.”  
 
    I looked at Henry and Mitchell. They both looked to the captain and then nodded. We stood, gathered our weapons, and quietly slipped out of the house. 
 
    “Be careful,” Lilly whispered into the night.   
 
    “We will,” promised Carl. 
 
    We met the other troops halfway to the castle as well as the select five, two of which were the prince’s friends, Linus and Marc. Henry and Mitchell whispered commands and then turned toward the gate. Captain Barlin, the five men, and I walked in the opposite direction, stopping near a building directly across from the passage entrance. 
 
    “Why are we stopping?” whispered Marc his eyes studying me closely. 
 
    “Because we have to wait for some of the distractions to begin so we do not get caught,” Captain Barlin replied. A moment later we heard sounds by the gate. “Okay…now!” Carl whispered, nodding to me. We darted across the street and flattened ourselves against the stone wall. I looked around and felt for the passage.  
 
    Now isn't the time for this to not work correctly.  
 
    I smiled as my hand found the small circle on the wall. Grabbing a stick from the ground I jabbed it into the circle. With a click, the stone began to sink into the wall, and a soft crack signaled that the passage was opening. I smiled again, grateful for Martin the shadow.  
 
    Ha, Jarin, I do not have issues with every wall, I thought. 
 
    “Pry it open,” I said, continuing to hold the stick inside the circle. Their mouths gaped as they pulled open the passage. I held in my laughter at their expressions as we quickly shuffled inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    The Secret Plan 
 
      
 
    Linus and Marc kept looking at each other and then at me as we walked. Finally I couldn’t take their stares. “Don’t worry the prince knows I am a spy,” I said. They nodded seeming slightly satisfied. I knew my appearance took some getting used to. 
 
    When we reached the end of the passage, I pressed my ear to the cold stone. It sounded like a battle was going on in the entrance hall. Shouts, clangs, and screams of pain reverberated against the walls.  
 
    Now for the dangerous part, I thought as trepidation spread through me. 
 
    “I think that we should split up,” whispered the captain. “If the queens want to kill the king and prince, I doubt that they are in the battle. But you never know,” he added. 
 
    “I agree,” I said, nodding, still half concentrating on the noise behind the stone barrier. 
 
    “All right, three of you go together, you two go with the princess , and I will go by myself,” said Carl, biting his lip with anxiety at the arrangement. 
 
    “Captain, you take the other soldiers with you. I will be taking some secret passages and searching the upper halls away from the fighting. And I'm in no need of an escort I said patting my sword. 
 
    “Princess, I can't let you go alone,” the captain said. 
 
    “You also cannot disobey the direct command of royalty. Don't worry, I've trained for this.” I pushed open the stone door.               “Remember it is our job to get the king and prince out of here. Nothing else matters until that is accomplished.”  
 
    We all scrambled out of the passage into the entrance hall and into the heart of the battle, fighting our way through toward the stairs. Chase’s army fought so viciously, I could not help but wonder how well he had brainwashed them or how long ago he's tarted. 
 
    I was glad the captain had let me have my way; I knew that it was not my job to escort the king and prince to the Barlin's. My task was far more dangerous than that. I decided not to mention it; I knew that no one would let me face the evil duo on my own.  
 
    Because of our surprise attack, Chase’s army had not been able to prepare properly, and they were beginning to suffer. I dodged most of the battle and only had to cross swords with two people.  
 
    I was halfway to the stairs when my first real obstacle presented himself. The traitor Chase tore away from the crowd and jumped in front of me. 
 
    “Nice to see you again, Your Majesty,” said Chase from underneath his helmet. I swung my sword up in time to block his blow. 
 
    “I doubt you are as glad to see me as you say, Chase.” I lunged, and he blocked with so much speed and agility that I was nearly knocked to the floor. I stumbled back but quickly gained my balance and pulled a knife from my pouch. I threw it at him and it grazed his shoulder. 
 
    He yelled but instead of grasping at his arm he swung his sword. Our swords began swinging harder and faster than anyone around us. It took everything I had in me to keep his blows from knocking me over.  
 
    “You will pay for your treachery one way or another, Chase.” I yelled over all the noise.  
 
    “As will you, Princess, or should I say, spy!”  
 
    I did not reply but blocked his attack and then tried to knock his sword out of his grasp. He saw what I was attempting and thrust his sword into my right leg.  
 
    Pain exploded through my body. I gasped, but kept upright. Chase started laughing. Gritting my teeth, I swung my sword up and slashed Chase on his left side. He yelped and dropped his own sword to the ground. I smashed the hilt of my sword in his face knocking him to the floor.  
 
    “I would rather see you in prison the rest of your life, because you loathe it so much. It's a far better punishment than death.” I straightened with a gasp, pressed my hand against the wound and limped away from him toward the stairs. 
 
    All of a sudden, Martin, Linus, and Marc appeared at my side, eyes wide and horrified. They helped me get out of the way. 
 
    “Princess, you're hurt.” Martin said urgently attempting to look at my injury. 
 
    “Martin, I'm fine." I didn't need them to try and stop me. 
 
    "Where is Jarin and the king?” Linus said. Linus and Marc looked expectantly at the old man. 
 
    “Don't worry, I locked them in a room on the forth floor, though I doubt it will hold them for long, especially after I told them about the queens.” He nodded to the stairs as he blocked an attack with his own sword. “Go,” he roared. “I will try and hold them off.”  
 
    I nodded then scrambled up the stairs keeping a hand on my wound, trying to ignore the searing pain. I turned to see Linus and Marc following me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I shouted over the tumult. 
 
    “Helping you save the prince,” Linus yelled. 
 
     I sighed and kept running. We ran up the stairs and ducked as a stream of arrows shot our way. We scrambled up the first flight of stairs and out of sight of the battle raging down in the entry hall. 
 
     “My lady, you should probably stop running—your leg.” Marc said his eyes on the dark spot on my black clothes. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    We slowed to a walk and were preparing to stop when I heard panting behind me. A soldier had broken through the battle and followed us. 
 
    “Go, Princess,” they shouted. 
 
    I quickened my pace to an awkward run and reached halfway down the hall before I realized there was a secret passage just ahead. 
 
    “Linus, Marc, quick,” I shouted. Linus knocked the soldier out, but just as he fell another soldier darted around the corner. I quickly opened the secret passage by pulling on a torch. As it opened I shouted to Linus and Marc “Come on,” then dove into the passage. 
 
    Linus and Marc followed and pulled the passage shut just as we heard a metal sword hit the stone wall where the passage had closed. We heard the continuous clang of a sword as we retreated further into the passage. 
 
     I limped along as we dashed through the narrow space. We reached the floor above as the sun started rising, casting a reddish glow on the billowing thunderclouds that darkened most of the sky. As Linus and Marc stood guard, I quickly bound my leg with a length of black fabric from my small pouch.  
 
    Now I had to find the queens without my two companions finding out. I didn't know where they would be at the moment but as I thought about it, an image of a tower came to my mind. Yes, that is exactly where they would hide out—completely out of the way and safer than anyone else. 
 
    I limped to the window. Before me rose a tall tower on the far side of the battlement. It was the shadow's tower, I was sure of it. I looked further east and saw another tower taller than the first connected by a smaller battlement.  
 
    That has to be it, I thought. 
 
    “Come on,” I said and I started down the hall. 
 
    “My lady, perhaps you shouldn't walk on that leg,” began Marc. 
 
    “Don't waste your words, Marc,” I said, quickening my pace and hiding my grimace at the pain. 
 
    My heart started pounding when we turned a corner and heard the king’s voice. Martin was right; they wouldn't stay locked up long if they could help it. As fast as we could, we ran toward the sound of his voice.  
 
    We scrambled up the stairs and outside onto the battlement. There I saw the king and Jarin arguing with two of our men. 
 
    “What do you mean you were ordered to take us out of here?” demanded the king. 
 
    I ducked down behind a ledge on the stairs so they couldn't see me. Linus and Marc followed suit. 
 
    “Linus, Marc, I need you to promise me something,” I whispered. 
 
    They tore their eyes away from Jarin and the king and nodded. 
 
    “Promise me that you will do your duty and take them both out of here to safety. Take none of their commands, for they will fight against you.” 
 
    “And what about you, my lady?” asked Linus eyeing my injury. 
 
    “I will take care of myself, now do you promise?” 
 
    “Yes,” they said together. "We've vowed to serve them." 
 
    “Then go.” 
 
    They stood up, and with only one glance back at me sitting on the stairs approached the group. I got up on my knees so I could watch. 
 
    “I demand to know who ordered you!” hollered the king. 
 
    I made sure my injured leg was hidden before got up on my knees, I lowered my hood and called, “I did.” 
 
    They all jumped and jerked around. A mix of emotions played on Jarin’s face. I forced myself to look away. 
 
    “Katie?” Jarin and the king both exclaimed.  
 
    Linus and Marc approached Jarin, and at Marc’s whispered command, the soldier near him moved to the king. 
 
    “Yes, now let them take you to Captain Barlin’s; you are in danger here. Go.” I yelled, nodding to the men. They looked slightly hesitant to grab the king and prince but moved forward. 
 
    “But the war—” King Zaccory started. 
 
    “The war is just a diversion and can be stopped. We will explain later. Now go.” I nodded at the men again. They finally took hold of Jarin and Zaccory and began directing them toward the nearest staircase. They obediently walked forward, and I let out the breath I had been holding. Then Jarin looked back.  
 
    “Wait, Katie, are you coming?” asked Jarin. 
 
    I smiled. “I will.” When I didn’t move, Jarin planted his feet and gave me a fierce gaze, so I added, “I have something to do first.” Jarin and Zaccory exchanged looks then started toward me. The soldiers held them back.  
 
    “Let go,” Jarin shouted. 
 
    “No, go now,” I said, straightening up but still hiding my leg. I knew the moment they saw the injury they would pick me up and carry me out of there.  
 
    “Not without you!” Jarin shouted, his eyes intense. I looked away. 
 
    “Linus, Marc, remember your promise; get them out now.” 
 
    “You are going after them, aren’t you?” Jarin yelled. I didn't answer. “Katie, you can’t. They'll kill you.”  
 
    The king and Jarin fought harder to break away, and I realized I had to leave now or none of us would. I stood and ran down the adjacent battlement, ignoring my throbbing leg. 
 
    “Get them to safety,” I yelled as I ran to the door of the tallest tower where I guessed the queens were hiding. When I looked back after reaching the door, I saw Jarin continuing to struggle against the men.  
 
    I charged into the tower, running up twisting steps and reaching another closed wooden door. I stopped to catch my breath. Loud excited voices stopped me from continuing on. 
 
     “It has worked out more perfectly than even I could ever dream,” gushed Emmalin. 
 
     I slid to the door and pushed it open just a bit so I could see inside. Elna and Emmalin were standing on the balcony watching the fighting below. The sky behind them was lightening to a dull pink, but dark clouds were moving closer obscuring the sunlight.                             Carefully, I slid into the room and hid behind the velvet curtains. I stretched my leg out, gritting my teeth against the pain. 
 
    “There are still some major flaws. Yes, we have gained a loyal army, but we have yet to get rid of our targets!” Elna exclaimed as she kicked at the low wall around the balcony. 
 
    “That can be remedied,” said Emmalin in a mother-like tone. 
 
    “Yes, it can,” said Elna, slowly.  
 
    I gripped the curtains. There was something in Elna's voice I didn't like.  
 
    “In fact, how about we start taking care of that now.” 
 
    “I suppose that's wise,” Emmalin agreed, her eyes still glued to the scene below. 
 
    I watched as Elna slowly withdrew a jeweled dagger from her waist and hid it behind her back. My breath caught, and I froze where I stood. The sky grew darker and cast odd shadows on the pair of them. 
 
    Elna pulled away from the balcony and strode to the door, then locked it and slid the key underneath. She then casually walked back and leaned her back against the balcony doorframe, the dagger still concealed behind her back.  
 
    Her eyes darkened. “Though, first I think I should let you in on a little secret, something involving all of our plans.”  
 
    “What could you say that I don't know?” Emmalin asked, turning from the balcony and sitting on one of the chairs facing Elna. 
 
    Elna laughed lightly. “You haven't been involved in this plot as long as I have, cousin.” 
 
    “True, but you explained everything in our letters and visits, this past year.” 
 
    “Did I?” Elna asked, her voice high.  
 
    “I thought so. You dislike your husband, and want to rule both countries with me. We are getting rid of Katie and Jarin because they are nuisances. We are keeping King David alive because I do like my husband, and we need a puppet king.” 
 
     My jaw dropped. So that’s why all of this happened. 
 
    “Oh, Emmalin, it’s just as I thought. You know part of it," Elna said in a tone as if she were talking to a small child. 
 
    “Part?!" Emmalin's eyes shown with hurt. "Then what have you not told me?” 
 
    Elna smiled and began a slow walk around the perimeter of the tower. “You know more than anyone that I loved a certain prince when I was young. And he loved me.” 
 
    “Yes, but that was long ago. What does that have to do with anything?” Emmalin stopped talking at the piercing look from Elna. 
 
    Elna continued. “We both tried to forget each other and fulfill our duties. He was successful, but I never was. My love for him has only grown as has my hate for Zaccory.” 
 
    Emmalin’s eyes furrowed in confusion. What was Elna going on about?  
 
    “It took me until Jarin was five years old to finally admit I was done feeling unsatisfied with my life and to come up with a plan. I arranged to have my love’s wife murdered and Zaccory as well.” She paused and smirked, as if reliving a favorite memory. 
 
     “As you can guess, things on his side were successful, but not on mine. I had to wait. I was disgusted that nothing was working my way, so I took matters into my hands. I learned swordplay with Jonah and studied strategy. By the time I felt ready to try again, I had four people to dispose of instead of two—my love had remarried.”                             Emmalin's smile faded as she realized whom Elna was talking about. “I then renewed my friendship with the queen of my long-lost lover and used her to help me plan the rest.” Emmalin recoiled, gazing at Elna in terror. 
 
    “You can't mean David?” she gasped.  
 
    Elna's fists clenched. “Of course I do. You of all people should remember I loved him!” 
 
    I crouched frozen to the wall. Elna was responsible for killing my mother, and Elna did all this so she could win back my father. 
 
    Emmalin stood up from the chair and stood behind it using it like a shield. “I thought you stopped loving him long ago.” 
 
    “You know I didn't. How could you, Emmalin? You betrayed me.” Elna said the first hint of emotion in her voice. 
 
    “He asked me.” Emmalin said gripping the back of the chair harder. 
 
    “You said yes. The only one of my friends who knew I loved him, yet you still said yes.” Elna's grip on the dagger tightened. 
 
    “You were married to Zaccory.” Emmalin stated flatly. 
 
    Elna shook her head. “It was an arranged marriage, and I was going to have him killed.” 
 
    “I was alone. The only one who was not married,” Emmalin rambled, backing toward the locked door. 
 
    “You wanted to be a queen," spat Elna. 
 
    “Yes, but—” cried Emmalin. 
 
    “But nothing.” 
 
    “Elna I am your cousin. I helped you plan this,” cried Emmalin fat tears escaping her eyes. 
 
    “Your mistake,” shouted Elna. She jumped and tackled Emmalin to the ground. 
 
    “No!” I yelled, ripping the curtains back and forcing my hurt leg to support me. I drew my sword.  
 
    But I was too late. Emmalin lay dead across the floor. I looked at Elna. She was breathing hard, but smiling. Slowly she drew her sword and turned toward me. 
 
    “Ha. Victim number two. Why is it always David's side that goes first? No matter, I will succeed this time with mine.” She raised her sword. 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that,” I stated raising my own sword, as thunder rumbled in the distance.  
 
    Elna laughed as lightning flashed across the darkening sky and I felt my very bones tremble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Traitor to the Crown 
 
      
 
      Elna lunged, and I stepped back onto the balcony to avoid her sword. 
 
     “Elna, I have more reason to harm you than anyone else,” I said, blocking her second attack. “You killed my mother,” the swords clanged.  
 
    “My stepmother,” I blocked again, and she yelled in rage.               “You planned to kill Zaccory and Jarin. You really should not live, but I don't want to hurt you,” I said, blocking again. 
 
    “You had better if you want to stay alive. Nothing shall destroy my plan.” She attacked again with more force than before, clearly enraged that I had not attacked back. 
 
    “Elna, it's not worth it. Your plan has failed.”  
 
    “Maybe its not worth it in your eyes. I have suffered all these years in an arranged marriage while my true love lived. You cannot expect me to back down now.” She grabbed my arm and swung me to the ground, I rolled and got right back on my feet. 
 
    “Yes I can, Elna, your hate and anger has blinded you against everything.” 
 
    “Not everything,” she yelled as she swiped at my head with her sword. 
 
    “Yes, everything,” I shouted back, blocking her blow. “You could have tried to learn to love them as they tried to love you; instead you let this wound fester.” She stepped back, near the edge of the balcony, her face hard.  
 
    “Don't try to convince me out of this; my mind is set.” With that she kicked my injured leg. I stumbled, nearly falling to the floor with pain but I held my stance at the last second. 
 
    “I see you didn't manage to get up here unscathed,” she laughed. “Jonah said you were good at this, but it seems he was mistaken. You should just give up, Katie the spy, for I never will.”  
 
    I straightened, determination shooting energy through my whole body and distancing the pain. 
 
    “Neither will I,” I gasped, resolute. Lightening flashed again in the background, emphasizing my words. For the first time I saw fear enter Elna's eyes.  
 
    She attacked, and I parried.  
 
    “You are doing this because you want to win back your long forgotten love. I am defending two people I love. Although, I know it will not change how they feel about me,” I added blocking her next blow. 
 
    “I am a spy and so I lost my chance, but unlike you, I will move on.” I finally attacked her. Our swords clanged, matching the rhythm of the thunder raging outside.  
 
    Elna stepped back breathing hard. “How can you love them, Katharine? They have never acted like royalty.” 
 
    “Neither have you, and neither have I; and I promise you that neither has my father lived up to your definition.” I growled in anger.  
 
    She shook her head, and held up her sword. “He would if he had his rightful queen at his side.” 
 
    “If you think this is what it is to be a queen, you are wrong. This is not royal behavior.” Elna rolled her eyes and assumed a fighting stance. 
 
    I continued. “No one is perfect. Come out of the darkness, Elna, it is much better in the light. Trust me.” 
 
    “How can I trust a good-for-nothing spy? You don’t know what you’re talking about.”She swung her sword; I blocked and grabbed her dress and pushed her into the wall. Our swords hilt to hilt between our faces. “ 
 
    Yes I do," I raged pinning her. 
 
    “I don't want to hear it,” she struggled pushing her sword against mine. 
 
    I held fast. “I grew up as a spy. I have lived like someone I was created to be instead of who I was born to be. We were both forced to live a different life, but I have chosen not to fight it. I am a spy, even if I think I would love to be a princess.” 
 
    “But you never will be,” panted Elna. “You can never be a princess because you can never be anything other than a spy.” She pulled one of my small knifes out of my arm guard and slashed at my chest with it. 
 
    I stumbled back the knife falling between us. She let out a very unladylike growl when she realized my armor had protected me. The knife might not have pierced my skin but her words did. 
 
    My heart felt as if it had been punctured.  
 
    That is not what I want, I thought.  
 
    I don't want to live trapped forever searching out other people’s deceit. I didn't want to act and lie, and fight all my life. It was suddenly all clear; I knew what I wanted—what brought me the most joy.  
 
    I wanted to be a princess and loved as a princess more than anything else, even if it meant that I had to sacrifice being a spy. With that thought, a new power engulfed me, and light inside me swept away the dark feelings.  
 
    Elna attacked, and I parried, twisting my sword around and I managed to cut her on the arm. She yelled but continued her attacks. 
 
    “I will not let you defeat me,” she declared, another clap of thunder shaking the room. 
 
    “And I will not let them die!” I yelled back.  
 
    “Willing to die for them?” she scoffed. 
 
    “If I must,” I shouted, attacking once more. Elna darted into the room and put one of the throne-like chairs between us. I came at her, but she twirled away. 
 
    Elna was better at the sword than I guessed and I found that because of my injured leg, some of my better moves and strategies could not be executed.  
 
    “Elna, you don't have to do this,” I said as she lunged at me. I deflected her blow but was not quite fast enough. I gasped as her sword grazed my shoulder.  
 
    Gritting my teeth, I blocked her next try. “No one else has to die. You know that we can't set you free after all you have done, but you don't have to do any more damage.” She shook her head and continued to attack. “Do you truly think that my father will marry you after all of this? Do you honestly think he still loves you after so many years?” 
 
    “Yes,” she wailed. “He never loved Katharine.”  
 
    I swung my sword hard, cutting her left hand. “Yes he did.” 
 
    Elna held her hand. “How do you know? You were only a small child when I had her killed.” 
 
    I sighed. “That still didn't stop me from seeing the pain in his eyes every time he looks at me, or mentions her name.” 
 
    Elna brushed my comment aside. “Even if he loved her, he will remember his love for me.” 
 
    “Do you honestly think that by killing his family and yours you will win his love?”  
 
    Elna said nothing, but raised her sword. 
 
    I backed up a step.“Elna, you are destroying yourself, destroying your family, losing your country, and losing your power.”               Her silence made me lose my temper. “Elna, do you want some of the peasants to see you?” Her eyebrows shot up at hearing her own words repeated, but I did not stop. “We are the role models for the country—the strength.” I said, reciting her words. “What kind of role model are you?” 
 
    “You cannot talk to me like that,” she yelled, charging me into the velvet curtains. 
 
    “Yes I can." I said blocking her blow and racing out of the curtains. "You said a princess should act like one even if it means refusing the wishes of a higher official!” I exclaimed. Lightening flashed behind the curtains, where she still stood, and thunder boomed. 
 
    Elna turned slowly to face me. “I'm still more powerful then you, Katharine, I am a queen.” She swung, barely missing my left shoulder, which left me free to point my sword directly at her heart. 
 
    “No, you lost your power the very moment you thought to murder the king. You are a traitor to the crown, and you know it!” I yelled. 
 
    “How dare you say such a thing to me,” she shouted. “I am not the traitor. I am the queen and what I say is right. You are the traitor, and all traitors to the crown must die.” She knocked my sword aside and lunged. 
 
    I blocked her deadly blow, but the force of our swords colliding knocked me into the doorframe.  
 
    My sword bounded out of my grasp and onto the balcony. Before I could grab it, Elna stepped on its end and pointed her sword at my throat. I stopped moving to avoid the sharp point.  
 
    “Now we will see who is the victor and who is the traitor!”  
 
    Suddenly, someone pounded on the door. Elna jerked up and looked in that direction—long enough for me to move to the other side of the balcony. I pulled my small dagger out of my other arm guard. 
 
    She walked closer to me and raised her sword. “We had better finish this. Say good bye, Katie the spy.” I raised the dagger to block her sword but the small piece of metal did little good, she knocked it out of my hand with her sword. 
 
    “Katie!” yelled a voice. Elna and I gasped as Jarin burst through the door. Elna looked away from her son and bent to grab my dagger. I reached for it too and with the combination of our scrambling hands it slid off the balcony. 
 
    Elna hit me on my injury and I crumpled. She stood and raised her sword. “Mother, stop,” Jarin yelled as he ran into the room. 
 
    “Jarin, no!” I screamed, even as I saw the sword descending.  
 
    The next moment, Jarin dove at Elna. She rammed her sword hilt into his chest and flipped her sword around and he fell to the floor. Blood shone on her sword and I knew he'd been wounded. 
 
     Elna laughed, and in her moment of distraction, I knocked her sword away with my arm, grateful for my arm guards. I reached down and yanked my sword up and pointed it at her. 
 
    “Elna, how could you?” I shouted. “He’s your son.” 
 
    “If he was my son, he wouldn't have fought against me.” 
 
    She lunged again, and I blocked her—my mind on Jarin’s condition. 
 
    “You never gave him the chance,” I cried. 
 
    “He never would have accepted,” Elna retorted. "He has to much of his father in him." 
 
    “Katie,” Jarin moaned. I looked toward him but turned back in time to block Elna. 
 
    “Jarin,” I shouted as I stumbled back onto the balcony, in an attempt to get Elna way from him. 
 
    Lightening ripped through the sky flashing light on his face. Thunder followed immediately, shaking the walls of the castle. Elna followed me outside. 
 
    “Katie,” shouted Jarin as he pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    “Stay back!” I yelled. 
 
    I threw all my energy into my final swing. Our swords met together at full force, and I clenched my teeth in pain as the swords reverberated. Our combined strength knocked us both off balance. Elna fell backwards as I fell forward. I lost sight of everything except the edge of the balcony. I was going to hit it while Elna was going to topple right over it.  
 
    I threw out my hands and felt her cold hand grab my arm in the air. I felt my right arm crack as I collided with the wall. I yelled in pain as Elna's weight started to pull me over the side. Just then, strong hands grabbed me around my waist and pulled me the opposite way.  
 
    “Katie!” Jarin screamed.  
 
    My vision blurred with pain from both forces pulling against me. I looked up once more to see Elna's eyes watching mine, for a moment I could see clearly a mixture of anger and grief cross her face. A raindrop fell and landed on her cheek. Grief won. 
 
    “David,” Elna whispered. Her hand slipped, and she fell. 
 
    Jarin pulled me back into his arms. I moaned in pain. 
 
    Thunder continued to shake the castle walls. “Katie, are you all right?” he demanded. His face swam in and out of focus. “Katie!” he yelled again, desperation now in his voice. Before I could answer the world went black, and I knew no more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Katie’s Choice 
 
      
 
    “Katie,” a voice whispered. I groaned, and my head began to pound. I forced my eyes open. I could't see anything at first, but I heard the pounding of the rain on what I assumed was a window. I blinked and slowly the room came into focus. I was lying on a white bed.  
 
    Great, I thought. 
 
    From the pain coursing though my body and the sight of the white bed sheets I knew exactly where I was. I'd had the pleasure of gracing an intermarry more than once. 
 
    “Katie?” asked the voice again. 
 
    I turned to my right and saw Jarin in the next bed over. Confused, I glanced around the rest of the room and saw six more occupied beds.  
 
    “Fancy meeting you here," Jarin said his tone light. 
 
    “Ha, ha,” I grimaced, trying to sit up. Pain shot through my shoulder and right arm, and I quickly lay back down, closing my eyes again the pain. 
 
    “I don't think you should that,” he said. 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    Then it hit me that he was here not as a visitor but as a patient. Suddenly memories of the fight came to me. He' d been hurt. 
 
    My eyes flew open and I looked over at him. “Jarin, how bad are you hurt?” 
 
    “Not too bad—just don’t make me laugh,” he said seriously. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked a small smile pulling at my mouth. 
 
    “Because I have a broken rib," he gestured to his chest. 
 
    “And a serious cut, I believe.” 
 
    He nodded. “Its just my shoulder. Robert wasn't even worried about it.”  
 
    “Some knight in shining armor you are.” I teased. 
 
    “Excuse me?” he said folding his arms across his chest. 
 
    “Jarin, the hero is not supposed to get hurt.” I said gingerly feeling my hurt arm. It was wrapped from my collarbone all the way to my fingertips. 
 
    “Who said I had to be the hero?” he asked. 
 
    “Your birthright," I countered. 
 
    “Ha ha, Miss Spy. By birthright you should be the damsel in distress.” 
 
    “Looks like we are both bad at our jobs,” I said laughing.                             Jarin snickered and then winced. “Ouch, Katie.”  
 
    I laughed harder. “Sorry, you can hate me for that.” 
 
    “Good. I hate you,”  
 
    “Well, I hate you too,” I whispered under my breath but from the way his lips curled up I knew he'd heard me. 
 
    His eyes caught hold of mine, and my heart thumped harder. I wondered if he'd forgiven me for lying to him? He opened his mouth to say something but stopped as shouts reverberated off the walls. A moment later, a tall gangly man I didn’t recognize, King Zaccory and surprisingly, my father entered the room. 
 
    “Katie,” They exclaimed and ran to my bedside. 
 
    “Please don't excite them, they need rest,” the tall man pleaded.  
 
    He must be the physician, I thought.  
 
    My father chuckled and Zaccory nodded as they sat down. With a look of pure frustration, the physician stomped out of the room. 
 
    “That was a close one, Katie,” my father said his eye on my arm. 
 
    “How do you feel?” King Zaccory asked. 
 
    “All right, I suppose, I'll heal” I muttered, still staring at my father. I was shocked to see him here. 
 
    How long had I been out of it? What had I missed?  
 
    We lapsed into an awkward silence. Finally my father spoke. “I should have listened; I should have believed you. You are my best spy after all.” 
 
    “And your daughter,” King Zaccory added. 
 
    “Yes, and that,” he glanced away, looking so unlike his usual red-faced self. 
 
    I looked over at Jarin but could not read his face. Zaccory stared down at me as if trying to give me a hint. I looked back at my father and was surprised to see a mixture of confusion and sadness. 
 
    “Father,” I finally said, “it was a hard thing to believe.” 
 
    “But they all believed you when I did not," he said pointing to Jarin and Zaccory. 
 
    “They were here, Father. I bet Emmalin helped you not worry about it.” 
 
    He grimaced at Emmalin’s name, but nodded. “She did, but she was part of this mess.” 
 
    “We were all part of this mess,” King Zaccory chimed in. “But Katie saved us all, like Katharine would have.”
My father nodded, a smile rising to his face.  
 
    Zaccory continued on. “Katie, your mother loved everyone, and we all loved her. She would always change plans or do something she didn't like to make one of us feel more comfortable. That was never Elna or Emmalin’s strong point when we were growing up.” 
 
    I smiled, tears in my eyes. 
 
    “But they were also never like this,” my father exclaimed. “They were always plotting something, but it was never devious.” 
 
    “I don't know about that, David. Remember that one time they hid in those suits of armor?”  
 
    My father smirked at the memory. 
 
    “Anyway, we can deal with the why they turned out the way they did later,” Zaccory said. “What I want to know is how you are feeling? Jarin told us what he saw in the tower.” 
 
    “I feel better than I have after some of my battles. Wait a minute. The battle. What happened with the battle?” I gasped, trying once again to sit up but stopping as the pain grew. 
 
    “We won,” said the king, standing and placing a hand on my good shoulder, holding me down. “Mitchell, Henry, and Carl are cleaning things up.” 
 
    “How long have I been here?” I asked. 
 
    “Since this morning, and it is late evening right now,” my father answered.  
 
    I closed my eyes as the pain lessened then asked, “What did the physician say?” 
 
    “That you are not allowed to move an inch once you woke up,” Zaccory said with a teasing note in his voice. “And that you broke your arm, are rather bruised up, and lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    I smiled faintly then turned to Jarin. “Well, that is better then a broken rib.” 
 
    “How do you know?” he moaned. 
 
    “Because I have had one before.” I laughed, and Jarin grimaced again. 
 
    A commotion in the hall broke off our conversation. “Well, if you will not let us see them at least tell us how they are,” demanded Carl Barlin’s voice. 
 
    “They need rest right now and cannot be excited. Besides, King Zaccory and King David are in there right now, and I'm guessing that they have excited them enough,” the physician answered.               
 
    King Zaccory chuckled and whispered to me, “Do you think you could handle a few more visitors?” 
 
    I looked at Jarin, and he nodded. “Yes, let them in,” I smiled weakly. 
 
    “Let them in, they are awake and would rather have all the excitement in one dose,” called the king. The next moment Carl, Lilly, Linus, and Marc rushed through the door. My father and Zaccory moved back to give them room. 
 
    “Oh dear princess, how are you?” Lilly asked, rushing up to my bedside. 
 
    I grimaced. “Better than I thought I was going to be, but how is everyone else?” 
 
    They all shrugged, but I could see Captain Barlin’s arm was bandaged; Linus and Marc both had black eyes and walked with a slight limp. I was relieved to see they hadn’t faired worse, though I couldn't help but realize that probably not everyone had survived. 
 
    “How many deaths?” I asked quietly, hating that it had been my plan that killed them. 
 
    “Not many, thankfully—a few of our men, Chase, and a small amount of his men, oh, and Martin.” 
 
    “The shadow,” I gasped. All eyes turned to me, but I just shook my head. 
 
    “He did his duty, Katie, as you did yours,” my father said, and I nodded, pushing back tears. 
 
    “Princess, I should apologize for not ordering someone to go with you. It is all my fault that you were hurt—” 
 
    “No, Captain Barlin, this one was definitely my fault.” 
 
     Lilly and Carl exchanged looks.  
 
    “We were with her part of the time,” said Marc. 
 
    “Yes, but we should never have promised to take the prince and go,” added Linus. 
 
    “No, you did exactly what you should have been doing. I knew I was going in alone, and I was aware of the possible outcomes.”  
 
    Linus nodded silently.  
 
    “Who said you had to do it alone?” Jarin asked. 
 
    I looked over at him. “Because I always have.” 
 
    Silence fell again until the physician cleared his throat.  
 
    “Now that the princess is awake, Marcy and I need to talk with her.” 
 
    “All right, Robert, we will leave. Besides we still have a lot to do,” Zaccory said. 
 
    “Yes we do. I guess we had better go and find out—” 
 
    “Now Carl, none of your endless droning, that is not what they need right now,” teased Lilly.  
 
    He smiled at her then added, “All right, I am glad we could quickly take a moment to see you both.”  
 
    “And we had better let you rest,” Lilly added, pulling her husband to the door. 
 
    They all smiled and left the room. 
 
    “Yes, Katie, no rash actions. Especially since I am not up to saving the damsel in distress.” Jarin said settling into his pillows. 
 
    “Ha, and who assigned you to always be my knight in shining armor?” I asked my eyes on his. 
 
    “You did,” he replied before he closed his eyes. 
 
     Marcy and Robert approached me, and I sighed. Recovery was definitely the worst part—but at least this time I wasn't alone. 
 
    *     *     * 
 
    Jarin and I were forced to stay in the infirmary for three more days. Not that it was painful, though. I found myself smiling more during our time there than I ever have in my life.  
 
    The night after we were allowed out, I couldn’t sleep. Near morning I finally left my room, with my arm in a sling, and slowly wandered the halls. Everything seemed so different now. With no evil assassin to find, and no shadow to chase. 
 
    I went outside and sat on a garden bench, watching the sunrise and tried to hush my thoughts. It was only in these quiet times, when my mind felt troubled.  
 
    I reviewed all that had happened from my arrival at the castle to Elna’s death. Her death was truly the worst memory I had of this place, and I couldn't help but wonder if she had let go of me on purpose.  
 
    I smiled as I recalled talking to my father before he left for home. He thanked me for saving our alliance and for helping him and Zaccory renew their friendship.  
 
    I must have looked surprised, for he went on to say that he and Zaccory had had a long talk, and he could see how he had treated me unfairly. He still admitted that I was his best spy and that it was a brilliant plan, and if I decided to stop being his best spy he wouldn’t deny his feeling of loss.  
 
    I agreed with him, of course. I felt the same way. He then took my hand, looked me in the eye, and said, “Katie, I have to admit, I am not ashamed of making you who you are. I'm only ashamed of how I forgot you were also my daughter and a princess. Katharine would not be happy with me.”  
 
    “Katie,” he continued, “I want you to really choose now what and who you want to be. Think it over really hard. If you want to come home, I will try and not send you on so many missions and let you act like a princess. But if you choose something else, I will try to accept that too. It is your turn to decide and mine to follow your lead.” 
 
    I never thought I would hear those words from him and didn’t know what to say. I still was not one hundred percent sure what I really wanted.  
 
    Because I was a spy, I had saved Thion and Floric from destruction. I had saved king Zachary and Jarin. Could I have done all of that as a princess instead of a spy? Or did I do it as a princess anyway? Would a true spy do what I had done?  
 
    A true princess would not have, that was for sure, but perhaps a modified princess would have. Maybe for the first time I was neither just a spy nor a princess. But then who was I?  
 
    Before I came here, I really didn’t care. I would get sick of endless missions and feel curious about the life of a real princess, but it was here where I got to see the other side. 
 
    Jarin cleared his throat behind me, interrupting my thoughts. “Doing some deep thinking?” he asked as he sat down next to me.               “Yes, and you?”  
 
    He nodded, looking out across the grounds. I watched him for a few moments before guessing his thoughts.  
 
    “I am sorry about Elna.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Katie,” he whispered. “I am sorry I did not believe you, at first.”  
 
    I smirked. “I would've been amazed if you did. I would not have believed it myself if some one told me. I am glad you chose your father’s side.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said with a laugh. “And yours.” 
 
     “I'm happy you chose the right side; I hope I did.” I said still thinking about the choice before me. 
 
    “Of course you did, Miss Spy, you saved all of us,” he said taking my good hand. 
 
    “Yes, I know, but I'm not sure if a spy is what I really want to be anymore,” I mumbled, looking out at the swaying trees.  
 
    The silence stretched on, but it was not uncomfortable. I looked sideways at Jarin and noticed his free hand on his injured ribs. 
 
    “Jarin, can I ask you something, I have been wanting to ask for a while now?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I swallowed hard, hopeful I was ready to hear his answer. “Why did you come back to the tower?”  
 
    His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Do you wish I hadn't?” 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “Katie I could not leave you to the queen’s. I knew I needed to go back and find you even though you ordered us away. So I left everyone at the passage in the entryway and sprinted through the battle, yelling at them to go without me. I think they only obeyed because the fighting moved between us/" 
 
    “Right, but why did you save me?” I asked, letting go of his hand and thinking of all the angry words we had shared. 
 
    He smiled, “Now, that is an interesting question. One I need to ask you myself. Why did you save us, Katie?” 
 
    My jaw dropped and I nudged him lightly. “You are avoiding my question.” 
 
    “I know,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Fine then, I did it for you and the king. I know I could have backed out and let you all deal with it. It was not really my problem after all. But I promised myself that I would not let you die, even if it put myself in danger.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, with a smirk. 
 
    I felt my cheeks redden. “I am a spy and—” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, that doesn't answer the question.” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
    “No, it doesn't.” 
 
    I looked at him with hard eyes. “Then why did you save me?” 
 
    “You did not answer my question, my lady.” 
 
    “Well you are avoiding mine, and I think my question should be answered first,” I retorted.  
 
    He laughed again, holding his hurt side. Then he looked directly in my eyes and said, “No way Katie.” 
 
    I laughed, he was relentless. “Fine, then I did it because I hate you.” 
 
    He laughed, “Well, I saved you because I love you.”  
 
    My heart nearly stopped beating. He stood and offered me his hand. I took it and let him pull me to my feet. 
 
    “You do, even though I lied to you? Even though I am not a proper princess by any account?” I stammered. 
 
    “Yes!” he exclaimed, letting go of my hand and offering me his arm.  
 
    “I love you how you are. I could never love anyone who was deemed a proper princess.” We started walking. “They all drove me crazy. I remember getting so frustrated to where I finally said ‘no more princesses.’ Then you arrived, and you were so different. You were not here to win a prize. Come to think of it, you were not here for me at all.” 
 
    I laughed softly, “No I wasn't. I used that excuse so I could stick around for a while.” He gave a fake frown, which only succeeding in making me smile again.  
 
    “So, why did you save me?” he asked both of his eyebrows raised. 
 
    I smiled, knowing what he expected. For a moment I contemplated not telling him, but I made the mistake of looking into his eyes. “Because I love you too. I tried so hard not to fall in love with you; I was not supposed to, but I did.” 
 
    His smile widened, but he didn’t say anything. We continued walking through the willows until we reached a bench. He had me sit down but he stayed standing. I looked up at him, unsure of his next move.  
 
    “Katie, if you could choose just for you, nothing else considered, would you be a spy or a princess?” he asked. 
 
    My head shouted spy, but my heart declared princess. He must have sensed my frustration because he sat down and took my hand again.  
 
    He paused before saying, “Katie, I think I figured it out.” 
 
    “Figured what out?” 
 
    “The reason you are not sure if you want to be a spy or a princess. Might it be because you do not love either of the choices. Do you think you could consider a third choice?” He asked wrapping his hand around my good one. 
 
    “What other choice is there?” I asked my eyes on our hands. 
 
    “How about a queen.” He beamed. 
 
    I smiled slightly and said, “I will never fully get rid of the spy in me, but I guess I don't have to act like one by going on missions. I actually think that my skills would be useful as a queen.” Jarin smiled and my heart began to beat rapidly. 
 
    “Well to become a queen, you have to get married, you know.” He said his thumb tracing circles on my hand. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, feigning awe. 
 
    “Yes, and marrying a prince is how it is usually done.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting something?” I asked, nudging his shoulder. 
 
    “No, I’m hoping for something.” He paused got up from the bench and knelt in front of me. “Katie, I love you. I can’t imagine spending one day without you. Would you marry me?” 
 
     I stared into his blue eyes and realized that I could. I could marry him. I could love him forever. I could finally be who I was supposed to be. I could live the life I had learned to love with the people I had learned to love. 
 
    “Yes, Jarin,” I replied. He smiled, cupped my face in his hands and kissed me.  
 
    Booming laughter bounced across the grounds ending our kiss. Jarin and I looked toward the ballroom to see the king bounding toward us. Jarin and I exchanged looks. 
 
    When he reached us the king spoke with that special gleam in his eye I had come to recognize. “Oh, so you are not a spy. You are a princess, and you are here to marry my son!” 
 
     I laughed, recognizing the game. Then I looked at Jarin. He smiled, and I nodded. “Yes, you’re right. I knew I could not fool you for long.” 
 
    “Nope,” said the king, straightening his doublet, grinning widely. “And that is why the king always wins!” 
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