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Chapter

One









T

he sound of the sword whistled through the air as Paige sliced through the air in a swift, fluid motion. The next second, the tip of her sword pointed at Alfred’s chest, merely an inch away from penetrating his tunic.

Applause broke out. Paige turned a fraction, her sword still pointing at her opponent. There, sitting cross-legged on the floor, was her childhood friend, employer, and bane of her existence--Prince Eddie of Athelia. Everything about him was irritating, from the smirk hovering on his lips to the errant state of his auburn hair. And while most of the time she felt like strangling him, she always held back because she’d lose her position as a royal bodyguard. That, and the fact that she was hopelessly in love with him.

“Bravo!” He continued to applaud, the sound of his hands striking together echoing in the training arena. “What a performance from both of you! Indeed, this is more entertaining than any opera or concert. Say, Alfred, this is the twelfth time you’ve tasted defeat at the hands of my bodyguard.”

Alfred glared at his older brother. “Eleventh, not twelfth.”

“Have another match and it’ll be the twelfth.”

Alfred’s glare intensified.

“He’s only thirteen,” Paige quickly said, seeing that Alfred looked ready to stalk towards his brother with his sword drawn. “He’ll beat me when he’s older.”

“She can probably beat you, even if you’re a year older,” Alfred said. “When’s the last time you’ve picked up a sword?”

“My fencing skills have grown rusty, I admit, but I’m sure I can beat her in a wrestling match.” Eddie stood up and started to remove his shirt, revealing a well-honed stomach. Even if he didn’t frequent the training arena like his brother, the crown prince of Athelia was no scrawny pencil-pusher. Paige knew that his working in the gardens had strengthened his muscles, just like it did to his father. “Indulge me, my dear bodyguard?”

“Stop it.” Paige held up a hand to prevent her from seeing more of Eddie’s body, even though she secretly wanted to. “I have to go now; Mama wants me to run an errand for her this afternoon. And I’m not your bodyguard, I’m Ciara’s.”

There were no female bodyguards in the history of Athelia, but thanks to the queen’s insistence, Paige was allowed to be the first. Paige’s father, Bertram, served as the king’s bodyguard, and Paige had undergone intensive training since she was a child. She was the princess’s bodyguard and the younger prince’s sparring partner, though Eddie always made her fill in for his bodyguard when the official one, Karl, had a day off.

“Aw, Paige, too scared to wrestle me? You’re afraid I’ll knock you out.”

He was taunting her, but pride took over. She could never match his strength--there were limitations on the female body--but she had many years of harsh, demanding training. She’d eventually lose, but she could put up a decent struggle. “You can beat me, but you’ll never be able to knock me out.”

“Want to place a bet on it?”

Paige rolled up her sleeves. “Loser treats the winner to dinner.”

“Fine with me.” Eddie’s grin stretched wide. He really was too handsome for his own good, she thought with mild irritation. Like his father, but at least the king was single-mindedly devoted to his wife and never cast a second glance at other women. Eddie, on the other hand, basked in the ladies’ adoration.

“Alfred, you’ll be our judge.” Paige looked around, but the younger prince was already gone. “When did he disappear?”

“He knows when to make himself scarce.” There was a note of approval in Eddie’s tone. “Come on, we both know the rules well enough.”

“Fine. But put your shirt on.”

“What, already afraid of confronting my naked torso? Does the sight of my half-dressed state give me an unfair advantage over you?”

“I’m afraid of bruising your naked torso, as well as your swollen ego,” she snarled, ignoring the heat that rose in her face. “You shouldn’t talk like that, Your Highness
. What’ll the courtiers say?”

“They can have a fit, for all I care.” Eddie shrugged. “You have no idea how Father talks to Mother when they’re alone.”

The heat burned hotter in her cheeks. He was comparing their conversation to the lovey-dovey talk between the king and queen. There was one instance she overheard the king telling the queen she was “too lovely not to take advantage of.” Paige had fled on spot, her ears burning.

Deciding it best not to argue with him further, Paige got into her fighter’s stance. “Let’s begin.”

They circled each other, moving with wariness. Paige hadn’t wrestled the prince since they’d entered their teens, though she remembered well the childhood tussles they had. At that time, she was able to win a few fights, thanks to the professional advice from her father. But Eddie was a grown man now, and he could take her down if he wanted. Still, she wasn’t going to 
give in easily. She wasn’t Athelia’s first female bodyguard for nothing.

There was no way she could compete with him in strength. If she were to win, she had to rely on stealth and strategy. Or even speed.

Eddie was smirking; it was plain that he wouldn’t make the first move. She breathed in deeply, telling herself she had to be cool and calm.

Paige attacked. She shot to the right, arm raised, as if she were going to hit his left shoulder. Eddie attempted to block her, but then she dived, aiming to grab his knees.

She wasn’t quick enough (later she’d blame it on her height). Eddie saw through her feint; he took a step back and dived as well, making her lose her footing.

Paige landed ungracefully; her back smacked against the floor, making her wince. Relentless, Eddie pinned her arms to either side of her head and pressed his body on hers. She was no match against his superior strength. Her eyes darted for an opening--even if she couldn’t use her arms and legs, she could smash his jaw with a head butt, but he surprised her when he bent his head, so close that if she raised her head, she’d end up kissing him instead.

“Surrender.” His voice was unusually deep and husky.

“I haven’t lost,” she said defiantly. “The bet was about whether you could knock me out.”

“Do you honestly believe I would have the heart to do that?”

Their gazes locked. For a moment she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. He had hugged her when they were children, but since Eddie turned fifteen, the closest he came to touching her was a platonic slap on the shoulder or back, as if she were a male friend. But with his body pressing into hers, the heat from his skin seeping into hers, it felt nothing like brotherly friendship.

His gaze strayed lower, focusing on her lips, and her heartbeat sped up. Was he planning to…

“Eddie! Get off that poor girl this very instant!”

Princess Ciara, hands on her hips, was standing in the entrance to the training arena. When Eddie got up, his eyes twinkling, the princess’s eyes widened.

“Is that you, Paige? I didn’t know...I thought Eddie was…”

“Taking unfair advantage of a helpless maiden?” Eddie finished with a smirk. “Really, dear sister, you should have known by now that if I wanted a girl, I needn’t use force. Ladies have always submitted to me willingly.”

“We were wrestling,” Paige said, trying to discreetly put as much distance between them as possible. “I needed more training and Alfred already left, so I was left with no choice. Anyway, I must go or Mama’ll yell at me.”

“Just a moment.” Eddie tapped her shoulder. “When’s the dinner?”

She blinked.

“You won the bet, so I’m going to treat you.” For someone who “lost,” he seemed positively delighted.

“That didn’t really count. You had the option to knock me out but you didn’t.”

Ciara narrowed her eyes. “Did I hear that right? You were going to knock her out?”

“You know I’d never harm a hair on your precious bodyguard.” Eddie held up his hands. “Come, Paige, quit your feeble protests. You know you’re simply dying to have dinner with me. How about tomorrow night at Rose Garden?”

Paige bit back the urge to say yes. She had only dined at Rose Garden once—way back when she was nine, when her parents celebrated their ten-year wedding anniversary. It was a fancy place—one of the best restaurants in Athelia. And here he was, 
casual and unconcerned, talking about the restaurant as if he went there every day for breakfast.

“I have to work. Ciara’s going to a ball.”

“Swap with Karl. No one can argue; he’s more than capable of protecting her.”

“True,” Ciara said. Paige shot her a pleading glance, but the princess didn’t seem to notice. Or pretended not to.

“Tomorrow at six, then.” Eddie sent her a glowing smile. “See you in the courtyard.”





Chapter

Two









P

aige trudged home, carrying a load of firewood on her back. Bertram had gone to Moryn with the king for a few weeks. In Eddie’s words, she was the man of the house when Bertram was away. It was only late summer, but they had the habit of stockpiling firewood as soon as possible. Or rather—it was Amelie’s habit. She kept their house in tip-top order. The pantry was always well-stocked, the sheets and towels regularly washed and changed, and anything that was broken or cracked was promptly taken care of.

“‘Lo, troll!” A voice rang out. A lanky young man with curly hair was perched on a fence. His name was Andy, and he worked in the stables. “What’ve you got on your back?”

“Plenty of freshly-cut logs, enough to wallop you,” Paige retorted. As the tallest girl in Athelia, the nickname “Troll” had been bestowed on her since she was a child. “What are you hanging around for at this hour, Pea-brain? Did the master keep you late mucking horse dung?”

He raked a hand through his hair and gave her a taunting grin. “Waiting for Henrietta. Unlike someone
, she doesn’t get mistaken for a boy.”

Paige raised her arm. It was years ago that she’d got mistaken. “Do you have a death wish?”

“Whoa…” Andy hopped off the fence and ran off. Technically his strength exceeded hers, but lacking the professional combat training of a bodyguard, he always came off worse when they fought.

Paige glared at his retreating back. She probably should have learned to laugh off his taunts by now, but couldn’t he learn that it wasn’t a joke when she didn’t find it funny?

Adjusting the load of firewood over her back, she went on her way home.

Paige’s family lived on the far side of the palace grounds. The cottage used to belong to her aunt Mary, but she moved out when her son, Joel, got married.

By the time she stored the firewood away in the shed, sweat was dripping down her forehead, making her hair plaster to her neck. Slipping into the house, Paige went straight to her room and changed into a comfortable shirt and loose-fitting trousers. She lingered in front of her wardrobe, going through all the clothes. She had one dress of periwinkle-blue, plain and respectable, which she only wore when accompanying Ciara to ceremonial events. She liked the dress, but it wouldn’t do for Rose Garden.

She went in search of her mother. Amelie was folding laundry in the bedroom. Since Bertram was like a giant, their bed was so big that it took up most of the room. Paige had to stand in the doorway.

“Ma, I need a fancy dress.”

Amelie turned, a ridiculously large shirt in hand. “Why do you need a dress?”

“I…” Paige looked on the ground. “I’m going to dinner with Eddie tomorrow.”

“Why do you need a dress?”

It sounded pathetic when your mother questioned you about needing a dress. Twice.

“Because we’re dining at Rose Garden.”

A pause followed. “Just the two of you?”

“I think so.” Knowing that Amelie wouldn’t rest until she knew all the details, Paige told her what happened in the morning, though she took care to omit how Eddie had pinned her to the floor.

Amelie pursed her lips. “Do you want to have dinner with him?”

“He lost the bet. Well, not really, but either way we’re dining together.”

“If you want to avoid the dinner,” Amelie’s tone was gentle for her standards, “I can make excuses for you. Prince or not, he won’t protest if I speak for you.”

Paige didn’t doubt her mother’s words. Even the queen rarely defied Amelie.

But to be honest...she did want to go to Rose Garden. The food was fabulous; she’d never tasted roasted beef so succulent. But the main reason? She really
 wanted to sit down to dinner with Eddie across the table. He dined with other ladies every now and then at various social gatherings. One meal wouldn’t change anything.

“I’ll go,” Paige said firmly. “I can’t let you speak for me over a simple meal. I’m eighteen, I can handle things on my own.”

Something like approval shone in her mother’s eyes. “We’ll need to fix your dress. Let’s have a look.”

A moment later, Paige stood in front of a floor-length mirror, gazing at her reflection and hating it.

She was pretty. No one argued with that; she inherited her mother’s looks, and Amelie was known as one of the prettiest ladies’ maids in the palace. Her hazel eyes, pert nose, and apple-blossom complexion always gave her pleasure when she 
looked into the mirror. But what’s the use of a pretty face when you’re six feet tall? She looked ridiculous. Like a troll trying to masquerade as a princess.

“I’ll add a bustle, it’s the current fashion,” Amelie said briskly. “It won’t be a problem, I’ve worked with far more complicated clothing for the queen. I’ll have it ready by tomorrow morning and see if you need any last-minute changes.”

“I’m too tall for a dress,” Paige said, unable to keep the bitterness from her tone. “Maybe I should cross-dress and wear my uniform to the restaurant.”

Amelie put her hands on her hips. “Nonsense. Eddie wouldn’t invite a man to Rose Garden. Now take the dress off; I’ve got to start working on it right away.”





Chapter

Three









P

aige had always been self-conscious about her height.

Even the queen was criticized plenty because she wasn’t gorgeous, nor of noble stock, but at least she was a head shorter than her husband. At six feet, Paige was quite possibly the tallest girl in Athelia. She couldn’t look up through her lashes at Eddie, nor hang on his arm like a sweet, adoring partner. They’d make a formidable pair, marching through the ballroom like two giants.

Which was why she was getting second thoughts about going to dinner. She felt ridiculous in her only nice dress as she stood under a tree a short distance from her cottage, waiting for Eddie to arrive. Amelie had done a wonderful job, transforming the ordinary dress into an elegant gown. Lace was added to the cuffs, pearls sewn across the collar, and the indispensable feature of the current fashion—the bustle, a large pad that thrust out the skirts at the back of her waist—even Andy couldn’t mistake her for a boy.

But no matter how skilled her mother was, she couldn’t feel pretty in the dress. Suppose Eddie found her ridiculous? A normal-sized woman would look larger in this puffed-up dress, which meant that for her, she looked like a tower.

She could run away. She could slip back home, feign a fever, and ask her mother to send a message to the palace.

She turned to leave. But she had only gone a few steps when someone called, “Paige!”

Too late. Eddie was striding in her direction, and she wanted to bury her head in the ground like an ostrich. Not that she had ever seen a real ostrich, but a picture in a book on exotic animals had been enough to give a lasting impression.

Dressed in an immaculate white shirt, a tailored waistcoat, and matching trousers of charcoal silk, he was breathtaking. He didn’t even need to dress up—his face alone was enough to make ladies swoon.

Why does he have to be so perfect?

“Where are you going?” Eddie caught her arm. “Don’t tell me you’re trying to sneak off?”

Busted. Can’t let him laugh at me and say, you can run a hundred laps and do a hundred pushups, yet you can’t endure having dinner with me?

“Of course not.” Paige lifted her chin. “Why would I give up the chance to dine in one of the best restaurants in town?”

“Then why were you going in the opposite direction of the courtyard?”

“I…I got tired standing around, doing nothing, so I decided to stretch my legs.”

He raised an eyebrow, like he didn’t believe her. Paige decided the best way to stop his interrogation was to take action. She strode—walked—as fast as she could while wearing a fancy dress, as if to prove that no, she was not
 running away.

“Wait! Paige, wait!” He sounded alarmed, as if there was dog poop on the ground and she was about to step on it. “You forgot this.”

He produced a bouquet of crimson roses, and her eyes bulged. The flowers were gorgeous, the petals velvety smooth, 
the trimmed stems vibrant green, like they were plucked only minutes earlier.

“They’re from Father’s garden.” Eddie took her hand, placed the bouquet against her palm, and wrapped her fingers around the stems. “I had to promise him I’d devote a week reviewing stuffy documents before he allowed me to have some. He normally reserves these only for Mother.”

The significance wasn’t lost on her. She knew he liked her, but to go to such lengths…

Eddie tilted his head. “Paige? Are you so moved that you’re at a loss for words? It’s to be expected, of course. Not every girl receives flowers from the most sought-after bachelor in the kingdom, much less flowers from the king’s garden…hey!”

She thrust the bouquet at him in the same way she thrust a sword. The roses hit him on the chest, a few petals fluttering to the ground.

“Paige! Paige, wait!”
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On their way
 to Rose Garden, Paige was regretting the dress she wore. How could she have forgotten that due to the volume of the bustle, ladies had to sit sideways on chairs and benches? But of course, Eddie wouldn’t hear of her biking to the restaurant.

“It’ll ruin your dress. Worse, the skirts could get caught up in the wheels.”

Valid point. But it still didn’t solve her problem. In the end she had to sit on the edge of the carriage seat, hands gripping the edge, her long legs knocking on the seat across. It was an exceedingly uncomfortable position, and it didn’t help that Eddie kept glancing her way and looking like he was repressing the urge to burst into laughter.

“Stop. Laughing.”

“I’m not.” He shrugged, putting up a wounded look.

“You’re laughing inside.”

“How would you know what’s going on in my mind, dear Paige?”

She glared. This was all his fault, she thought resentfully. His dinner invitation was an excuse to see her flounder like a fish out of water.

A sudden lurch of the carriage made her slant forward, but thanks to her rigorous bodyguard training, her grip on her seat kept her upright.

Eddie let out a sigh and held out his arms. “Looks like I’ll have to sacrifice myself. Hop on.”

She stared.

“Sit on my knee. That way you won’t squash your bustle on the back of the seat, I’ll keep you steady if the carriage lurches, and
 you’ll get to admire my face up close. Come on, what are you waiting for?”

Heat flared up in her face. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Why not? This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!”

Paige rolled her eyes. He couldn’t be serious. No matter how tempting the offer, she couldn’t do it. Unless she drew the curtains closed to prevent anyone from witnessing such indiscretion, but still…

“I’m fine where I am, thank you,” she said stiffly. “Save your flirtations for another.”

“You wound me, darling.” He rubbed the spot where she hit him with the roses. “How could you talk about other women when it’s just the two of us going out?”
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Although it had been
 some time since she’d patronized Rose Garden, Paige hadn’t forgotten how it looked. A magnificent marble structure converted from a duke’s mansion (the duke had run out of his wealth, a common thing among aristocrats who couldn’t adapt with times), it made her feel like a lady with a title instead of a plebeian working woman.

When Paige and Eddie entered, a waiter in a tailored black coat immediately disappeared into the back of the room, and in a few seconds the owner of the restaurant rushed out, tripping once, and bowed at them with extreme flair. With such a performance, it ensured that all eyes in the restaurant were on them.

“Your Highness, it’s such an honor to have you here. This way, please, we have your seat all ready.”

Eddie held out his arm. She clutched his elbow, but hardly enjoyed the privilege, as she was more worried about bumping into tables. Due to her extraordinary height, her dress was of extraordinary size as well. Her nickname should have been “Elephant” instead of “Troll.” She hated weaving through the tables, the patrons gossiping and pointing, speculating who the giant woman was that the prince was escorting.

Finally, when they were seated at their table, Paige breathed a sigh of relief. At least the owner had chosen a table with maximum privacy. There were even hangings around the table. It was an inconvenience, however, as the waiter had to duck and flip the hanging, take their order, and duck out again.

“You look like you’ve been through a war.” Eddie dipped his hands into a finger bowl, and wiped them with a napkin with an elegant, aristocratic air.

“Thanks to you,” she grumbled. She’d take a grueling training over a walk through this restaurant anytime.

He handed her a napkin. “I’m sorry.”

She looked up, surprised. Eddie scratched his head, his cheeks pink. “I meant to treat you to some place nice, but I didn’t expect there’d be so much attention.”

Paige looked away. His narcissism she could handle, but when he was all serious and contrite? She’d surrender in an instant.

Suddenly, the hanging was flipped up.

“So it is
 Your Highness!”

For a second, annoyance flashed across Eddie’s face. Then he put on his courtly smile—the one that his father usually wore in public. “Good evening, Lady Bracknell.”

The lady looked to be in her mid-forties and was most fashionably decked out from her clothes to her hair. She even wore gloves with such intricate lacework that Paige shuddered to imagine if they were torn.

“My husband was telling me the prince is here, but he isn’t the best at recognizing faces, so I had
 to come and see for myself. I’m not interrupting you, I hope?”

“Not at all.”

“What a pity that my daughter isn’t dining with us tonight. Her piano teacher is giving her extra lessons—her talent needs more guidance than a mere lesson a week. You do remember my daughter Dahlia, don’t you?” The way she stared, she might pour a cup of tea over Eddie’s head if he replied in the negative.

“Yes.”

“And who is this delightful young lady?” Lady Bracknell seemed to have finally discovered that Paige existed. Amazing, considering how Paige was as tall as Eddie. “I don’t believe we’ve met before. Have you had your Season yet?”

“Paige is Ciara’s bodyguard,” Eddie said stiffly.

“Oo…oh.” Two syllables, but the intonation was eloquent. “Pardon me, I didn’t know you were in the habit of dining with a servant.”

The flash of annoyance re-appeared, and this time Eddie didn’t bother to mask it.

“If you have nothing more to say apart from insulting my companion, I would appreciate it if you’d allow us to dine in peace, Lady
.” Sarcasm dripped from his emphasis on the last word.

Lady Bracknell’s eyes widened. “My apologies, Your Highness. I was only…well, never mind. Enjoy your evening.” She stepped back, diamonds glittering, though she gave Paige one last disapproving glance before disappearing.

“Ignore her.” Eddie moved his hand, as if he wanted to reach across the table, but then he stopped. “She’s just your typical backward-thinking aristocrat. And by the way, I don’t remember anything about her daughter—I didn’t even know she had a daughter.”

Paige tried to give him a reassuring smile, though it felt like she was pulling her lips with deliberate effort. Even if she weren’t abnormally tall, her commoner status would always draw attention when she was with Eddie.


So what?
 Her mind whispered. He chose to dine with you, not Lady Bracknell’s precious daughter.


Paige picked up her fork and knife, vowing that she would enjoy herself. And for a while, it worked. Thanks to the privacy of their seats, she was soon able to forget about Bracknell and indulge herself in the heavenly food, which was just as splendid as the restaurant’s design. She was able to laugh and joke with Eddie, who clearly made an effort to put her mind to ease.

When it was time to leave, Paige held her head up high and stalked to the door. She would not
 look at the other customers; 
she would pretend she were the king himself and ignore whoever was wondering where this ginormous creature came from…

A sound of distress.

Her bodyguard instincts kicked in, and Paige immediately looked around. Had an unruly drunk snuck into the restaurant when the guards weren’t looking? Was someone being threatened?

Then came the smell. The smell of smoke, coming from…

“Paige!”

She felt Eddie grasp her arm. She turned her head and gasped. Her bustle had caught on fire.

Another quick scan told her how it happened. Somehow, while she was determinedly walking through the crowded dining room without looking down, her bustle had brushed against the candlestick on a couple’s table.

Horrified and embarrassed, Paige looked for an object to snuff out the fire, but Eddie took care of it instantly. With an “Excuse me, can I borrow this?” to a nearby patron, he seized a shiny silver dome-shaped lid and clamped it over her bustle.

It would have been hilarious if she weren’t in the spotlight.

“Did you see that? Her bustle was on fire!”

“My goodness, I don’t think I could wear a bustle again…”

“How horrible! She could’ve gotten burnt!”

“Isn’t that Prince Eddie?”

Once the fire was snuffed out, Paige rushed out of the restaurant, ignoring anyone who tried to detain her.

Her first dinner date with Eddie. After this incident…it’d probably be the last.





Chapter

Four









A

melie asked no questions when Paige arrived home, her poor bustle charred and burnt. But she made a cup of hot cocoa and left it on the kitchen table. She also left her bedroom door ajar, which translated into I’m here for you if you need me
.

Paige was grateful, but she didn’t want to talk to her mother about the dinner. It was just a minor, trivial matter that she should be able to laugh over by now.

But at the moment she couldn’t see the humor in the accident. If she weren’t so tall, her bustle wouldn’t have been able to reach the candlestick. She could still remember the horrified expressions from the poor couple at the table, the startled gasps from other patrons, and the gossipy murmurs from people who recognized her as Ciara’s bodyguard.

She couldn’t be with Eddie. If she were to become princess, there would be inevitable occasions that required her to wear those huge fancy dresses. But due to her height, she was a veritable walking disaster. Eddie couldn’t have a wife that invited scorn and ridicule. Even Queen Kat still got occasional criticisms about her unladylike behavior. But at least the queen looked
 normal.
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The next morning,
 Paige rose at the crack of dawn, dressed and ate breakfast, and set off for the training grounds while the rooster was still crowing. She went through a few tough, vigorous hours of bodyguard training, then went home, changed out of her sweaty clothes, and into her bodyguard uniform.

Time to attend to the princess.

Paige stopped by the courier office to collect the mail. She headed to the royal wing of the palace, taking a roundabout route that would allow her to avoid passing by Eddie’s office. She’d face him, eventually, but not now. She didn’t want to hear another string of apologies.

When she entered the princess’s room, she found Ciara seated at her desk, looking determined.

“I’ve decided.” Ciara tapped her pencil against her chin. “I’m going to start a rental business.”

“What?”

“It’s for my graduation project. Didn’t you have to complete one when you graduated?”

“No. It wasn’t compulsory.”

“Well, I’m
 going to do one or endure Father’s glares. He’s an expert at glaring, you know.”

Yes, Paige knew. King Edward had a way of looking at you with a fearsome intensity that quelled most people in his presence. An exception was the queen—which perhaps explained why he was so fond of her.

“But…” Paige tried to recall what her classmates did for their projects. A girl chose to plant a dozen trees along a highly polluted street. Another interviewed the first female surgeon in Athelian history. These were safe, manageable projects. Starting 
a business? Even the queen with her (notorious?) history of coming up with ideas to change Athelia, hadn’t risked anything like that. “Why do you want to start a business?”

Ciara jumped up and wagged a finger in front of her face. “Not just a business
, Miss Paige. It’s going to be the first ever in Athelia--a service for girls who can’t afford to have a new dress every week!”

Paige froze. As if expecting this reaction, Ciara smirked and continued. “Do you know how many girls dream of having the perfect gown for their birthday, a dance, or even their own wedding? Do you know how many have to scrimp and save and get scolded by their fathers or husbands? Do you know that a tailor-made gown could cost a working girl an entire year’s salary?” Ciara struck up a commanding pose. “No worries! Her Royal Highness Princess Ciara is here to save the day. With a low cost of only ten pounds, you can rent the dress of your dreams. You get to shine for a day, and the dress is cleaned and washed, ready for its next rental. And it won’t be just for ordinary women. Even those who can afford new gowns tend to wear them only once or twice, then let them gather dust in the closet. They can sell, or even better, donate their used gowns for us, and their closets will thank us for it.”

“But Princess, there’s a lot
 to do! You’ll need funds, maybe even investors, a location, tailors and cleaners, and…I don’t know, but I know
 it won’t be easy.”

Ciara patted her shoulder with the air of someone who knows better. “If no one wants to tackle a difficult task, then progress can’t be made.” Ciara clenched a fist. “Hate to tell you the truth, but a princess has a lot of weapons in her arsenal. I’ll pester the finance minister—I mean, his assistants, to help me look over my business plan.”

“You’ve already drawn up a business plan?”

“I’ve already drawn up a list of investors. Erm, potential investors. Uncle Henry, Uncle Philip, Lord Mansfield, Lord Ashford…I’m sure one
 of them will be willing to invest in me.”

Paige was impressed. Also a little ashamed that her initial reaction to Ciara’s idea had been complete pessimism. As popular as Ciara was, she was only seventeen. Few people would take a seventeen-year-old seriously. But glancing at the sheaf of papers on the princess’s desk, plus the mound of paper balls in the waste paper basket, Ciara had certainly taken the time and effort to prepare for her project.

“As for the location…oops, I haven’t thought about it yet.” Ciara went to a shelf and pulled out a map of the city. “Let’s see…the north district is out of question, the south is too far from the palace…” She circled a few areas with her pencil. “That’s it! Let’s have a drive around the central west district and look for buildings that are looking to rent.”

Central west. It was the busiest district in the city. Always, perennially, crowded. Paige couldn’t remember a time she walked down a street in the central west and didn’t feel like a sardine squashed in a tin.

“Erm, I think the possibility of finding a good place in the central west is quite…low?”

“No matter.” Ciara pumped her fist into the air. “We’ll never know until we see for ourselves! Get the carriage ready—we’re going now.”

Paige gave a small bow. While she remained skeptical, it was hard not to be affected by the princess’s enthusiasm.

“By the way, how was dinner with Eddie yesterday?”

“It was…” Frankly speaking, I don’t want to ever go to Rose Garden again. Not with Eddie, anyway.
 “Nice?”

Ciara looked uncommonly shrewd. “So it was bad.” Letting out a sigh, she slapped her forehead. “Poor Eddie. Looks like he still has a long way to go.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Oh…nothing. What are you standing there for? Go get the carriage!”
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A while later,
 Paige was seated in the carriage with the princess as they headed downtown. This time, she was dressed comfortably in her bodyguard uniform. As she placed her sword on the seat, Paige reflected that yesterday was probably going to be the last time she wore a dress with a bustle.

As they got closer to the city center, the carriage slowed down. Soon, they were forced to hop off. Two other bodyguards—both male—who doubled as the carriage drivers and were even taller than Paige, placed themselves in front and back of Ciara, while Paige walked by the princess’s side. With the three of them like towers around, the princess needn’t worry being accosted even in the notoriously crowded city center.

Bicycles whizzed past, most of them with male riders, but now and then Paige would glimpse a woman on a bike. Near the main train station, passengers were spilling out like ants. The train station used to have a lot of traffic, but it got even worse with the recent completion of Athelia’s first ever underground railway. Gaslit wooden carriages operated by using steam locomotives to pull them along.

Twenty years ago, according to her mother, such vehicles didn’t exist. Paige was glad she was born in this era. Horse-drawn carriages were fine, but she appreciated having more options.

Looking around at the packed stores and shops, Paige wondered how long they’d have to search for an available space. Would the princess give up if the search yielded zero results?

“Stop!” Ciara pointed at a sign placed in front of a flight of stairs flanked by two stores. “There’s a place to let!”

Paige’s jaw dropped. She had fully expected a fruitless endeavor, but somehow the princess’s optimism wasn’t unfounded.

“Didn’t I tell you we’d find a location?” Ciara was beaming. “Come on, let’s go up and make inquiries.”

But if they got an extra dose of luck discovering a place available to rent within five minutes out of the carriage, that luck had run out.

When they went up and inquired about the rent, the owner thought they had lost their way. When Ciara put her hands on her hips and declared that she was interested in renting this place for her new startup, the owner held up his hands.

“This is no child’s play, Princess. Sorry, but we only deal with experienced
 business owners.”

Paige was indignant, even though she could understand the owner’s prejudice. The princess wasn’t even out of school, had zero experience running a business, and moreover, her gender tended to discourage men like him. No matter how the queen campaigned for women’s rights, uprooting prejudice was like trying to empty an ocean.

“She has a business plan,” she said, taking a step closer. For a second she appreciated her height; she came a good head taller than the man and she relished looking down at him. “You could at least do her the courtesy of looking through it.”

The man looked annoyed, but perhaps intimidated by her height, he made a show of riffling through the papers.

“Interesting, but not practical.” He shoved the plan back at Ciara. “I’m sorry, Princess, but you should look elsewhere.”

There was no budging when the man had already made up his mind to be difficult. In Paige’s opinion, the man was more concerned that he’d be ridiculed if he rented out this precious 
space to a seventeen-year-old schoolgirl. Maybe he was worried the king would chastise him for taking his daughter seriously.

The second place they found wasn’t much better. The owner was more tractable, but the space was a mess. Spider webs abounded, cracks ran through the ceiling, and a nasty smell of rotting food and rat dung made both girls hold handkerchieves to their noses. Adding in the fact that a butcher lived next door and that they could hear him slaughtering a pig, Ciara decided then and there that she could not have her startup in a place like this.

“The girls would be scared away,” she said, clutching Paige’s arm as they hastened out of the place. “Besides, it’d cost tons to clean up that pigsty. I can’t afford it.”

As princess, she was of course extremely well-off, but she wasn’t allowed to access most of her wealth until she became of age.

Finally, after two more hours of searching, both of them tired and hungry, they found a spot that was almost too good to be true.

Nestled between a milliner’s shop and a shoe store, it seemed ideal for a rental clothing store. Their customers could waltz in, rent a dress, then waltz out for accessories. Or, even better, they could convince the milliner and shoemaker to strike a deal. Have them rent out shoes and hats, and the customers could mix and match.

Paige shook her head. It wasn’t even evening, and she was already thinking how to help the princess accomplish her project.

The location was too good to be true, so she fully expected an irascible owner, a dilapidated interior, or sky-high rent, but none of that materialized.

The owner was well-dressed, the rooms inside airy and clean, and the rent was quite reasonable, considering it was in the fashionable central west area.

“A rental business for women?” He introduced himself as Westin. He looked slightly confused, but after going through the business plan, he nodded. “This might work.”

Ciara glanced back at Paige, eyes shining. It was almost too good to be true.

It was.

“I’d be happy to rent you the space, Your Highness, but...” Westin paused, as if he knew that what he was going to say wouldn’t be welcome. “There’s just one thing. If you could grant it, then the place is yours.”

“Name it.” Ciara resembled her father closely at that moment, though she took after her mother.

“Would you agree to have tea with my eldest, Patrick?”

Paige narrowed her eyes. Young as Ciara was, she had been receiving invitations for tea, parties, and salons since she was a child. Scheming mothers (and sometimes fathers) were keen to introduce their children to the one and only princess of Athelia.

Ciara frowned. “Do I know him?”

“I doubt that, but Patrick was quite charmed when you accompanied your mother to the charity bazaar last year.” Westin looked apologetic. “I’m sorry, it’s probably too much to ask of you...”

“I accept.” Ciara spread her hands. “Just one outing together, right? Send a message to the palace. As long as it doesn’t clash with school, I don’t think it would be much of a problem.”

Westin looked relieved. “Thank you, Princess, thank you! Patrick will be overjoyed. Now, would you like to go over the contract before we reach a deal?”
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estin--or Patrick--certainly didn’t waste time. When Paige dropped by the courier’s office the very next day, she found a letter addressed to Princess Ciara, from the Westin Co.

“The day after tomorrow at the Westin House?” Ciara read the invitation with a frown. “I had planned to visit Kathy.” Kathy—short for Katherine—was a close friend, about four years older than Ciara. Her mother, Poppy, was the queen’s best friend, and the two girls had known each other since childhood.

“Seems that this Patrick is eager to meet you,” Paige said. She wondered if she should seek Mabel, the unofficial gossip queen, and ask what she knew about Patrick. “Want to let him know you already have a prior engagement?”

“No, don’t bother, I can visit Kathy next week. Let’s get this over with and get that space.” Ciara stretched and yawned. “You’ll come with me, won’t you, Paige?”

“Of course.”

All in all, it was a tiring day. Paige attended to Ciara, did a lot of training in the afternoon, and wrapped up the day by going 
to the woods and cutting down an impressive load of firewood. As she carried the wood back to the cottage, she heard voices coming out from the kitchen.

“It’s unnecessary,” her mother’s voice floated out, firm and clear. “It was Paige’s responsibility for that dress. Don’t you feel obliged to compensate, Your Highness.”

“I’m not doing it for Paige,” came Eddie’s voice. “I’m doing it for myself. I was the one who invited her to dinner. I should have picked another place.”

“A different restaurant wouldn’t have made any difference. Some other disaster could have happened.”

“Probably, but I’d still feel better if I compensated her for a new dress.”

“She should be home by now. Let her decide.”

The next moment, the back door creaked open, and Amelie looked outside. Paige had thought of running off, but with a load of firewood on her shoulders, she couldn’t move fast enough. Behind her mother stood Eddie, his gaze finding her in an instant.

“There you are!”

Paige entered the house and put her load of firewood in the corner. “If you’ve come to apologize again, I’m going to take one of these and beat you with it. For the last time, it’s not your fault.”

“Fine.” Eddie held up his hands. “Actually, the real reason I came down here is to ask you if you’d like to go riding with me tomorrow.”

This was something she enjoyed. Growing up, Paige had been around horses as long as she could remember. Her father had taught her how to groom and take care of horses, and many a time she and Eddie had shared moments together caring for horses. There was one day when Paige discovered a sick foal, and 
Eddie had sent for help. It was one thing that Paige could declare with confidence that she was good at.

“I can’t. I have to go out with Ciara tomorrow.”

Eddie frowned. “She doesn’t have school tomorrow. Where is she going?”

Paige explained. Eddie looked indignant when she came to the part where Mr. Westin had practically threatened Ciara to have tea with his son. “A lowly trick,” he growled. “Ciara is too young to be courted.”

“She’s seventeen.” Paige didn’t elaborate further, but Eddie should be well aware that plenty of young ladies got engaged at seventeen, and married at eighteen.

“Which is far too young. She isn’t out of school yet. What was that man thinking? And what was Ciara thinking, agreeing to this unreasonable demand?” Eddie looked like he wanted to punch the wall. “I’m going with you tomorrow.”

“Please, no. Ciara is determined to make her project a success. If you are hanging around and shooting killer glances at Patrick, it’ll make things worse. Don’t worry, Eddie. I’m going to be there, and I promise you that no harm will come to her.”

“I still don’t like her going.” Eddie frowned.

“Eddie, she’s going to graduate soon. You can’t keep treating her like a little girl.”

He shook his head. “I know you’re probably right, but I don’t think I’m ready yet.” He leaned against the wall. Paige noticed that her mother had somehow disappeared. “So...next Saturday, then? Let’s meet at the stables.”

Paige couldn’t think of an excuse to get out of this invitation. “Fine.”

He broke into a grin, which made her smile as well. If she put aside her insecurities, she could see it as just a friendly outing with a good friend.
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Westin House was impressive.
 Mr. Westin had made a fortune in railway stock, and his house, new and modern, reflected his wealth. It was once an apothecary shop, but the apothecary couldn’t afford the rent and sold the place to Westin, who set out to transform the two-story wooden house into a veritable mansion. Tall, iron-wrought gates surrounded the building, which towered at five stories high. Paige craned her neck to see the top.

“Welcome to Westin House.” A tall young man in a black, tailored uniform, holding the gates open. He made a low bow, and when he straightened, Paige looked up so she could see his face.

Looked up? When was the last time she had to look up to see a man’s face?

Paige felt like shedding tears at this extremely
 rare occasion.

“My name is Gus,” Mr. Tall said, with a wink and smile. He had to be at least six-foot-five, maybe closer to seven feet. “I serve as the head footman for Mr. Westin. This must be the famous Princess Ciara. We are honored by your presence.”

He spoke with a distinct accent that plainly marked him as someone not
 from the capital. Paige had heard some foreigners from Moryn speak, but this man didn’t sound like them.

“Thank you,” Ciara said, looking amused. She had made one attempt to look at Gus, decided that her neck would hurt, and settled for gazing at his chest. A very nice, broad chest, if Paige were being honest.

“And this lady is?”

“Paige.” Paige held out her hand. Normally a lady wouldn’t shake hands, but she wasn’t a lady anyway, so she was used to 
handshakes. It had become more common with working women anyway, as more and more women were entering the workforce. “I am Princess Ciara’s bodyguard.”

“A pleasure to meet you.” Gus waited until they were all through the gates before closing them. “The masters have been eagerly awaiting your presence.”

At the door, they were greeted by the butler, who would have looked tall if he wasn’t standing next to Gus. In a moment, they were led upstairs to an elegantly furnished sitting room. Two men were seated in front of a table with a three-tier stand laden with tarts and cakes. They stood up when Ciara entered with Paige.

“Afternoon, Your Highness,” Westin said, making a low bow. “We’re honored that you have agreed to grace us with your presence.”

He sounded so mechanical, Paige wondered if he had spent hours memorizing the script.

“May I present my son, Patrick Joseph Horace Westin?”

Patrick bowed. He resembled his father--in fact, he looked like a younger version of Westin. But the resemblance ended at their looks. Patrick looked extremely nervous—sweat was sliding down his forehead and neck, though it was a cool day. He pulled out a handkerchief, dabbed his forehead, and put it back in his pocket. A few seconds later, the handkerchief was out again.

Ciara inclined her head politely. From the bland mask she wore, Paige could tell, with some pity for Patrick, that she had no interest in the young man. Though Ciara didn’t look much like her father, she had inherited his ability to look respectful and expressionless when she was in reality bored and wishing she were elsewhere.

“Te…tea, Your Highness?”

“I’d prefer coffee.”

“Oh! Su…sure.” Patrick summoned a servant and gave the order. He spoke normally and smoothly, indicating that his stammering was only when facing the princess.

“I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.” Westin rose. He pressed a hand on his son’s shoulder, as if it would inject a dose of confidence. “Just give a call if you want anything, Your Highness.”

“Miss Paige.” Gus’s voice, deep and husky. She liked his voice. Very manly. “Would you like to step outside with me?”

Paige glanced at the princess, who seemed to have developed a great interest in buttered muffins. Patrick wasn’t the aggressive type; the princess should be fine.

“Sure.”

In the corridor, Gus stretched his neck and arms. His fingers brushed on the ceiling—something Paige had experience with when visiting older, small cottages.

Determined not to say anything about it, being a long-term victim of height as well, she searched for another topic. “How long have you been working for Mr. Westin?”

“Six months. Know the place Ruby Red? The infamous town where couples can get married without parental permission?” He grinned. “I grew up in a village near there. Got to stand in as witness for a few weddings, too, whenever me mam went shopping at the place.”

Kathy’s parents, Poppy and Jonathan Davenport, had got married at Ruby Red. The queen herself had stood witness.

Paige understood why Gus’s accent sounded so different.

“But there ain’t much for a man to do in a tiny hole like that, so once I saved up, I came down as soon as I could. Only had ten shillings in my pocket, but I got it in my head I have to make things work.” He tapped his head. “Turned out my height wasn’t such a bad thing. I got odd jobs easily, but not all jobs were good. 
One employer was a sad old miser; we had to bring our own water and food while working for him.”

“That sounds awful.”

“Dreadful, of course, but I don’t mind so much now. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t have quitted and found an opening for this job. A fine one that pays much better than my odd jobs. Except,” Gus looked around, as if he expected Mr. Westin would be hiding in a corner, “I’m often asked to get things from the top shelves, paint the ceiling, get rid of spider webs in the ceiling corners. That wasn’t included in the job description when I came for an interview.”

“I know! The palace maids are always begging me to fetch things from higher places. In the beginning I didn’t mind helping, but when their demands are frequent, I want to cross my arms and tell them to get a ladder. I’m supposed to be on duty!”

He laughed. “As if life wasn’t hard enough for us tall folks. You know how hard it is getting on an omnibus and trying to squeeze your legs in front of the seat?”

“Happens every time. I don’t know why they can’t design seats with larger leg room. The shorter people wouldn’t be affected by more space.” Paige wasn’t talkative by nature, but she found words pouring out of her like water breaking through a dam. “And it’s not just the omnibus, but all
 the furniture. Tables too low, chairs too small, and I can never find a bathtub that fits. Unless it’s the one my father uses. I inherited my height from him.”

“I bet you’ve had your share of taunts from the shorties.” He chuckled. “If I had a penny for every time I’m asked how the weather is up there, I’d be rich by now.”

“Me too! I’m thinking of getting cards made and printing a message on the cards: Yes I’m six feet tall, no I’m not your ladder 
substitute, and for the weather? I can tell it’ll be windy soon because I’m going to sneeze on you.”

He laughed, and this time Mr. Westin did pop out, causing Gus to retreat a step.

“Mr. Westin!”

The older man ignored him and tiptoed to the door of the sitting room. Paige felt her jaw drop when she saw Westin trying to peek through the keyhole.

A moment later he withdrew, looking disappointed. Looked like things weren’t going well with Ciara and his son.

Paige had a sudden notion to sling her arm around Westin’s shoulders and bring him to a pub for a drink.

When it was time to leave, both Ciara and Patrick were looking like they were relieved that the two hours were up. Their employees, however, seemed reluctant to say goodbye.

Paige had a wonderful time chatting with Gus. She relished the rare opportunity to gaze adoringly into another man’s eyes and commiserate with him on the woes that only tall people knew and suffered from. And from the sparkle in his eyes, she thought he felt the same.

As she made to follow Ciara to the carriage, Paige was surprised when Gus laid a detaining hand on her sleeve.

“Paige…er, sorry, I mean…”

“Paige is fine,” she said, smiling at him.

“I’d like to see you again,” he said in a low voice. “When do you usually have time off?”

Her heart beat a little faster. “I don’t have duties during the weekend, when the princess doesn’t have school.”

“So the princess doesn’t need a bodyguard during the weekend?”

“There are others that can swap with me. Otherwise I’d be working every day.”

He nodded. “I see. Then, would you like to join me for dinner next Saturday?”

The word “yes” hovered at the tip of her tongue, when she remembered Eddie had asked her to go riding.

Not a problem. No one does recreational riding at night. It may be a squeeze, but I could wash and change after our ride, and still be able to meet Gus for dinner.

“Sure!”
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lthough tea with Patrick hadn’t gone as well as Westin hoped, the man kept his word and allowed Ciara to rent the space right away. The princess, wielding the weapons in her arsenal, set to work by fitting the place with a dozen mirrors and wardrobes. She visited boutiques and selected dozens of gowns of various colors and sizes. She also visited professional cleaners, striking up a deal with the one most amenable to the crown. Finally, she paid a visit to a photography studio.

“We need to take photos of the dresses,” she told Paige. “Then we’ll buy advertising space in The Evening Gazette
 and The Athelian Woman
. I’ll also have pamphlets printed and distributed in shops that employ female clerks.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Though Paige was athletic, she was feeling tired after all those visits. Yet the princess remained as perky as a puppy, filled with confidence and optimism. It has to do with mentality, Paige thought. With passion behind her project, Ciara could produce boundless energy.

All in all, Paige was relieved when the weekend arrived, meaning she could take a break from accompanying Ciara. Not 
that she could loaf around all day. There was the riding that Eddie had proposed, and then in the evening, dinner with Gus.

For a six-foot-tall girl, to have a date with two men on the same day seemed impossible. Yet it was real. Paige would be lying to herself if she wasn’t thrilled, though she did her best to conceal her feelings.

“Wipe that vacuous smirk off your face!” The bodyguard trainer barked. Although her weekends were free from attending to Ciara, they were not free from training. Paige always trained, every day, unless she was feeling unwell.

Paige apologized while the other guards snickered. It was so unlike her—she, who worked so hard to prove that she was good enough to be the nation’s first female bodyguard. She didn’t just want to be the first one. She wanted more girls to follow. In this era when more and more girls were entering the workforce—surgeons, engineers, architects, professors, detectives, etc., Paige wanted to be the one to add another option.

But her noble notions vanished the instant Eddie came to pick her up at her house. Dressed in his red-and-black riding suit, he looked so handsome and dashing that Paige had to pinch herself.

You have a date, remember? A date with a man tall enough that you need to crane your neck to look into his eyes?

“‘Lo, Padget.”

She rolled her eyes. “How old are you?”

“Nineteen. I checked.”

“Then stop using the name you called me when we were children.”

He grinned. “Why not? It’s cute.”

A six-foot giant cute? Or was he still contrite and trying to make her feel better after the bustle incident?

Paige sighed. “Let’s go. I have to be back before five.”

“What, you have a date?”

When she nodded, his jaw dropped. Clearly he had been joking, never expecting that she really had a date.

She lifted her chin, feeling smug. In the past, it was always him going out with different ladies. Let him learn that “Padget” could also attract other men.

“Who is the lucky man?”

“Someone much taller than you.”

“You have a date with a giraffe?”

Paige threw a dry twig at him. “For your information, Your Highness, men taller than me do exist.”

He came closer. “Tell me who he is. What’s his name? How did you meet?”

If he had asked nicely, instead of using an interrogating tone like a policeman, she would have complied. But the way he demanded, like he had a right to know who was courting her, made her irritated.

“Let’s go.” She headed in the direction of the courtyard.

“Paige! Hey, wait!”
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Eddie’s idea
 of going riding was at a ranch that took an hour’s ride in the carriage from the palace. Paige, wearing her riding suit and jodhpurs, reclined in her seat comfortably, glad that no bustle was making it difficult for her. She supposed she should be glad that she was born in this era. Women a hundred years ago couldn’t even wear trousers.

To be honest, even her riding habit was considered unusual for women--most ladies still wore gowns that only allowed them to ride sidesaddle, and accidents were common. But with Eddie, she felt no necessity to display any grace. They had grown 
up together--he was well aware that she was an accomplished equestrienne.

The ranch was privately owned by the royal family. Paige needn’t worry that she would be criticized here, as she strode over the fields in her tailored suit and jodhpurs.

“Your Highness.” The stable master bowed at the prince, and doffed his cap at Paige. “Hullo, Miss. Always a pleasure to see you.”

“Are the horses ready?” Eddie asked.

“Of course, Your Highness. All cleaned and brushed and saddled. They’re itching to get out and have a good canter.”

Paige was already in the stalls, looking for her favorite horse, Pepper. In fact, she had saved Pepper’s life a few years ago. Pepper had been such a terribly unruly horse, throwing off other riders and causing the death of one, that the stable master had decided she should be killed.

“Let me try,” Paige said, unable to bear seeing any horse put to death. “Maybe she’s scared.”

Paige had approached the horse, despite the warnings. She tried to see the horse as a companion, not a pet that had to be trained. She held out her gloved hand, with an apple, and spoke to the horse in gentle, soothing tones.

It worked.

Pepper took the apple. She wouldn’t let Paige pet her, but didn’t rear her legs or ram into Paige like a bull, as she usually did when other riders approached.

It was a miracle. Days later, Pepper allowed Paige to stroke her mane. A month later, she allowed Paige to ride her. Six months later, other riders were able to take Pepper for a ride too, as long as they were gentle. For Pepper, even though she was tamed, retained some fiery temper. She would not be treated like an animal dominated.

As they rode out into the great rolling plains, Paige felt her spirits rise. On the horizon, snow-capped mountains rose against an azure blue sky, dotted with the white blobs of floating clouds. Soon the leaves of the trees would turn yellow and crimson, bringing the glorious foliage of autumn.

She let Pepper gallop and soar as freely as she wanted. Cantering on the plains, the wind whipping into her face, Paige let out a whoop of delight. Here, where no one was around to make fun of her, she could act however she pleased.

Except for Eddie. He had been strangely quiet in the carriage, and it seemed his unusually silent mood had persisted while they rode.

Paige pulled up the reins and made a turn, looking for the prince. There he was, pausing beneath a large tree, his own steed nibbling at grass. If Paige could paint (she didn’t), she would have liked to capture the image on canvas. His side profile was just as gorgeous as from the front. He sat tall and upright and noble--the stuff of most Athelian girls’ dreams.

“Eddie!” she called.

He looked at her and smiled. “Want a break?” He patted a burlap sack tied on his saddle.

Paige suddenly felt the pangs of hunger. Though the sun wasn’t in the middle of the sky, she realized she hadn’t had a bite since dawn. After her daily bodyguard training, which took longer than usual thanks to her listlessness, she had to hurry to take a bath, change out of her training clothes, and into her riding habit. There was a tear in her jodhpurs--bother! And her mother happened to be in the city, visiting friends, so Paige had needed to dig out needle and thread and mend the tear herself.

“A lunch break sounds good.”

Eddie’s burlap sack contained a picnic blanket, a pack filled with food, and two water flasks. Paige had her own water flask, but Eddie handed her the one he brought.

“Try this.”

“The royal water tastes better?” she joked.

“Infinitely.”

She took a sip and was pleasantly surprised to discover the flask contained ice-cold lemonade. When she shook the bottle, she could hear the clink of ice cubes.

“Infinitely better,” she agreed, smiling.

“Like me.”

Narcissistic as always. Paige rolled her eyes and reached for the pack. She unwrapped a sandwich--it was a delicious combination of fresh tomatoes, mozzarella cheese, juicy ham, and rye bread drizzled with olive oil.

“Oh my,” she said between bites. If she had to pick between Rose Garden and a picnic like this, she’d go for the latter in a heartbeat.

Eddie was staring at her, his expression unreadable. He really was uncommonly reticent today.

Paige rolled up the sandwich wrapper and threw it at his shoulder. “Cat got your tongue today? You’ve been awfully quiet.”

“Oh.” He shrugged. “I was...blinded. By your beauty.”

It was her turn to stare. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Is that how you usually see me? Someone you can’t be serious with?”

When had he moved so close? His knee was touching her foot, his face close enough that she could see herself reflected in his eyes.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said again. He was usually flippant and cheeky, but she knew he could be serious when needed to. “You’ve been working like mad when the king is away. I know you can be serious.”

“In that case,” he leaned in. “Trust me that I’m serious about doing this.”

His nose bumped hers; something soft brushed her lips. Paige’s eyes widened. She could see his eyes were closed, though. His hand crept into her hair, pulling her deeper into the kiss, and by instinct her eyes fluttered closed.

When he pulled away, she was still dazed. Speechless.

“Paige?”

She snapped back to reality. She wasn’t dreaming--Eddie had kissed her. And she--she had fallen under his spell.

“Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” He tweaked her ear. “I’m trying to get your attention.”

“You already have it.”

“Not the kind of attention I want. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be going out with another man.”

Her mind felt like a tangle of knots. Eddie...he couldn’t be...serious about her?

“I thought we were friends,” she whispered.

“We can be more than friends.” He stared into her eyes. “Come, Paige. Why won’t you admit that you want me?”

Her body froze. So he knew it. Knew that she had secretly fancied him for...god knows how long. And yet he never said a word about it till now?

“Ditch that giraffe who invited you for dinner and come with me to Rubio’s. I promise you no one will bother us there.”

She knew the restaurant he was talking about. It was a small, family-run place that sold spicy cuisine. Paige liked Rubio’s; she enjoyed the fresh, hearty portions, and she didn’t mind the spiciness.

But no way was she going to Rubio’s tonight. She was irritated by how Eddie behaved—ordering her to cancel her plans with Gus as if he were her master?

Paige stood up.

“Where’re you going?”

“Home. I’m done riding.”





Chapter

Seven









“
W

hat do you want to order?”

Paige jerked out of her thoughts. “Sorry!”

Gus looked at her, his eyes worried. “Did you have to work today?”

“Not really. I went riding, had a picnic, and came home.” Paige propped up the menu and scanned through the offerings. “Let’s see…I’ll have a round sandwich with cheese and a side dish of fried potato sticks.”

Gus frowned. “A round sandwich? Why would they make something like that?”

“Oh, it’s more like a bun. Er, savory bun. You slice a bun into half, put a grilled beef patty inside with lettuce and cheese and tomatoes. Haven’t you tried it before? It’s been around for years.”

He shrugged. “They don’t have it in Ruby Red.”

The round sandwich and fried potato sticks, according to Eddie, had come from his mother. Queen Kat was known for her quirky, outlandish mind—she always had the strangest ideas. Paige loved her anyway. As she did to Eddie…stop!

She was not
 supposed to be thinking about the prince. She was supposed to be on a date, with a nice man who was thankfully tall enough that she could feel like a normal woman.

The round sandwiches arrived. Gus took a bite and his expression changed. “Hey, this is good!”

“It’s my favorite dish,” Paige laughed, dipping a fried potato stick into tomato sauce. “Here, try this. They complement each other. Oh, and we have to get carbonated water as well. The queen said that a fizzy drink is best to go with this type of food.”

Gus looked surprised. “The queen? Didn’t expect she would like sandwiches and sticks. Isn’t she supposed to act like a royal? You know, having dainty manners and nibbling the food rather than chewing it.”

Paige waved her hand. “Oh no, you have the wrong impression of the queen. She’s actually down-to-earth, if you get to know her.” He really lived a sheltered life up in the north, she thought. Everyone in the city knows about Queen Kat’s unconventional behavior.

“Fancy seeing you here with a woman,” a voice said. A large, brown-haired man landed a hand on Gus’s shoulder. The latter flinched. “Mind if I have a private word with him?”

“Not at all.”

Paige watched as Gus headed out with the man, his shoulders hunched. She ate her food in silence, wondering what this was about.

Gus slid back into his chair. There was no sign of the other man. “Sorry about that,” he said, picking up his half-finished sandwich.

“Everything all right?” Paige asked. “You didn’t seem happy when he found you.”

“Nothing to worry about.” Then, as if eager to change the subject, he started asking about Princess Ciara. “I say, it’s 
amazing that the princess wants to start a business. She has more determination and guts than a lot of people I know.”

Page glowed. She would never get tired of others complimenting her employer. Ciara wasn’t perfect–she was bossy and blunt and impatient–but Paige would take the princess over any bland, conventional young lady anytime.

When dinner was over, Paige insisted on paying for her own meal. It was only the first date.

“I shouldn’t let you do that,” Gus said, seeming embarrassed. “I was the one who invited you. What would it look like if I couldn’t even treat you to dinner?”

“Perhaps next time,” Paige said, taking out her purse. “I’m a working woman and I’d like to pay for my share.”

“Well… if you insist.” He scratched his head. “Let me pay for the fizzy drinks, anyway.”

As they left the restaurant, Gus insisted on accompanying her back to the omnibus stop. He waited with her until the bus arrived.

“Thanks for the dinner. I had a great time,” Paige said.

“Same here.” He smiled. Was it just her, or did his smile seem a little forced?

Page hopped onto the bus. There were several empty seats, but she preferred to stand, knowing how little legroom there was. She hoped that Gus would want to see her again. He was much better for her than a certain narcissistic prince.
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Ciara’s boutique
 was nearly done. According to the princess, all they had left was to shoot the photos, advertise, and wait for the customers to arrive in droves.

“Today we are going to take photos of the dresses in the shop,” she announced. “Come on, Paige. We’ve got a big day ahead.”

As they got into the carriage, Ciara suddenly turned to her. “By the way, I heard that you were going out with someone?”

Page blushed. Gus had sent her a message a few days after their dinner date, asking if she would like to take a stroll in the pleasure gardens with him. It looked like he was interested in pursuing a relationship with her. “It’s the footman at Westin’s house,” she confessed.

“That impossibly tall man? I just knew it! Do you like him?”

“He’s nice. We share a lot in common.”

“Besides your extraordinary height?”

Page was about to say yes, but she couldn’t. “We’ve just met, but I can tell he’s a good person. He said that your idea to open a rental shop for women is genius.”

“Really?” Ciara looked pleased. “That’s rare. Most people I know think I’m being rash. That I don’t know a thing about running a business. But I’ll show them,” she added, curling her hand in a fist. “I know that my shop will be a success. It’s the first in the country, and I just know a lot of women would love
 to have a pretty dress.”

She then muttered something under her breath, something like poor Eddie.

Paige felt the smile on her face disappear. She hadn’t seen much of Eddie since he kissed her. Perhaps it was just as well that they saw less of each other. If she was certain that Gus was the one, she had to draw a clear line between her and the prince. It will be much better that way
, she told herself. There were plenty of ladies in Athelia who would be perfect by his side. She would only spoil the effect, especially if she wore heels.

At the shop, the photographer was waiting. Dresses of all colors and sizes hung on the racks. A trim, fashionably-dressed 
lady greeted them with a smile that seemed natural instead of totally businesslike.

“Your Highness,” the woman curtsied. “My name is Gloria. I’m so excited to help you model for these gowns. I have no doubt that photos of you in those dresses will become the talk of the city.” She glanced at Paige, and her eyes widened. “And this must be Miss Paige. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”

Though Gloria was tall, Paige still had to bend her head to shake her hand. The woman gave her a smile—no surprise nor comment about Paige’s abnormal height. How refreshing. Paige liked the shop assistant in an instant.

Paige took a seat in a corner and watched Gloria and the other assistants dress the princess up. There were different gowns for all occasions. As Ciara’s idea was to rent to women who wanted a nice dress once in a while but couldn’t afford to buy one, most of the dresses were expensive. A wedding gown, complete with veil and bouquet. A ball gown, complete with gloves and fan. A court presentation dress, complete with train and matching accessories. Paige wasn’t sure the last one was necessary. Ladies who could be presented to the queen were likely rich enough to afford to have their own presentation dress tailor-made.

“Some ladies wouldn’t mind renting one,” Ciara said, as if she could read Paige’s mind. “Some families may have fallen in fortune, yet they still want their daughter to debut and see if she might catch a rich man’s eye. Gosh, this train is unbearably long. Now I know why Mother tripped up when she had her presentation.”

Despite her complaints, the princess did look fabulous when she was all dressed up. And yet, watching Ciara pose in front of the camera, with breathless gasps from the assistants, all of them complimenting that the princess was too perfect for words, Paige felt a pang of jealousy. No, it wasn’t purely jealousy. She 
was happy that the photo shoot of the princess was going well. She held a high regard for the princess and would kill anyone who tried to harm her.

No, it was more about herself. Looking at Ciara try on dress after dress, all of them fancy and elaborate and dazzling, Paige wished that she could also wear a gown without looking like an elephant. That incident of the burning bustle was still raw in her mind. She could laugh it off, but the fact remained that she, with her monstrous height, would never be a sweet, dainty angel of the house. Sometimes her height did have advantages, but occasionally, it would be nice to be normal. Just for a while.

Paige bit the inside of her cheek. She would not be that self-conscious and shallow. Compared to many others, she was fortunate. She had a great job, she was healthy, she rarely caught a cold, and she even found a man who was taller than her.

“Can I see?” A child’s voice came from the entrance.

A little girl who seemed no more than five had padded into the room, a woman following close behind. “Darling, come back! I told you you can’t enter other people’s property without permission!”

While the little girl wasn’t dangerous, of course, Paige was concerned that she might damage the princess’s dress. With a few long strides, she reached the little girl in an instant and put out her hand. “I’m sorry, but they’re taking photographs. You can’t go any further.”

“I’m dreadfully sorry,” the woman said, pulling her daughter back. “The door wasn’t closed, and I didn’t have a chance to hold her back.”

Snap. “All done, Princess,” the photographer called.

Ciara turned, changed out of her dress, and crouched in front of the little girl. “She’s adorable! What’s her name? How old are you?”

“My name is Lila,” the little girl answered. “I’m five.”

“Oh my,” the woman said, her eyes widening. She suddenly sank into a curtsy. For a woman who was plainly dressed, her curtsy was surprisingly graceful. “Your Highness. Forgive me that I didn’t recognize you.”

Ciara waved her hand. “No need for courtesies. Do you live upstairs?”

The woman nodded. “I had been hearing noises coming from the second floor and wondered what was going on.”

Ciara explained her shop idea. Suddenly, she clapped her hands. “I have an idea!” She said excitedly. “Would you and Lila like to model for us? We could put up an ad for mothers and daughters wearing matching outfits!”

The woman looked amazed. Ciara had to explain again, slowly and carefully.

“It won’t cost you anything, just a little of your time. What’s more, I’ll give you twenty pounds. If we get a lot of customers who want a mother-daughter set, we’ll shoot more photos and you’ll earn even more. How does that sound?”

“I want to try!” Lila implored. Paige could see why Ciara wanted the girl, with her fat pink cheeks, curly golden hair, and the roundest, bluest eyes Paige had ever seen.

The woman gave in. She probably would have agreed to model for free, since it was a request from the princess.

“All right,” Ciara said, after a few quick words with Gloria. “What’s your name—Mrs. Worthing, is it? Let us take your measurements. Once the dresses are ready, we’ll contact you and have the photo shoot!”





Chapter

Eight









P

aige hummed a tune as she walked home. She’d had a wonderful outing in the pleasure gardens with Gus today. They had strode around the gardens, ignoring the curious glances cast in their way, and made jokes on how they had to watch out for low branches.

“People should clean their ceilings thoroughly,” Gus had remarked. “Can’t tell you how many times I’ve had to wipe off sticky spider webs from my forehead.”

Paige felt pity for him. She was tall, but she had yet to encounter that problem.

“So how is the princess’s project going?” He asked, watching a fountain spout water in the air. “Besides your training as a bodyguard?”

“It’s going well,” Paige said jubilantly. “We got tons of pictures, and once they are developed, Ciara is going to take them to a publisher and create posters and pamphlets. We’ll advertise the shop everywhere. If everything goes well, it will open next month.”

“Sounds great.” He looked impressed. “The princess is amazing.”

“Very,” Paige agreed. “Some people say she’s headstrong and obstinate like a bull, but I love her. I couldn’t ask for a better employer.”

They spent an enjoyable time together in the pleasure gardens. Paige thought that things were going well. She was relieved that Gus turned out to be a decent person. There were so few men that she could choose from, if height was her only consideration. Luckily, she found him quite agreeable. Even though she didn’t blush or feel her heart beat faster when he was close, who said one had to be violently in love to be in a courtship?

Not everyone could have the type of relationship the king and queen had built together. Or her parents. Although he had been married for nearly twenty years, Bertram still treated Amelie like she was the most precious jewel in the kingdom.

If everything went well, she could probably get engaged in a month or two. She should be happy. What she had wished for was happening.

And she’d be able to get Eddie out of her mind.

The thought was like a knife to the gut, but she shook her head and told herself this was for the best.

Paige entered the cottage. Her mother was slicing chives and basil in the kitchen. “There you are.”

“I’m home.” Paige took off her coat and hung it on the wall. “Something smells delicious. What’s for dinner?”

“Mushroom soup. By the way, I received a message. Your father will be returning next week.”

Paige was delighted. Bertram had always been an excellent father toward her. He never raised a hand to her, though it was common for parents to use corporal punishment.

“Did you have a good day?”

“It was wonderful.” Paige spun a circle like she was a child. “He’s nice, Mama. We share a lot in common. I think that I have finally found the one!”

Amelie’s knife paused for a second. “In that case, you should bring him home. Let us meet him.”

“I will. I’m sure you’ll like him, Mama.”

Amelie looked at the stove and turned to her. “Oh dear, it looks like we’ve run out of firewood. Run to the shed and bring me some more.”

“Sure.”

Paige flung the door open and was amazed to see a young man walking away. From his figure and gait, she recognized him straight away.

“Eddie! Wait!”

He stopped, but didn’t turn back. Paige ran and stood in front of him. “What were you doing outside my house?”

He flinched, and she realized she sounded too harsh. Like she took him for a thief.

“Um, I didn’t mean it that way,” she said hastily. “Did you come with a message?”

He looked at her, and for a second she felt horrible. Had she ever seen Eddie looking like a dejected puppy? “I had meant to ask...but never mind, it doesn’t matter now. Since things have been going so well with you and that man.”

Realization dawned. He probably came down to invite her to go riding or some other activity, and overheard her talking to her mother.

For a second, she wanted to tell him that she could still join him--they were friends. But remembering what he did last time they went riding, Paige forced herself to swallow those words. It would be unfair to Gus--cruel to Eddie.

“Mother mentioned that the king is expected to be back next week,” she said. She had to say something to break this horrible, 
awkward tension. “You’ll probably be too busy to do anything else.”

“Actually, no. I’ve been standing in for Father these last few weeks, so his return would mean I could take more time off. But never mind me.” He gave her a bright smile, a smile that was forced and contrived. “Don’t feel bad, Padget. You forget who I am. I only have to say the word and thousands of women will be lining up outside the palace.”

Usually she’d be irritated when he boasted. But this time...his attempt to shrug off his disappointment only made her feel worse.

“I’m sorry, Eddie.”

He waved. “There’s nothing you have to be sorry for. I was only deceiving myself. Anyway, it’s getting late. Go back into the house. Good night, Padget.”

He walked off, striding away briskly. His foot hit a stone and he tripped, righted himself, and quickened his pace. Soon he was out of sight.

“What did the prince come down here for?” Amelie asked, when Paige trudged into the kitchen, feeling like her heart was in tatters.

“Nothing.” Seeing a plate of steaming hot stew on the table, Paige reached for a spoon. Amelie sat down across from her daughter. “Answer me truthfully. Do you truly feel nothing for Eddie?”

“Mother! Of course I care for him. We’ve always been friends.”

“But not enough to choose him over dating that man who’s taller than you?”

“I can be friends with Eddie and go on dates with Gus.”

Amelie reached across the table and put a hand on her wrist. “I just don’t want you to feel you have to date Gus because he’s taller.”

“Mother! I’m not...Gus is really a nice person! He’s even supportive of the princess’s project, when so many men think she’s a joke. I’ll ask him to come to our house the next time we meet, and you can judge for yourself.”

“No need to act so defensive,” Amelie said severely. “But yes, ask him. Your father will be home by then.”

Paige imagined Bertram and Gus in the same room and shuddered. Her father was mild-mannered and easygoing, but would he transform into an overprotective mother hen when meeting someone who could be his son-in-law one day?

Whatever his reaction--Paige decided it would be a good idea to let them meet outside. There wasn’t enough room in the cottage for all four of them, anyway.
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A few days later,
 Paige accompanied Ciara to the dress rental shop.

Before they entered, Ciara noticed a piece of paper stuck on the wall next to the entrance. The position of the paper was about eye-level with Paige, so she plucked it off the wall and read.


Leave if you value your life.
 The words were cut out from a newspaper and pasted onto the paper.

Paige stepped into the shop. Gloria was busy directing workers, a clipboard in hand. In a way, Gloria reminded her of her mother, only more fashionably dressed.

“Put that rack over there. This table’s too bare, we need a vase of flowers. That corner has a spider web! Haven’t I told you to thoroughly clean this place?”

Paige went to Gloria and presented the paper.

“Have you seen this?”

Gloria’s eyes widened. She snatched the paper and read. “No! Where did you find it?”

“Outside. It was pasted to the wall.”

“Well, I didn’t see any of the sort when I arrived this morning,” she said. “The person who brought this must have done it when we were inside.” She shuddered. “How horrible.”

“Someone’s thinking of threatening us,” Ciara said, yawning. “How novel.”

“I’ll report this to the police, though I doubt they’ll be able to do much,” Paige said. Of her years of experience with the police, they’d likely laugh it off and say it was a prank, nothing to be worried about. Ciara may be valued more than other citizens, but it was precisely because of her celebrity status that getting this kind of attention was common. Still...a threat that involved the princess’s life shouldn’t be taken lightly.

Paige went downstairs. She asked the shoemaker and the milliner if they had seen anyone suspicious go upstairs.

“Plenty of people going down the street, but I can’t see if they made a turn and went upstairs,” the milliner said, fixing a ribbon on a large fancy hat.

“Oh no!” The shoemaker exclaimed. “Can’t say for sure, I can hardly see anything behind the counter.” Shoes, piled like mountains, were placed on the counter as well as around the store. Paige thought that the shoemaker could stand to employ someone like Gloria to help him sort out the clutter.

Paige went back upstairs to the dress shop, her shoulders slumped.

“Don’t slump,” Ciara admonished her. She had been telling Paige to straighten her spine for as long as Paige could remember. “Did you find anything?”

Paige shook her head. “It’s a busy street. Too many people are passing through to make an impression.”

Ciara sighed. “Let’s forget about it and go on with our day.” She pulled out her pocket watch. “It’s almost ten. They should be here soon.”

As if on cue, Mrs. Worthing and her daughter, Lila, entered the shop. Paige crumpled the paper and stuffed it into her pocket.

“Hello!” Ciara said brightly, crouching in front of Lila. “Ready for your photo shoot, sweetheart?”





Chapter

Nine









P

aige stood in front of the theater, waiting for Gus. A few days earlier, when they had another dinner date, Paige had invited him to a musical. While talking about their childhoods, Gus had mentioned he had never seen a musical, so Paige suggested that she get tickets for them. He had protested in the beginning, saying he couldn’t let her pay for him, but she told him he could pay for the next time.

She looked around, ignoring curious glances from other people, who couldn’t help noticing her unusual height. The only advantage she had was that she didn’t have to crane her neck to check if Gus was arriving.

Paige pulled out her pocket watch. Only ten minutes remained until the opening.

Did something come up at Westin house and Gus couldn’t come in time?

“Paige.” Someone laid a hand on her elbow. A man with a cap pulled low over his eyes, but Paige recognized him straight away.

“What’re you doing here?” she whispered. “Did something happen to Ciara?”

Fear seized her heart. They hadn’t taken the warning seriously. No, she refused to believe that the person who had 
threatened Ciara would take action. How could anyone harm the young princess?

“She’s fine, don’t worry. But I’m afraid that footman of Westin’s isn’t. I doubt he’s going to show up.”

A large clock hanging outside a large department store began to chime.

Eight o’clock, and still no sign of Gus. At the theater’s entrance, a man wearing a top hat was yelling that the show was going to start and the doors would be closed in five minutes.

“Come on.” Eddie’s hand was still on her wrist. He led her away, and Paige followed him, her mind racing. “Let’s find a place to talk.”

He brought her to Rubio’s—the small restaurant that sold spicy food. It was his mother’s favorite restaurant, and both Paige and Eddie had visited so many times that the owner had become a friend.

Eddie entered through the kitchen. A few words to the owner, and Paige found herself ushered to a small table in the corner, while the cook and other workers went on with their food preparation. A painted screen, hung with coats and jackets, gave them privacy.

Eddie arrived and set two glasses of iced tea on the table.

Paige took a sip. “So what happened to Gus? Is he all right?” Suddenly, she was seized with anxiety. Should she be sitting here with Eddie, when Gus could be in trouble?

Eddie put his hand on hers. “I ran into Westin when I was in the city. He told me he fired Gus.”

“What?”

“Gus has racked up thousands of pounds in debt. It seems he’s been gambling heavily and a debt collector has been causing trouble at Westin’s house.”

Paige’s jaw dropped. She couldn’t believe it--he had seemed a decent man. She had truly thought she would be happy 
with him. But then--she remembered. How he didn’t insist on treating her when they went out, even though it was common practice. She hadn’t minded. Truly, she even appreciated that he respected her independence. But she should have suspected something when he let her purchase the tickets to the musical. Westin’s house was much closer to the theater than the palace.

What a fool she was.

Eddie’s hand tightened over hers. “I’m sorry. I know how much you liked him.”

Paige shook her head. “I’m a bodyguard by profession. I should have been more alert.”

Her mother’s words echoed in her head. Was she so desperate for a taller man that she was willing to overlook Gus’s flaws? He was nice, certainly, but what did they have in common apart from their height?

Paige withdrew her hand and stood up. “I’m going home. Don’t follow me.”

He let her go, but the compassionate expression he wore was eloquent enough. Paige stumbled as she made her way out of the restaurant, hating herself at the moment.

She wandered through the streets aimlessly, though she had told Eddie she was going home. Should she stop at a pub for a drink? She was good at holding her liquor, and it wasn’t that late yet.

Paige set off. She knew there was a decent pub several blocks away. It was uncommon for a woman to enter a pub alone, but she didn’t care. With her height and training, she wouldn’t worry unless someone had a revolver, and if there was a revolver involved, gender didn’t matter.

On her way, she heard distressed shouts.

“Has the fire department been alerted?”

“Don’t rush in--smoke’s too much!”

Paige stopped. Her heart turned into ice for a second. Ciara’s boutique was on fire.
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Ten









“
L

ila!”

Mrs. Worthing was held back by the milliner and shoemaker. Her face was contorted with worry and her voice was hoarse. “Let me go! I’ve got to save my daughter!”

“You can’t go in!” The milliner shouted. “Wait until the firefighters arrive; you’ll choke to death if you try to rush in!”

Paige looked up. Little Lila could be seen from the window on the third floor--she guessed the girl had climbed on the window sill, and was crying plaintively.

Paige’s heart felt like a cloth that was wrung into knots. She didn’t even know the girl well, yet she had a mad urge to rush into the building herself.

But one look at the flames leaping from the second floor’s window was enough to inform her that she couldn’t go in. There was a crash--something in the shop had fallen.

Mrs. Worthing screamed. “Lila!”

Paige ran down the street, shouting for a ladder. The firefighters would arrive, but it might be too late. She had to do something--quick.

There was a ladder lying against a wall. It looked only tall enough to reach the second floor, but it would have to do. Paige snatched the ladder and hurried back. She chose two men who looked the strongest among the crowd, and told them to hold the ladder. Both of them were shorter than she and looked surprised, but readily promised.

Paige mounted the ladder. As she expected, it only reached the second floor. Scorching heat from the fire inside made her wince, but she kept going.

She raised an arm--Lila was still out of reach by about an arm’s length. Gritting her teeth, Paige tried to grab onto the brick wall.

Still too far.

“Paige!”

Eddie was below, his hands cupped around his mouth, calling her. “I’m coming up!”

Instantly she knew what he meant. “Come on!”

He clambered up like a monkey. Not for nothing that they had races climbing trees in their childhood. One of his arms came round her knees, locking in a firm grip. “I’ve got you.”

With his support, Paige was able to continue on to the very top rung without fear of losing her balance. She held out her arms to Lila.

“I have you, darling. Let’s get out of here.”

Sobbing, Lila held out her arms. Paige leaned forward, caught the little girl, and held her close. Luckily, Lila was small enough that Paige was able to hold her with one arm. Her other arm reached for the top of the ladder, and with Eddie’s help, she started a slow descent.

When they finally reached the ground, Paige deposited Lila into her mother’s arms, then sat on the ground, feeling every ounce of strength had left her body. The climb and descent 
weren’t half as strenuous as her daily bodyguard training, but the mental strain was so great that she couldn’t stand.

“Well done,” a voice said near her ear, and she realized that she was still in Eddie’s arms.

Paige leaned into his embrace, even though she was hot and sweaty. “I couldn’t have done it without you. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

They stayed like that for a moment. Something flashed—did a reporter arrive? She could look around, but an idea suddenly jumped into her mind and she bolted up. “The fire! It can’t have been an accident!” She still had the paper with the crude warning in her room. So this was what the warning had meant.

Paige strode off, her anger boiling like a kettle inside.

“Paige!” Eddie ran after her and caught her arm. “Are you going to the police?”

“This has to be reported.” She told him about the warning. “Lila could have died! Not to mention that what Ciara had worked so hard for is all gone.” If she saw the arsonist, she was going to break his wrists. Or ribs. A criminal like that had to be taught a lesson.

“I’m coming with you.”
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The police chief acted deferential—most
 likely because Eddie accompanied her.

“We’ll look into the matter right away, Miss Paige,” he said, bowing. “I’ll send a few men over to collect evidence, if there’s any left over from the fire. We’ll also question the people living close by and see if they have noticed anyone suspicious.”

Just at that moment, there came a pounding on the stairs, followed by an “Ow!” The door swung open, and Gus entered, 
slightly hunched, rubbing his forehead. When he saw Paige, his eyes bulged and he turned as if to run away, but Eddie strode forward and caught his arm. Although the prince was shorter than Gus by a full head, the latter was unable to shake him off.

“Where have you been?” Paige approached him. Though she was glad to see him, she had a feeling that things between her and Gus were over.

Gus gulped. He looked left and right, as if still contemplating an escape, but finally he opened his mouth. “Help me. Please.”

“Is it true?” Paige demanded. “Did you rack up thousands of pounds in debt?”

Gus flinched as if she had punched him.

So it was
 true.

“Let me go,” he mumbled to Eddie. “I promise I won’t run away, honest. It’ll probably be worse for me if I did. Those men’ll have me gutted and thrown into the streets.”

“Who’s after you?” Paige asked.

The police chief held up his hands. He had been looking confused since Gus arrived, and seemed to have finally grasped the situation. “Suppose you sit down and tell me the whole story.” He called for another policeman, who came with a notepad and pen.

“Mind if we stay as well?” Eddie asked. The question was a formality, since he looked like only an earthquake could make him budge.

Chairs were brought, as well as glasses of water. Gus kept his eyes on the floor while he quietly told his story.

“I came to the capital ‘cause I had debts at home. Thought they paid better in the city. They didn’t—well, some did, but I thought it wouldn’t hurt to invest a little. If I just lived off on the odd jobs, I’d need several years before my debt was paid. And I wanted money badly, especially when I was courting an amazing woman.”

He looked at Paige, but a glare from Eddie made him drop his gaze again.

“So I borrowed from a man—King Jim they call him, but I don’t know if that’s his real name.”

Paige sat a little straighter. She had heard of King Jim. He was the owner of several casinos and was reportedly to have dealt in shady trades, but there was no concrete evidence that he had done anything classified as criminal conduct. Or that was what the public thought.

Gus hung his head.

“So I borrowed from Jim. I bet on horse racing. I won some in the beginning, then lost some. And then lost a lot more. He sent his men after me, I begged, and he said that if I could ruin the princess’s shop, he’d cancel my debt.”

“Why does he want to ruin Ciara’s shop?” Eddie’s voice was sharp.

Gus shrugged. “I heard that he’s been wanting the same place, but Westin wouldn’t budge. That got Jim riled up—he’s been talking badly about the princess, saying a girl should stay home and stop showing her face around.”

Paige narrowed her eyes. The queen had complained about such disparaging remarks years ago. Nice to see that things hadn’t changed.

“I didn’t want to do it, honest. But it was either destroy the place or my life. I tried to warn the princess, though. Stuck a piece of paper by the door, but she didn’t listen.”

“So that was you!” Paige glared. “And so you set off the fire when no one was looking.”

“Um…it wasn’t me. Everyone would’ve known it ‘cause I stand out so much, but I paid a boy to do it. Then I went to King Jim, but he was furious. Said I should have destroyed what was in
 the shop, steal the dresses or something, but he didn’t tell me to burn the place down. It’ll cost loads to restore everything, 
so he refused to cancel my debt.” Gus dropped his head in his hands. “That’s when I knew I couldn’t go on like this. I had to turn myself in, before he kills me and sells my body to some medical institution for dissection.”

Paige opened her mouth, horrified. Eddie grasped her hand.

The police chief mopped his forehead and looked toward his assistant. “Did you get everything down? Right. You are charged, Mr. Gus Thomson, on the grounds of arson and threat. Your sentence may be lightened, since you came in willingly, but that will not be for me to judge.” He called more men, who handcuffed Gus and took him away.

But before Gus left, he raised his head and gave Paige a rueful smile. “Sorry I never got to see that show with you.”

“You should be more sorry for deceiving her,” Eddie said.

Gus ignored him. “I was serious about my intentions, believe me. When Westin was yelling at me, when the other servants treated me like I was a freaking monster, I’d dream of a normal future with you. But I suppose it’s useless to say it now. Goodbye, Paige.”

“Goodbye,” Paige faltered. She should be mad—wasn’t she determined to beat the hell out of the man who almost killed Lila? But after hearing his confession, she couldn’t help but feel a little bit sorry for him. She would never forgive him, could never resume even friendship with him, but she didn’t wish him dead. And she would pray that when he got out of jail, he would endeavor to live an upright life free from debt.





Chapter

Eleven









P

aige stopped by the courier’s office for the mail. Although this wasn’t part of her job, it wasn’t much trouble to swing by the office before she arrived at Ciara’s chamber. The mail clerk was a stern, no-nonsense man with a hooked nose, who seemed perpetually in a bad mood.

Today, however, the clerk looked more curious than cross. He pushed up his spectacles and pushed a newspaper across the counter. “Miss Paige. Is this you?”

Her eyes felt like popping out. Splashed across the front page was a large photo of her handing Lila to Mrs. Worthing.

“Princess’s bodyguard to the rescue,” the caption read.

When was that photo taken? Surely she would have noticed a flash going off! Paige slapped a hand on her forehead. She really had to work on her awareness of her surroundings. This was unacceptable, especially considering she was a bodyguard.

“So it’s a true thing, about you and the prince.” The mail clerk’s remark made her look up. He shrugged and pointed at a man in the photo.

Horrified, Paige realized that Eddie was also in the picture, and he had his hands on her waist.


“Paige!” Another voice came from behind her. Andy, the stable hand who used to call her a troll. “What did you do to the poor prince? You got a love charm from a witch?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Paige said, rolling up her sleeves. “But I will
 do something if you don’t get out of my sight now. Begone!”

He scampered off, the door swinging shut.

Paige rolled her eyes. Even if Andy were joking, it annoyed her that he implied that only magic could make Eddie fall for her.

Her mood dipped steadily as she went on to the palace. People were giving her strange looks—no doubt that photo had circulated far and wide. But no one bothered her. Perhaps it was because of her towering height. For this rare occasion, Paige appreciated that she was taller than most.

She approached Ciara’s chamber, fully expecting the princess to make fun of her or criticize Eddie. Whatever the princess’s reaction, Paige simply felt that she couldn’t handle any more talk about her and Eddie. She already stood out in a crowd; she didn’t need more attention.

But when she knocked and entered, she was surprised by the presence of a lovely red-haired woman, richly dressed, sipping tea with Ciara.

Queen Katherine of Athelia. Or rather Queen Kat, as she preferred to be known as. Who was likely to go down in history as the most unconventional queen ever. She came from common roots, already unusual for a queen. But what made her unorthodox—and often controversial—was her brain and her behavior. No one could predict what she would say, or do.

“Hello, Paige,” the queen said, greeting her with a smile. “I heard that you saved a child’s life last night. Ciara and I were just talking about how you should receive a medal.”

“Oh, it wasn’t that big a deal,” Paige said, then shook her head, wishing she were more eloquent. “I mean, it is, but there’s no need to trumpet the incident. Besides, I couldn’t have done it without Eddie.” Nor could I have reached Lila if I weren’t so tall
, she realized.

“Lucky that Eddie was with you,” the queen said, with a knowing smile. She had definitely
 seen that photo. “But it’s too bad that the shop is burnt down.”

“Yes!” Ciara said vehemently, clenching a fist. “I’m so mad that they’d resort to such low, despicable tricks to deter me from opening a shop! Why, Lila could have died! If those thugs don’t receive a proper sentence I’m going to organize a protest.”

“Hopefully that won’t be necessary,” the queen said. “Let’s focus on rebuilding your dress shop at the moment…”

Paige stood by the door quietly as the queen and princess launched into a discussion on finding another location for Ciara’s shop. Normally she would have paid attention—she had fun helping Ciara set up the shop, but her thoughts kept returning to a certain prince. Of how he took action when she told him she was having dinner with another man. Of how he reacted when he overheard her tell Amelie that she was serious about Gus. Of how he looked when she saved Lila and collapsed in relief.

Even if a miracle happened and she found another tall man, Paige couldn’t imagine herself with another man without Eddie hovering in the back of her mind.

“Paige? Paige?”

With alarm, she realized the queen was waving at her.

“I’m so sorry!” Paige bowed her head, feeling like an idiot. How could she have wandered off in her own mind when she was on duty? “Is there anything you need, Your Majesty?”

The queen smiled. “Well, there’s an idea I have. About the dresses in Ciara’s shop. I think you’d be the perfect model for a new type of clothing I have in mind.”

Paige’s eyes bulged. The only thing predictable about Queen Kat was that she was unpredictable.
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Paige stood
 in front of a floor-length mirror, gazing at her reflection with wide-eyed wonder. She was wearing a knee-length beige coat of a waterproof poplin. Wide lapels accentuated her sloped shoulders. Large buttons ran down her front, ending at the belt that cinched at her waist. The bottom half of the coat was flared out like a dress, making her entire image look feminine and elegant and…pretty?

“Gorgeous,” the queen said in an approving tone. “You look like a mode…modiste, Paige.”

It had been a month since Gus turned himself in. Though their old space was completely ruined, the queen intervened and soon found them another place in the central west district. With her help, Ciara got everything set up with lightning speed.

The dress rental shop became a huge hit—no surprise. The publicity from the fire caused even more attention, and women of all ages and classes flocked to the store. Not only were they interested in the dresses, but the younger ones especially wanted to catch a glimpse of Princess Ciara, who attended to the customers on the first day. Paige had to make everyone queue and maintain order, which turned out to be even more chaotic, as many recognized her from the newspaper photo. Paige had to explain that she had been exhausted from the rescuing of Lila, and Eddie had only been supporting her from falling.

As she looked at herself in the mirror, Paige blushed. “Is this a new fashion from Moryn?” She hadn’t even seen this type of coat when she was visiting clothing stores with Ciara.

“It’s…” the queen coughed. “It’s a new style that my dressmaker and I came up with. I believe it would go well with girls who prefer something different than form-fitting jackets or heavy overcoats. It would be especially convenient during autumn.”

Paige glanced at her feet. She was wearing stockings, but it still felt somewhat improper. Twenty years ago, it was considered scandalous to show even your ankle in public. But when she looked back in the mirror, she stashed her insecurity into a mental trash can. The coat was the pinnacle of elegance, and it made sense to have paired it with a dress of similar length. Even her fashion-conscious mother would approve.

“I love it!” Ciara chimed in. “I want a similar one made, Mother.”

“Sure, though the effect is best when someone tall like Paige is wearing it.” The queen gave Paige a wink.

Ciara pouted, but then signaled to the photographer. “We need a good—no, fantastic photo of this new coat! What’s it called, Mother?”

“A trench coat.” The queen looked like she wanted to say more, but instead sipped her tea. Sometimes she acted this way, which gave her a mysterious allure. In Paige’s opinion, anyway. She could fully understand why the king was, and remained, head over heels for his wife.
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“Karl, swap with me.”

Paige stood in the corridor with Karl. Eddie’s office lay at the end, the door closed.

The burly bodyguard usually had his arms crossed and looked down at most people with a bored look, but in Paige’s case, he could only meet her gaze at eye-level and raise an eyebrow.

“Princess Ciara needs to go somewhere?”

“No, she’s in her chamber. But I need to swap with you for the rest of the afternoon. No reason, just do me a favor, will you?”

Karl gave her another suspicious look which made her feel like a thief about to steal an expensive jewel. No wonder Eddie chose him to be his bodyguard.

“You’re not wearing your uniform.”

“I’ll change into it in a minute. Will you swap or not?”

Karl finally uncrossed his arms. “I’ll be back by dinner.”

When he disappeared around the corner, Paige took a deep breath and headed straight to the prince’s office.

She had only visited the place a few times. Usually Eddie preferred that they meet somewhere more “carefree,” declaring that staying in the office too long would make his skin grow moldy. Which promptly earned him a killer glare from his industrious father. King Edward had maintained a strict, military-like discipline since childhood. Were it not for the queen, Eddie would have likely undergone a similar education.

Paige knocked on the door and waited for Eddie to shout “Come in!”

But she heard only pattering footsteps, and the door swung open.

“Paige!” His eyes widened, taking in her outfit. She was wearing the beige trench coat, her long, slender legs encased in black silk stockings, and her nut-brown hair cascading down her front in glossy waves. A blush rose in his cheeks and he looked 
away for a second before breaking into a charming grin. “You look even better than in the photo.”

She blushed. “You already saw it?” Ciara hadn’t even shown it to her yet!

“Just a few hours ago. Ciara had received an envelope from the photographer, and I happened to drop by.” He gave an awkward cough. “What good fortune has brought you here today?”

“I…” Why was it so hard to say what she had in mind? “I need to change.”

“Here?”

“No, silly!” Paige snatched up the bag that contained her uniform and went to the room next door. In a few minutes she returned in shirt and trousers. She almost felt sorry. It was the first time she truly enjoyed wearing a dress.

“I asked Karl to swap with me, so I’m supposed
 to be on duty.” She glanced at his desk, which was littered with documents and letters. Just like him. Unlike his father, who kept everything orderly and neat, Eddie’s desk looked as if a squirrel had raided it.

Despite the mess, her eagle eye was quick to spot an ivory fan lying near the ink pot. “Did Ciara drop this?”

“That belongs to Lady Agnes. She was here a while ago.”

“Lady Agnes?” Paige frowned. Agnes was a fashionable name among ladies—she had met several of the same name. “Which one?”

“Empress Simone’s daughter. She has applied to become Alfred’s tutor in the Moryn language.”

Paige felt her heart sink. Simone was known to be one of the most beautiful women in Moryn, and her daughter looked exactly like her.

“If she’s going to be Alfred’s tutor, why did Agnes come to your office?”

He shrugged, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Said she would like to be better acquainted with the royal family.”

Oh no. Yet another lady who had set her sights on Eddie. If she didn’t make her feelings clear…she could lose him. The thought made her anxious, and thus lent her strength to make her move.

Paige made herself stand tall. No slouching. “Do you want to go riding with me this weekend?”

“In fact, Lady Agnes had mentioned she was greatly interested in riding.”

Paige set her hands on his desk and gazed into his eyes. “There are plenty of stable hands who’d line up to teach her.”

“Ah. So you want me all to yourself.”

In the past, she’d be irritated at his narcissism. But today, she barely felt a thing. Narcissistic or not, she loved him anyway.

“Yes.”

He looked surprised. This was not the reaction he was expecting.

Paige reached out and caught his collar. She yanked—er, pulled gently—and dived.

Their lips met.

Inexperienced as she was, Paige soon relaxed into the kiss. Eddie was gentle, yet deft, as he slid his hands into her hair and pulled her close. When he released her, Paige let out a whimper of protest.

He smiled.

“So I take it that you can no longer resist me.”

She rolled her eyes, but didn’t refute. “So are we going riding together?”

Eddie reached out and caressed her cheek. “As long as you agree to do what you just did...every day.”





Chapter
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P

aige fanned herself with her hand as she waited under a tree near the courtyard. Eddie had suggested he could come to her house, but she told him she didn’t mind. It was a long walk from the palace to their cottage, and besides, Paige was staying in the palace dormitories most of these days, now that her father had returned. Better to give her parents some much-needed privacy.

Past Paige might have let Eddie pick her up, though. She hated the glances that went from her head to toe, as if these people in the palace had never seen her before. But for Present Paige, dressed in a light, form-fitting cotton frock of pale blue, a straw hat perched on her head with ribbons fluttering, those glances were more admiring than shocked.

Since Queen Kat’s trench coat took the fashion world by storm, the public gradually came to appreciate knee-length dresses. Bustles remained dominant, but as summer neared and it was hard to walk for a while without sweating, more and more women opted for shorter, lighter dresses. Ciara had even begun discussing with manufacturers about the possibility of producing these simple dresses in mass quantities for middle 
and lower-class women. Due to the success of her dress shop, she was able to turn her mind to further opportunities.

Paige loved the new style. The knee-length dress, often paired with belts and buckles, showed off her trim waist and slender legs perfectly. The bustle and crinoline made her feel like a bumbling elephant, and the bodyguard uniform made her feel undesirable, but this
—this form-fitting style, it almost seemed to be made for her.


“‘Lo, Padget!” Andy whistled as he sauntered past. “You ain’ looking too bad today.”

Paige narrowed her eyes. “I don’t remember you calling me Padget a while ago.”

His gaze dropped to her legs. While they were decently swathed in silk stockings, Paige knew from his gaze that he wasn’t having decent thoughts. She much preferred when he was calling her troll.

“You’re a disgusting cad.” She would have rolled up her sleeves, but she was wearing a short-sleeved dress.

“I was complimenting you! You should be flattered that I’m saying you look like a woman now! What, putting on airs now that the prince is courting you? No matter how he pays you attention, you’re a commoner like us. One day he’ll ditch you and you’ll…”

“Paige, do you have a washcloth around?” A hand landed on her shoulder. “Someone’s filthy talk is polluting my ears.”

Andy looked as if a large, grizzly bear had appeared. With a bow so low that his cap fell off, he apologized profusely and ran off.

Paige looked up into Eddie’s eyes. “I wonder if I should thank you for telling him off or blame you for depriving me of the chance to beat him up.”

He laughed. “Who said you can’t do both?” Curling an arm around her waist, he rubbed his thumb across her lips. “You can start by thanking me now.”

His lips were only an inch away—she closed her eyes, but suddenly realized something was off. “Wait! When did you become taller?”

Paige crouched and discovered that his shoes had heels
. Not the pointy kind that women had, but heels so thick that they had to add at least five inches to his height.

“Where did you get these
?”

“Well…” he scratched his head, looking sheepish. “I asked a shoemaker to make them.”

Paige’s eyes widened. “Eddie, you didn’t have to…”

“Oh, I’m not planning to do this every time we go out. They’re kind of uncomfortable, and honestly, I don’t think I can run in these.” Eddie grinned and brushed a lock of her hair out of her eyes. “But today’s a special occasion, so I’m determined to fulfill your desire to look up adoringly into my eyes.”

Paige burst into laughter. Oh, how she loved him. “But what’s the special occasion?” It wasn’t his or her birthday. Nor was it an important Athelian holiday.

He smirked and held out his arm. “You’ll find out soon enough. Come—I’m still waiting for you to thank me.”
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As he climbed
 into the carriage after Paige, Eddie felt in his pocket. A diamond ring, nestling in a cushion of purple velvet, was secreted in a small box. He had ordered the ring weeks ago, knowing that he would present it to her eventually.

It had been about ten months since they were together. Although Paige seemed happy with him, there were occasional 
periods that she shrank back in her shell, as if she realized the barrier between them. For there was talk, inevitable talk, about how the eldest prince was courting a girl who was taller than him. A commoner whose expertise was beating up thugs—er, protecting the royals from harm.

His mother had received her fair share of disparaging remarks, but his father had stood by her, as steadfast and stalwart as a knight to his lady.

“You must be her shield,” King Edward had said, when Eddie admitted his concern about Paige. “Let those who gossip feel that they are behaving like fools.”

And so he tried. He stopped attending parties where Paige wasn’t invited. He made sure to schedule a dinner date with her once a week. He defended her whenever he heard anyone sniping at her height and status.

Would it be enough? Would she be prepared to endure slurs and slights, which were sure to follow her once she became princess? Would her affection for him overcome everything else?

A hand covered his. He looked up; Paige was smiling at him, the light in her eyes like stars.

At that moment, his doubts vanished.

He would get a favorable answer from her. He was certain of it.




Afterword







D

ear readers.


Since I finished
 Queen of Athelia
, I decided that I’d write no more about Kat, but the idea of Paige as the tallest girl in Athelia is an intriguing one, and when I finished the Maid of Iron series, I wanted my brain to have a rest before tackling another novel, so this short story was born.

This story had been unusually easy to write, not only because the world building and characters are already established, but also because, as a relatively tall girl, I can understand in some ways what Paige is going through. My sister and mother are both 5 inches/13 cm shorter than me, and growing up in a culture that favors cuteness, I had wished I could wear dresses that would look cute on short girls, but awkward for taller ones. That problem became less relevant as I grew older, and wearing trench coats has helped! As it did for Paige. It’s nice that beauty comes in different types : )

Oh, and don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter! http://www.ayaling.com/newsletter.html
 I share bonus/exclusive 
content, book recommendations, polls, recipes, writing updates, and much more.

See you in the next book!

Aya
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