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      “You have one goal in life, Persamina” Mother paused mid-brush stroke of my raven black hair. Her piercing silver eyes met mine in the mirror as she continued, “and that is to marry Prince Rafael Baylor of T’Lovoness.”

      I nodded to confirm I understood before she resumed brushing my hair. With her attention focused, I took a moment to admire her reflection in the mirror. Today, her fawn hair was let down in loose waves that fell to her waist, and she wore a serene smile. When I was six years old, I had already known I was her opposite in every way. Nothing has changed in the last five years.

      My mother was the pure image of elegance and grace wherever she went. I, on the other hand, was a disgrace as a princess. At least, that is what I was told almost daily. I did not share the same beliefs as my mother. I did not believe I was worthy to marry the wealthiest bachelor, Prince Rafael Baylor of T’Lovoness.

      Maybe if I had the same courtship as Mother did with Father, I would be more likely to share her beliefs in my life’s goal. Her favorite bedtime story to tell me was how my father was looking for his future wife and queen. He had been dancing with another lady when he saw Mother enter the ballroom. Father stopped mid-step with his dance partner; he left her to walk across the room to claim mother as his beloved. The rest, as they say was history.

      I, personally, already knew my life was not some magical fairy tale. I was not my mother. I would not be as lucky. I had eleven years to become perfect until I would be sent to live at T’Lovoness castle. When Prince Rafael Baylor turned twenty-five, it would be his turn to host The Courting Season in search of his future queen.

      If I failed, my kingdom would crumble, ceasing to exist. The coffers have already begun to run dry. My kingdom’s fate and salvation rests in the matrimony of my hands. If I do not secure my hand to Prince Rafael Baylor, I fear for what will become of my home.

      My parents could have set their eyes on a smaller monarchy for my marriage, but when Mother dreamed, she dreamed big. She was partly why we were in this predicament with the lavish parties; the castle remodels, and all the dresses my mother had demanded over the years. If I am being completely honest, I am terrified of failing in eleven years.
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      I had spent the last two weeks of my twenty-two-year-old existence jostled around in this small, cramped, pathetic excuse of a carriage. I wished my parents would have sent me in the more luxurious one. However, they insisted they may have a need for that carriage.

      This carriage was the spare. As a matter of fact, it was the servant’s carriage and was only utilized when my parents required servants to attend an event with them. Aside from the exterior that matched their luxurious one, that was where the similarities ended.

      The interior wood was splintered and cracked from lack of care and age. The wood held no shine, nor were there any beautifully painted designs on the interior walls like the other carriage. The seat cushions on the hard wooden bench were either lumpy or flat, depending on where I sat. The curtains must have been made from the roughest material to be found in all the kingdoms and queendoms. Whenever I moved the curtains to view the outside world, they would make me itch.

      The horseshoes began to click-clock on cobblestone. Eloise, my handmaiden, bolted upright to hastily move the itchy curtains out of the way. I scrunched beside her as we took in the view. We were approaching the Kingdom of T’Lovoness.

      “Finally,” she sighed as her shoulders sagged with relief. I nodded with mental exhaustion in agreement. This trip was finally coming to an end.

      We were beginning to pass cute little shops with bustling people. Kids began to run alongside the carriage, yelling and laughing, as onlookers started to point and talk to each other. I jerked back away from the window when the eyes belonging to a townsfolk male caught mine. Eloise dropped the curtain, rubbing her hands together.

      “Probably best we don’t gawk at them like they are us,” she supplied sweetly to ease my embarrassment. I nodded again.

      “You have been awfully quiet, coin for your thoughts?” She flicked a silver coin my way, which I barely managed to catch. I flipped it back to her immediately.

      “Return the coin to keep my thoughts,” I replied. Usually, I shared everything with Eloise, but my stomach was in knots. Eloise, refusing to accept my wishes, tossed it back to me.

      “I insist to buy your thoughts.” She smiled, daring me to give the coin back.

      “How about I buy your thoughts instead?” I tossed the coin back. She caught it with ease and an amused look.

      “You cannot buy my thoughts with my own coin. Stop trying to play like a T’Cudterian.” She tossed it back at me. When I caught it again, I looked down at it, fiddling with the coin repeatedly in my fingers. I could not even buy anything with a silver enny. I would need at least five silver ennies to buy a simple roll from a bakery back home. Who knew how much a roll here would cost?

      Sighing, I gave in to her buying my thoughts. “I am so grateful to finally be done with this journey, but scared of what is next.” I flicked the silver enny coin back to her.

      “That is understandable. I think we are both relieved to soon be out of this carriage.” She glanced about it, wrinkling her nose, unimpressed. “Your parents could have at least given us the royal one or fixed this one up before departure.” I sighed in agreement. “As for being scared, I would believe you to be a liar if you told me you weren’t.” She tucked the coin back into her pocket.

      We heard the guards shouting as they opened the gates to Castle T’Lovoness for us to enter. Once our carriage made it through to the interior of the castle walls, they began closing the gates immediately, and the noise from the city faded along with it. I put aside my disdain for the curtains to take in the breathtaking view.

      The imagery looked like something out of a painting. Everything was perfectly placed with utmost care. We were riding alongside a tall row of neatly groomed hedges with not a single leaf out of place. The cobbled roads were smooth with little to no stray bumps, and the sound of the horse’s hooves danced in a melody with the whirling of the wooden carriage wheels. We began to turn a corner, and at last, the castle of Kingdom T’Lovoness came into full view.

      “Oh, Mina! It’s beautiful!” gasped Eloise. I nodded my head, unable to form words. I knew my Kingdom Theorines was falling more into bankruptcy, but until today, I had no way of knowing how far we had fallen. I was used to gray exterior block walls with dead vines clinging to them. Here, the walls were a pearlescent white, glimmering a soft pink, as if blushing under our gazes. Healthy green vines climbed up the towers until they peaked into a kaleidoscope of jewel tones on the roofs.

      The lane was lined with young, healthy trees perfectly straight in two rows on each side. There was not a single dead branch or tree in sight. Kingdom Theorine’s trees were older, sometimes dead, and I always thought it gave them a romantic, nostalgic look. The trees here were in full bloom with bursts of flowering colors between pinks, yellows, and whites; the sweetness of their scent brought a smile to my lips. Kingdom Theorines did not have flowering trees; they really did not have flowering anything. During my lessons, I had seen drawings of peonies and had desperately wished as a kid to have them growing in our gardens. To see all these flowering trees made me envious of Kingdom T’Lovoness. They probably did not even appreciate what they had.

      If I could secure my hand in matrimony to Prince Rafael Baylor like Mother wanted, I would never have to leave. This would be my home, I thought giddily to myself. But the thought of Prince Rafael Baylor made me nervous. What was he like? The only rumors I ever heard about T’Lovoness Kingdom were their riches.

      When Prince Rafael Baylor’s grandmother, the late Queen Opal, had passed away, his parents, King Regalius and Queen Serenity, announced to pausing The Courting Seasons until their heir turned twenty-five. Their announcement had put the six monarchies into a tizzy while simultaneously making their eldest son the most anticipated, eligible bachelor on the market.  

      His younger, reclusive brother, Prince Killien Knox, would also join him in this Courting Season. The little bit I knew about the younger heir was he apparently did not attend many events for gossip to be collected from, and even those tidbits were said in hushed whispers from fear of his name.

      The carriage pulled up to the front of the castle, where white pillar columns with ivy climbing up them, were shadowing the dark mahogany red doors. From my small carriage window, I barely managed to make out how intricately detailed the doors were; there were elaborate swirls, and a forest scene with critters carved upon each door. I could have sat before these doors for hours, marveling at the details.

      As we finally came to a stop, the carriage door was opened, and a castle staff attendant offered me his hand. I passed a quick smile to Eloise that she returned. We were done with this carriage, hopefully forever.  Standing up, I took the staff attendant’s hand. As I stepped out of the carriage, a breeze caressed my raven black hair as if welcoming me to my new home.

      “Princess Persamina Rowena of Theorines, we have been awaiting your arrival,” he said indifferently. 

      Well, not the most incredible welcome to my new life, but I would not let it damper my mood. I nodded at him and let go of his hand, making my way to the front of the castle doors. Eloise trailed behind me, as was appropriate for a handmaiden. I was not too fond of her inability to walk by my side, but we would do what society deemed correct for the sake of appearances.

      We made our way to the front stairs of the castle, my heart hammering in my ears. Breathing sharply through my nose, I placed my foot on the first step. I tried to take each step with as much elegance and grace as I could muster. I tried not to trip as I channeled my mother’s teachings.

      Head held high, I kept climbing until I was standing before the towering double doors. A servant stood on each side, opening the double doors simultaneously and allowing me to take the first steps into my new home.

       The castle foyer took my breath away, and Eloise gasped behind me. The first thing that captured my attention were all the people located in this one room. There were dozens of servants flitting about between guests and disappearing behind doors. My eyes drifted over the other guests in the room, picking out princesses and princes with their tiaras or crowns. 

      “Mina, there are so many people here,” Eloise whispered. I nodded my head. I had never been in a room with this many people; it was exhilarating and frightening all at once. As my vision sifted through the people, I took in the room details. There were exotic blood-red carpet runners on top of marble flooring. An imperial staircase led up to a second level, with the stairs wrapping back around towards me to indicate a third level. Cream pillars swathed in royal blue silk held up the third-level interior balcony. I gasped when I looked above and saw the magnificent chandelier hanging in the center of the room. The lights twinkled through the diamonds, sparkling against the ceiling mural that depicted what I suppose was Kingdom T’Lovoness’s history.

      “Mina, stop gawking and close your mouth,” Eloise scolded, bumping my shoulder. I clamped my mouth shut and quickly looked at the other guests to see if anyone had seen me. My eyes landed on a prince with black hair and silver eyes, giving me a devilish smile. I stepped back, bumping into Eloise and accidentally stepping on her foot.

      “Ow!” She hissed.

      “Sorry,” I rushed out, breaking eye contact with the stranger. I turned around to check if she was okay. 

      “Don’t fret about me; keep walking. You’re blocking the doorway, Mina.” I nodded and began walking forward. The prince that had smiled at me headed my way. I glanced at Eloise.

      “What do I do?” I asked, panicked.

      “You curtsey and say hi,” she rushed out. I was unable to ask another question as the prince stood before me.

      “Hello there, Princess Persamina Rowena, you are quite lovely,” he complimented with a bow. I took a step back, not anticipating he would know who I was. 

      Eloise hissed in my ear, “say thank you . . . and don’t forget to curtsy!”

      Closing my eyes, I dropped into a curtsy. “Thank you . . . Prince?” There was a long pause as I awaited his answer.

      “He left Mina,” Eloise replied, bored. My eyes sprung open as I glanced about, noticing we stood by ourselves.

      “Where did he go?” I asked as I straightened.

      “A red-haired princess dragged him off.”

      “You don’t suppose. . .”

      “No, I doubt it. Now let’s move.” I barely walked two steps before a servant was at my side.

      “Princess, your rooms are ready; please follow me,” she announced.  

       

      My new rooms were everything I always dreamed of but never had. When the servant who led me here opened the door, I was sure she had taken me to the wrong room. It was quite an embarrassing blunder as I thought to correct her until Eloise touched my arm. She reassured me that the servants here would not make mistakes for this event and to accept the room with gratitude. I graciously thanked the servant with a curtsey. The servant gave me an uncertain expression before returning to a neutral, friendly smile.

      “Do you need anything else, Your Highness?” She asked. I could tell she was still uneasy with my behavior. Eloise stepped to my side, placing her hand on my left arm.

      “If Princess Persamina Rowena needs anything, I will attend to her. You are free to go.” I glanced at Eloise, surprised by her giving someone else orders. The servant curtsied, excusing herself. When the door clicked shut behind her, I looked over at Eloise with a raised brow.

      “These T’Lovoness servants need to know that I am your handmaiden,” she bit out. I sensed a bit of jealousy, and maybe Eloise was trying to secure her place within the castle. I was not sure why, though. It was not like I would allow anyone to replace her, especially not some strange kingdom’s servants.

      I guided us to turn back around to face my new living quarters. The first thing I noticed about the room was the emerald green curtains hanging on the wall in contrast to the golden-painted walls. I had never seen a metallic gold wall until now, and it made me feel more like royalty than I ever had in my life.

      All the sitting furniture was in hues of a light sky blue with lavender and soft yellow throw pillows. The coffee table and end tables were all a light gray coloring. Arm in arm, Eloise and I walked to check out my new bedroom. While the main room was hardwood floors with area rugs, the bedroom chambers had silver blue carpet. The walls within the bedroom were light mint green, draped with white curtains that shimmered silver.

      I took in my new canopy bed. The bed itself was predominantly in creams with accents of rich shades of violets and blacks. The canopy was made of matching shades of violet as spiral spindles of oak wood held it up. There were elaborate oak dressers and a vanity to match.

      We exited my bedroom to cross the hallway to Eloise’s bedroom. It was not as large as mine, but nearly an identical copy. Mine had a balcony on it, while her bedroom exterior wall was against the corridor hallway.

      “It’s far nicer than the one back home,” Eloise commented.

      “I definitely could say the same for me as well.”

      “Well, let’s get you ready for tonight.” She led me back to my bedroom to stand in front of the large mirror. Eloise dropped her arm from mine to stand behind me, and she began to undo the corset lacings of my dress. She helped pull the dress over my head when it was loose enough.

      “I’ll send this down to get washed later on,” she commented, scrunching up her nose. Neither of us had fared well from traveling, and there had not been enough funds to support us staying at an inn. We had to camp each night, and I could not risk bathing in a river for fear someone’s unwanted gaze might fall upon me. She draped the soiled dress over the nearby chair in front of my writing desk. Crossing the room, she opened the armoire full of my clothes. The servants had efficiently put away my belongings before we had reached the room. I watched as she pulled out a dark blue dress. It was the one mother had picked for the first night. She claimed it was an exact match to Prince Rafael Baylor’s eye color. I highly doubted he would notice, but who was I to go against what Mother deemed correct?

      “Go soak in the tub; no sense in wearing this pretty thing if you are going to smell like a day-old fart.” Eloise scrunched up her nose even more.

      “What did you call me?” I asked, bewildered.

      “You heard me; now go and git!” She bossed. 

      I rolled my eyes, shaking my head with a laugh, as I walked into the bathing room. It was just as luxurious as the rest of my rooms. The whole room was a pink pearlescent white from floor to ceiling. It had four pillars surrounding the bathing tub in the middle of the room, with a gilded design etched along its sides. There was already hot water steaming from the tub, and it did not take my mind much convincing to sink into it. I began lathering myself and my hair with soaps and oils until my nose was a titter from all the scents.

       I stayed there until Eloise ordered me out to help me dry my hair. Once my hair was dried, she made me stand back in front of the mirror for her to dress me. Eloise lifted the dress over my head, tugging it down onto me. I began swaying, loving the way the dress shimmered as it swished back and forth.

      “Hold still, Mina,” Eloise ordered as she tightened the new laces on my back. The temporary relief I had felt was slowly being taken away with each yank Eloise gave.

      “I cannot help it, Eloise. What do you think Prince Rafael Baylor is like?”

      “If I had to guess, he probably could stand still,” she replied in a huff of irritation, causing me to break out in laughter.

      “No, seriously, Eloise,” I prompt. 

      She sighed, looking up and catching my violet eyes in the mirror. She wrapped her arms around my waist and rested her chin on my shoulder, squeezing me tightly. “I am sure he will be quite smitten with you. I bet he will declare his love for you upon first sight,” she teased. I rolled my eyes, trying to escape her embrace, but she held me tightly close to her as she scolded, “Uh-uh! You asked, so I shall answer, Princess.”

      “Oh, here we go with the princess stuff,” I laughed.

      “Well, are you, or are you not a princess?”

      “Yes, I am a princess.”

      “Then I shall give you all the answers you want to hear . . . regardless of the merit of truth.” She winked at me before releasing her arms from around my waist and went back to lacing me up.

      “You are incorrigible, Eloise,” I chided.

      “Only because you are a bad influence,” she replied as she tightened a part of my waist extra hard, causing me to gasp.

      “Oops! Too tight?” Her voice tilted higher as she widened her eyes to give me an ‘I did not mean to do that on purpose’ look before we both broke out into giggles.

      She finished lacing me up, leaving me to stand there to swish the dress back and forth. When I began to walk, I noticed how the lightweight layers flared out from just a subtle breeze, and if I twirled, it became even more pronounced. The dress had simple straps and a sweetheart neckline.

      Regardless, Mother had picked out this dress to be worn tonight. She claimed the heir’s mother, Queen Serenity, had an eye for detail. According to Mother, she would most likely take notice of my dress. However, with all the single princesses, high lord daughters, and respected merchant daughters, how would I even have a competing chance of standing out? I was nothing more than just another princess to fawn over the eldest prince.

      I continued swishing back and forth, pondering how tonight would go. I wondered if the reclusive Prince Killien Knox would be in attendance. I shook my head at the notion. I should not fret about such trivial matters. I needed to focus on my mission, Prince Rafael Baylor.
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      I was late for my first ball. I had become lost in the confusing castle hallways. Despite all the guests and servants I had encountered earlier, the corridors were empty now. When I finally found the ball, it was already in full swing, with guests mingling and dancing. I noticed a servant introducing a line of guests to The King, Queen, and one of their sons, who had silver hair matching his mother’s. I noted the empty chair next to where the handsome prince stood and I assumed he was Prince Rafael Baylor, and that the vacant seat was for his brother, Prince Killien Knox. I had not the slightest idea of what either brother would have looked like and only hoped when I came face to face with the missing one that I did not pass him without respectful acknowledgment.

      I took in the view of the ballroom. Massive white columns rose to the high ceilings. They were wrapped in Kingdom T’Lovoness’s colors of red and gold with touches of blue weaved within. There were planters of blossoming flowers everywhere around the room. Servants were flitting about while carrying platters of wine and food. I could smell sugary sweet desserts, especially chocolate and maybe a hint of vanilla.

      The number of guests in attendance was overwhelming, it was more than the initial amount I was greeted by when I had arrived. The female’s dresses made mine look drab in comparison. I began to doubt my ability to stand out. My tiara, encrusted with dark blue sapphires in gold to signify my kingdom’s color, began to weigh heavily on my head as I picked out the princesses in the crowd wearing their respective tiaras. I began to note the other female guests whose heads were unadorned, deeming them as either ladies or respective merchant daughters.

      I tried to remember my history lessons about the various monarchy colors, but all my studies seemed to have slipped my mind once I walked through the ballroom doors. I could not determine which princess belonged to which monarchy, and I was afraid I would make a mistake if one of them began talking to me.

      It was the beginning of The Courting Season, and Kingdom T’Lovoness was hosting it for all the princes, princesses, high lords, and ladies’ children to attend and find their future spouses. We were all here for the same reason as our eyes roamed to the other singles in the room. We were all here to secure our hand in matrimony, and many of us females had the same male in mind: we wanted to become the wealthiest queen.

      Arranged marriage couples were present as well, I noted. They were easy to pick out from the crowd; they were all wearing matching sashes to each other. I always thought it was a silly custom for arranged couples to wear matching sashes at events until they married. But now I found it easy to pick out the couples as they mingled with other guests. They were here to show the appearance of their relationship in front of all while simultaneously forming close alliances with the other monarchies. They were already preparing for their future roles when the respective parents stepped down, and the arranged couple accepted their new titles.

      I approached the dwindling line of attendees before Kingdom T’Lovoness’s royals. I passed by a group of mingling princes who were all laughing, a few catching my eye and smiling, causing a warmth to spread through my body. The dark-haired prince who had talked to me earlier was amongst the group. He winked at me, and I glanced away immediately. I was not accustomed to this kind of attention. 

      The servant at the bottom of the stairs announced the T’Lovoness’s royals to the guests before them, and I had been correct on the son standing with them being Prince Rafael Baylor. He honestly looked nothing like I anticipated. His silver hair was short with a bit of flare to it, and his eyes were as deep blue as the ocean. The closer I became to him, the more attractive I found him. Instead of wearing his Kingdom’s colors, he wore a smoke-gray suit with light gray patterns weaved about it. 

      King Regalius had dark black hair that led into a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. He wore his kingdom’s colors of blood red with elaborate gold swirls amongst the sleeves and jackets. His legs were clad in matching accent blue trousers that ended with polished ebony shoes. His crown was the most extensive and most elaborate I had ever seen in my life. So many jewels were encrusted in it, all white and sparkling brilliantly against the gold. He had various gold rings with blood-red rubies and dark sapphires worn amongst his fingers.

      Queen Serenity’s silver hair had been done in a half up-do; there were small braids amongst her hair as the rest fell on her shoulders and down to her midriff. She had gorgeous high cheekbones, a straight, small nose, and pert pinkish-red lips. Her crown was dwarfed next to her husband's, as it sparkled with carnelian stones sprinkled about. Her golden dress had red swirls playing their way from the bottom up to her waist and resumed swirling down her long sleeves. She was quite beautiful. 

      Prince Rafael Baylor made slight eye contact with me before his attention was turned toward the gaggle of gorgeous girls approaching him. They were not princesses by their lack of a crown or tiara upon their heads. They must be daughters of high lords or respective merchants. I sighed to myself. It was only wishful thinking Prince Rafael Baylor would see me and instantly fall in love like Father had with Mother. I began questioning how an alliance with my kingdom could benefit Kingdom T’Lovoness.

      The closer I approached the throne, the more uneasy I became. My parents did not give me the same fighting chance as the rest of these females. From the snippets of conversations I heard around me, everyone sounded like they knew each other quite well. Yet, I did not know anyone here.

       My breathing became a little shallow as I realized no longer anyone else was in front of me. Whatever the girls had said must have annoyed Prince Rafael Baylor because he looked away, rolling his eyes as he waved them off in a huff.

      They darted past me in a flurry, trying to keep their tears from falling onto their beet-red cheeks. This did not help build my confidence to talk to him, but I did not foresee a better opportunity to be introduced as his gaze fell upon me standing before him. 

      I approached him, my heart thundering in my chest, trying to remind myself to keep breathing. I was going to trip or stumble. I just knew it. Breathe, Mina, breathe. I managed to not physically embarrass myself yet . . .

      A servant stood at the base of the marble platform, prattling off introductions. I cursed myself out; I should have paid attention to who the three girls were before me. I heard the servant begin my introduction, “Princess Persamina Rowena of Theorines.” I curtsied in front of the throne.

       “Prince Rafael Baylor,” I timidly said to get his attention. I glanced up through my sooty black lashes to find him staring down at me over the goblet he was drinking from. He did not respond to release me from my curtsy.

      How long would he make me stay this way? Thankfully, I had been prepared for this. Mother made me curtsey for an hour sometimes if I did not do it properly. I stole another glance up, and his goblet was now being turned various ways in his hand as he continued to stare down at me. I could not tell if he was bored, disgruntled, annoyed, or intrigued by his stoic expression. I decided not to go with intrigued because his eyes held no warmth.

      A minute ticked by, and I was still not released from the curtsey. I wish I could say I was not starting to become self-conscious, but I could hear giggling as others took notice of me.

      It was one thing to curtsey for an hour in front of Mother and passing servants that I knew; it was a whole other experience to do it for over a minute in front of strangers.

      As another minute passed by, I again stole a glance to see the prince had a smirk on his face. This probably was not going to be good for me. As slowly as possible, I took as deep a breath as this tight dress would allow at this angle. The familiar ache in my calves began to form from the strain. I suppose smirking was a better sign than someone with an unreadable expression.

      Another minute, the tension in my calves caused my legs to shake slightly. I began to feel myself sweat from the warmth of my dress and strained muscles. I could feel the eyes on me, the giggling and whispering increasing. Another stolen glance to see the prince was giving me a toothy grin, but his eyes barely held a trace of warmth or happiness in them.

      I realized I was nothing but entertainment to him, a plaything at this point, and we did not even know each other. Even though it angered me, I could not fail. Suck it up, I cannot go home this soon. King Regalius and Queen Serenity's gaze had joined their sons looking down upon me.

      “Rise,” he finally commanded. There was a twinge of humor in it. His voice was not quite as deep as I had expected, but he sounded like someone who was used to being obeyed by the way power exuded from the command. I rose slowly, my calves protesting from the new movement; breathing became easier as the corset no longer dug into my abdomen. My lower back began forming a new throbbing pain from the muscles that had been used as tension began forming in my shoulders at the base of my neck. Despite all of this, I kept my face slightly turned down to not show disrespect.

      “Who are you, and look at me when you speak.” I was not anticipating this type of treatment and almost faltered, but I quickly caught myself as I looked at him, feeling a new warmth rushing through my body and hoping my cheeks were not too flushed. He never even heard what the servant had said when introducing me.

      “Your Highnesses, I am Princess Persamina Rowena, daughter of King Gideon and Queen Lydia from Kingdom Theorines.”

      “Ah, you are The Princess they sent. The Locked Away Princess,” he tacked on. I tried not to ball my fist at the comment. A comment I had heard often enough while I was supposed to be locked away in my room when guests were in the castle. Sometimes, Eloise used to sneak me out temporarily when we knew it would be safe. I never had been caught by my mother, but I did hear my fair share of people calling me The Locked Away Princess. They would muse over whether I was as beautiful as Mother boasted about or if I was hideous. So hideous that my parents kept me locked away for the kingdom’s safety; no one wanted an ugly princess. Many speculated that my parents were going to arrange a marriage for me to be stuck with some unfortunate soul.

      “Yes, Your Highness, I am she,” I replied politely, dismissing the thought despite my embarrassment.

      “Peculiar.” He stroked his smooth chin. “Your parents have kept you locked up for all never to see, but yet here you are during my courting season. You were not even allowed to attend their parties if the rumors were true.” He took low blow after low blow at me. My focus shifted from my red cheeks to not allowing any tears even to form. The crowd that had been whispering and giggling during my curtsey was all hushed as they hung onto every word, savoring every detail that I speculated would be gossiped about later on.

      “Yes, it is true, Your Highness.” My voice thankfully did not crack, but I gritted my teeth nonetheless.

      “Well, then . . .” His eyes swept over me, and I felt vulnerable like he could see right through me. He made me feel naked with the way his eyes roamed over my body, “. . . I hope you enjoy yourself after a lifetime of being hidden away. I must admit you are far prettier than the rumors suggested.” He smiled again, and I almost believed it might have been genuine. The people within earshot started whispering to one another as the fans in their hands picked up speed from the juicy gossip.

      I bowed my head. “Thank you, Prince Rafael Baylor.” Feeling that I had been dismissed, I did another curtsey. “King Regalius, Queen Serenity,” I said out of respect and began to make my retreat before he spoke again, “you are most welcome, Princess Persamina Rowena.”

      I turned back at him, flushed for dismissing myself by the assumption that he had been done with me. He waved his hand lazily, smiling in a way that assured me I did no harm and to go enjoy myself. My heart fluttered, and I quickly curtsied again before walking away with my head held high into the crowd of people. I wanted to scurry, to run away with giddiness, but I needed to keep it together and not embarrass myself or my kingdom. I needed to stay calm and collected.

      I found myself at the beverage table, not realizing I had aimlessly walked to this side of the room. I told myself that it would be okay; a drink could calm my nerves. I went to grab a goblet that had already been prefilled with wine when another hand also grabbed the same one. The stranger’s hand covered my own. I jumped, startled, as my eyes followed the hand on mine, up the arm to the owner’s face.

      I could find no warmth in the stranger’s face; his cold green eyes glared into mine. I tried to take a step back, but my hand was still trapped within his. His gaze traveled down my body and back up to my face. I was conscious of how new I was, but did everyone have to do this?

      He had not released his hand from on top of mine, and I would be trapped by his grip until he did unless I had wanted to make a scene. Which I certainly did not after that extended long curtsy.

      He had shaggy black hair that was adorned with a simple black crown, indicating he was a prince. I could not recall in any of my history lessons of a kingdom with a black crown, leaving this prince shrouded in mystery. He was clean-shaven and was decorated in very rich black clothing. He continued staring at me intently as I finished taking in his details. Who was he?

      “Um, may I have my hand back, Prince . . . ?” This was becoming a tad awkward, and I did not need to add to the rumors that were probably already beginning to circulate about me. If there was to be any rumor I wanted to spread about me with a prince, it better be with Prince Rafael Baylor and not this handsome mystery prince with his cold green eyes while being shrouded in complete black.

       He released his hand as if I had burned him without saying a word. I watched as he grabbed a different goblet and stormed off; guests began parting out of his way in fear before they looked to see where he had come from. Their eyes landed on me. Just lovely for them to see me standing here and how strange his reaction and their reaction to him were all at the same time. I could barely comprehend the interaction before a girl with straight, icy blonde hair was at my side, beginning a conversation.

      “My, oh me, oh my! You sure are going to be the talk tomorrow,” she chirped out. She had a very high-pitched voice. She was one of those flawless beauties, with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a splash of freckles across her high cheekbones. Her tiara was silver with inlaid sapphire stones. She was adorned in a silver dress with ice-blue filigree weaved intricately throughout the skirt, growing denser around the edges. She reminded me of an ice princess.

      “Hi, I’m Princess Iryse Skyvien of Hayverton, and you are about to become the most popular and hated girl here.” She gave me a knowing look like a cat who had just eaten the canary. I gave her a puzzled look in return, unsure of what she was hinting about.

      “Princess Persamina Rowena, first off, no one knew what you looked like. You are a knockout,” she complimented me, “so it puts all these vicious vipers at unease.” I secretly preened under her compliment. “Then, to add insult to injury, The Prince called you pretty to back it up.” She flicked her eyes at The Prince and then back to me before leaning in to whisper, “he. Does. Not. Compliment. Anyone. And you just took his brother, The Reclusive Prince’s drink.” She giggled, my heart dropping into my stomach. That was Prince Killien Knox, the second in line for the throne, and I had not the faintest idea.

      “If I were you,” Princess Iryse Skyvien prattled on, paying no mind to my reaction to this news. “I would be sleeping with one eye open.” She winked before sauntering off. I could not determine if she was a friend or foe, and I guess only time would tell. I sighed to myself.

      The Reclusive Prince. . . the spare. From the little bit I had gathered about him, he rarely was seen. There were rumors that he had a nasty personality. There was speculation that since Queen Serenity was from Queendom Grewt’en, where they valued the meaning of a name to hold weight in a name bearer’s life, that she purposely named him with the word ‘kill’ in his name. I speculated she did it on purpose to be a protector for his older brother, and of course, as a prince of the wealthiest kingdom, he could get away with it all.

      As my mother was giving me lessons on how to woo the prince heir, she was also instructing me to stay away from his brother. “He will become your brother-in-law, but do not cross him,” Mother would drill into me. I had just taken his drink. Would that be grounds for crossing him? Oh, dear me, I may have failed on the first night. If I made an enemy of The Reclusive Prince, did that mean I had eliminated myself from the competition? I fiddled with the goblet in my hands as I pondered this new problem of mine.

       

      The rest of the evening blurred together. A countless number of people introduced themselves to me, and I lost track of names to faces. The prince who had winked at me when I arrived had not come up to talk to me, and I wondered if he would stay surrounded in mystery. Being the isolated princess caused all the nosey people to come out of the woodwork, it seemed. Everyone wanted to have a chance to talk to the girl who had been locked away all her life. I began to feel quite overwhelmed.

      While my mother taught me names, relations, and countries, I never had a face to put to the name. Everything became one big jumble in my mind, and all I could hope was that they would wear their respective monarchies’ colors on their crowns and tiaras. The only ones I could most likely continue to place by location would be the high lords, ladies, and their children. They all wore either a pin or had their family crest, which included kingdom location, on their attire. Everyone would know who I was; I just needed to navigate that I did not know who they were.

       I caught glances from the prince heir here and there throughout the evening, but he never looked at me long enough. A couple of times, I saw him give a small smile when we caught each other’s eyes, causing my heart to flip. I began to fantasize that he would cross the ballroom to talk to me, but of course, he did not leave the throne. Even though I desperately wished he would. His brother’s chair remained empty.

      Already, the guests who came to talk with me claimed I was marked by each brother. They determined who I was marked by depending on which event they either witnessed or heard about. I was completely surprised by how open these people were, not even the slightest bit afraid of being overheard. While everyone was happy to talk openly, nobody had asked me to participate in a dance.

      I remained with my back against the wall, watching the others dance until King Regalius announced the ball had concluded. I followed the crowd, trying to navigate my way back to my room. After a few almost-failed attempts at opening the wrong room door, I finally managed to find the correct one. Thankfully, no one was in any of the unlocked rooms when I had guessed if it was mine or not. 

      Upon seeing Eloise waiting up for me, I relayed everything that had happened while she helped me undress before finally crawling into bed. I was ready to see what the following day would bring me.
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      I awoke in a panic. This was not my bedroom; this was the most comfortable bed of my life. I had never slept this well before. It took me a moment for the memories from the previous day to flash through my mind. I was finally in Kingdom T’Lovoness. If I recall the itinerary given to me upon arrival to my room yesterday, I was invited to tea after breakfast today.

      The itinerary stated that today’s breakfast would be served in my room. The following days, I could choose whether to join in a communal breakfast with everyone in the banquet hall or have it served in my rooms. Growing up, I had breakfast served frequently in my bedroom. I had rarely been invited to dine in the banquet hall with Mother and Father; there was almost always someone visiting at any given time, and Mother did not want anyone to see me until the time was right. Tomorrow, I wanted to join in a communal breakfast. There would be no more meals in my rooms from here on out.

       

      I was under the assumption that the tea would be a meet and greet as I took a bite of my toast. Eloise worked my hair into intricate braids of various sizes without hindering the true length of my locks. A Theorinian’s hair was their pride and must never be cut. To be cut was a great dishonor amongst my people. Eloise’s creation was more lavish in style than I was accustomed to. I never had an inkling that she had the talent to do my hair like this; she had never done so in the past.

      She claimed she wanted me to stand out at the tea party when I asked about it. I was beyond grateful for her confidence in me as she pushed me to wear this gorgeous lilac dress. It had more layers to it than I could count. The tulle layers were elaborate with what looked to be diamond dust as it sparkled in the light. She finalized my look with a simple single pearl necklace on a gold chain. I truly felt like an elegant and beautiful princess ready to face the world as I swished my dress left and right in the mirror to catch all the twinkling sparkles.

      I hurried down to the tearoom alone; I felt exceptionally excited and nervous to meet everyone. I officially would be meeting the other princesses and attending girls. My main goal was to begin forming alliances with the other monarchy’s daughters, but secretly, I hoped to form new friendships. As a servant, Eloise could not attend these, and it would be nice to have a friend to socialize with, giggle at various things, and gush over Prince Rafael Baylor. Even though I knew most of us were each other’s competition, I still hoped to find some form of kinship.

      I caught up to the other princesses and ladies milling into the tearoom. Many were talking in hush whispers to each other and giggling. I tried to show interest in joining their conversations. However, they did not make eye contact, indicating that I could participate in their conversation. Brush it off, Mina, better luck while sitting down at a table.

      I scanned the room and saw a few open seats at a table where a red-haired princess with elaborate braids and a blonde princess with wavy hair sat. They seemed friendly as I made my way over to one of the available chairs at their table. I curtsied before sitting down in an empty chair. Both girls were wearing tiaras and smiled at me.

      I decided to politely introduce myself, “Hello, I am Princess Persamina Rowena of Theorines.” Smiling, I waited for them to introduce themselves.

      Both girls did a quick, non-discreet look at each other before the redhead decided to take the lead in introducing herself, “Hello, Princess Persamina Rowena; I am Princess Regina Isadora of Grewt’en. A pleasure to meet you.” She had drawled out Isadora in a sophisticated accent, which made me curious about why she paid more attention to her middle name than her first name. She wore a mint green dress, but upon closer inspection, I realized it was not just mint green. The layers of tulle made it look mint in the lighting, but in the shadowy parts, it was a more profound, almost grass green. I noticed how the tulle layered between greens, whites, and even a few hints of blacks to achieve the color effects that shimmered as the light danced off the sparkles sewn about. The top half of her dress was satin with crystals and pearls sewn in to create an elaborate swirl pattern up her front. She nodded her head before looking at the blonde to introduce herself.

      “I am Princess Olivia Jade of Shediwark; nice to meet you,” Olivia had the same fake smile as Regina, and I wondered if I had made a mistake by sitting here. She had a light pink dress on that complimented Regina’s. It was not as elaborate, but it was still pretty. It lacked the pearls that created swirls on Regina’s dress, nor did it have the multiple strategically placed layers of tulle to create colors to trick the eye, but it had sparkling rhinestones laced within it that caught when the light hit them.

      “Nice to meet you both,” I replied. I did not know what to say next and began to admire the porcelain teacups. There were small scenery images on each cup depicting what looked to be a story. My cup had a princess; she was dressed in a delicate blue and white gown. Each one of her hands had been claimed by a prince in a mask on each side of her. The three of them were walking down a stone path in the woods. 

      The cup on the table in the empty spot beside
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