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        KINGDOM OF V

        Kingdom Trilogy #1

        by Dana Gricken

      

      

      When seventeen-year-old Olivia Hawthorne’s mother becomes the American ambassador to a small, old kingdom, Olivia isn’t thrilled about moving there and leaving her old life behind. But at least she has her best friend and president’s daughter, Vanessa Bennett, and their bodyguard, Russell Donahue, to navigate the strange new land. The people of V—on an isolated island in the Indian Ocean—are cryptic, brooding, and secretive. They’ve wanted no contact with other countries for centuries…until now.

      As Olivia begins to fall for the handsome, irresistible Prince Christian—and he falls for her just as hard—her intuition tells her something is off about him and his people. And the fact that a young, handsome guard named Dante has been ordered to train her in the art of combat from the King himself with a dagger called the Slayer only makes her more suspicious.

      When the new embassy is attacked and the President—who was supposed to arrive days ago—is declared missing, Olivia and her family find themselves embroiled in a game of mystery, lies, and subterfuge. It isn’t until Oliva starts seeing ghosts of the past—warning her to get out—that she finds there’s more to this small island than its people claim. Who are the strange people of V? Are they as harmless as they appear…or is their identity bloodier than Olivia and her mother can possibly imagine? 
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            ARRIVAL AT V CASTLE

          

        

      

    

    
      I clutched the railing of our houseboat, trying not to vomit as we sped toward the lone island in the distance.

      I always became seasick whenever we went out on the water. I first found out about that annoying little quirk when I was a kid. Dad had taken me and Mom out on a rented boat for the Fourth of July, and I hurled all over his shoes.

      Dad. Oh, how I missed him.

      I didn’t want to reek of barf when I met a king, so I took deep breaths and tried not to glance at the water. The boat was over-crowded, carrying me, Mom, Vanessa, and our suitcases across the Indian Ocean. Russell Donahue, though he insisted we call him Russ, was our family’s main bodyguard back home and for this mission. I always had a sinking suspicion he had a crush on Mom, and judging by his longing gaze on the back of her head, I felt pretty sure. Not that he’d ever admit it out loud and risk his job and friendship with her.

      “How are you doing, sweetie?” Mom asked, glancing over at me.

      “I’ve felt better,” I muttered, closing my eyes. “Really regretting eating all those tacos last night.”

      “Well, you’d better keep them down,” Vanessa said. “These are brand new shoes Daddy bought me. If you ruin them, you’re paying for new ones!”

      My lids snapped open to roll my eyes at Vanessa. She and I had been best friends since we were kids, growing up together at a private school back in Washington, D.C. Her mother was the one and only President Janet Bennett while her father was Dr. Derek Bennett, the First Gentleman and one of the most renowned surgeons in the United States. My mother and hers were close, with Mom working at the White House as a secretary until the president bumped her up to ambassador for this historic peacekeeping mission. It paid to have friends in high places.

      Vanessa and I couldn’t have been more different than night and day. Her with her bright pink dresses, and me in my ripped t-shirt and jeans, she was the only one I trusted with all my secrets. Opposites attracted. The president had sent her on this mission with us in the hopes that she might mature out of the boy-crazy, fashion-obsessed seventeen-year-old that she was. I told the president not to hold her breath.

      Mom wasn’t too thrilled I had spoken that way to the president of the United States.

      “We’re almost there,” Russell said as he steered the boat, pointing at the kingdom up ahead. “Just hold on a little longer, Olivia.”

      “Why couldn’t we have taken an airplane or something?” I asked.

      Mom shook her head. “The kingdom’s only accessible by boat. It’s rumored they did that to deter visitors.”

      “Then why are they so eager to have us here now?”

      Mom shrugged. “I don’t know. President Bennett sent me here to find out. Their people sent us a letter, inviting us to their castle in the hopes of an alliance, so maybe they’ve changed their minds.”

      “I hope so,” I muttered. “Good thing you brought Russ just in case.”

      As our boat reached the harbor, I breathed a sigh of relief. Solid ground, the thing I missed most since leaving Washington. I was the first one off the boat, grabbing my suitcases and backpack of art supplies. Vanessa followed with her bright pink suitcases as I fell to my knees, relishing the feel of grass on my skin. She whistled at the kingdom.

      “This place is beautiful,” Vanessa said. “Maybe I won’t mind spending my summer vacation here after all.”

      I finally looked up, taking it all in. The spire of the castle was the first thing I noticed. A flock of crows circled it, then disappeared into the clear blue sky. The castle was the tallest building in the kingdom, gleaming black under the sunlight. A pathway of white brick trailed through the city, leading to hundreds of little shops and homes in the village. A string of lanterns hanging from the trees gave everything an otherworldly glow. Behind the castle, I spotted more trees that led to a lush forest. I could smell the sweet flowers and hear birds chirping.

      If I believed in Heaven, I was pretty sure I’d found it. The kingdom was like something out of the 1800s, Victorian and elegant, untouched by the passage of time.

      “Not bad for a first job,” Mom said, helping Russell grab the rest of the suitcases. “I want this visit to go well. First contact is exciting, but tricky. Promise me you two will be on your best behavior.”

      “We promise,” me and Vanessa said at the same time.

      Mom scoffed. “I’ve heard that before all your shenanigans, so I hope you mean it this time. Remember, obey all their rules and be respectful…”

      As Mom prattled on about etiquette, we spotted several figures walking toward us. They looked like servants with smiles on their faces, accompanied by a tall, dark-haired man in silver armor. He didn’t smile. The guards in similar armor didn’t, either. They wore shades of red and black which mirrored their kingdom’s flag that billowed in the distance.

      “King Dominic’s asked me to show you the way to the castle,” the dark-haired man said. “I take it you’re the ambassador we were expecting?”

      Mom nodded. “Yes, my name is Linda Hawthorne, and this is my daughter, Olivia. I also have the president’s daughter with me, Vanessa Bennett, and our bodyguard, Russell Donahue.”

      “I’m General Ezra Alucard, leader of the militia,” he replied. “Did the president not come with you?”

      Mom shook her head. “President Bennett is very busy with other matters. She’ll be here next week with her husband. She sent me in her place to begin the peace talks in the meantime.”

      “I see. Too bad about the president. We were looking forward to meeting her today,” General Ezra replied. “We need to check your bags. Can’t be too careful with security.”

      “Go ahead,” Mom said. “Girls, open your suitcases.”

      Me and Vanessa both obliged—reluctantly. As one of the militia guards went through my backpack, tossing around my art supplies with the gracefulness of a bull in a China shop, I stepped forward. “Hey, be careful with that! Paint and easels don’t come cheap, you know.”

      The guard looked up at me, hissing in anger. I crossed my arms, refusing to back down. Russell stepped forward immediately, ready to attack if the guard tried to hurt me, but Mom placed a hand on his arm to hold him back.

      “Forgive my daughter’s outburst,” Mom said. “We’re all a little on edge. The boat ride was long and stressful.”

      “We understand,” General Ezra said, glaring at his guard. “They clearly don’t have any weapons. Stop touching their things.”

      The guard backed off, but his gaze remained on me. I found it creepy. Vanessa’s gaze briefly flitted to mine, and I knew she was thinking the same thing.

      “Come,” General Ezra said. “I’ll show you to your rooms. After that, you can meet the king and our family in the dining hall. I’m sure you’re all starving.”

      As General Ezra began walking away, his guards and servants in tow, we picked up our suitcases and followed. As we took the brick path to the castle, I finally noticed the people on the streets. They also wore dark colors with long dresses and jackets that seemed old-fashioned and stared at us as we passed.

      “These people need a serious makeover,” Vanessa whispered to me. “Looks like their closet is stuck in the medieval ages…”

      “You said our family before,” Mom said, glancing at the general. “What did you mean?”

      “King Dominic is my brother,” General Ezra said, without emotion.

      “Well, it’s an honor to meet someone in the royal family,” Mom said. “Should we have bowed?”

      “No. My brother is royalty, not me,” General Ezra said. “I’m a fighter, always have been, always will be. My place is in the militia.”

      Mom didn’t try to ask him any more questions after that. The general didn’t seem too interested in answering them, anyway. I hoped the king would be friendlier.

      General Ezra opened the chamber doors to the castle, and we walked into the foyer. It seemed much larger on the inside with dozens of hallways like mazes and black-and-white checkered flooring. The walls were a deep red and held paintings of another dark-haired man in a crown who I assumed was King Dominic. The resemblance of him and Ezra was striking, except the king was smiling.

      “Inform the king our guests have arrived,” General Ezra said, and the servants nodded before scurrying away. He glanced back at us. “This way.”

      We continued to follow the general, taking a right down a long corridor. There were a number of private rooms waiting for us. I prayed I wouldn’t have to share one with Mom or Vanessa.

      “Let the servants know if you need anything,” General Ezra said. “Since there are only four of you, you’ll have your own private quarters. Each comes with an adjoining bathroom.”

      “Thank God,” I muttered, turning to Vanessa. “You take eight years to do your hair in the morning.”

      “Being this beautiful comes with a price, Liv. You’d know that if you weren’t such a tomboy,” Vanessa said, flicking her blonde hair over her shoulder. “With the right make-up and hairspray, I could make you look this fabulous, too.”

      I scoffed. “Never in a million years, Ness.”

      “Girls, stop bickering,” Mom whispered, glancing nervously at the general. “It’s not polite.”

      “In half an hour, we’ll be meeting for breakfast in the dining hall,” General Ezra said, ignoring us. His blank expression made it hard to read his emotions. “The king eagerly awaits your presence.”

      As the general walked away, his loud boots clunking down the hallway, Vanessa turned to me. “Not very friendly. And what’s with that guard’s weird hissing? Are they cat people or something?”

      “The kingdom of V has been isolated from the world for centuries,” Mom said. “You can’t expect them to be completely trusting of us. For now, we’ll have to earn their friendship and their respect. Unpack your things and get to the dining hall. And please, no more bickering, at least, not in front of our hosts.”

      Mom chose the room on the far left while Vanessa took the one on the right. As Russell disappeared inside his room, I sighed and entered mine, leaving the door open. It was smaller than my bedroom at home, with a single bed, an armoire, and a door that led into the bathroom. A tiny window sat above my bed, but the dark curtains kept out the sunlight.

      As I unpacked my clothes and set up my easel, I realized there wasn’t a television, phone, or computer. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen any kind of technology. I turned on my smartphone but couldn’t get a signal and didn’t see a plug anywhere.

      Did they not like the sunlight? And how did they live without technology? I was right before. This kingdom was trapped in the 1800s. I groaned, realizing it was going to be a long vacation.

      I checked my watch. I still had a few minutes to spare, and seeing the beauty of the kingdom had given me a sudden burst of inspiration, so I decided to start a new painting. Before I knew it, I was completely sucked into it and had lost all concept of time. When I heard footsteps entering my room behind me, I sighed.

      “I’m coming, Mom,” I muttered, putting the paintbrush down. “No need to fetch me like a child⁠—”

      As I spun around, I realized it wasn’t Mom at all. A boy stood in front of me who couldn’t have been any older than I was. He had dark hair like General Ezra with brown eyes and flecks of gold in them. He wore black pants with a leather jacket, and I noticed the ripple of muscles in his arms. He glanced at me and then back at the painting, his expression unreadable.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, trying to stay friendly for Mom’s sake. “Thought you were someone else.”

      He glanced down at the paint on my hands. “Are you an artist?”

      I shrugged. “I like to paint. Not sure if I’m good enough to be called an artist yet.”

      He stepped closer to the painting, admiring it. Then he smiled. “You’re very good. You should have more confidence in yourself. We don’t have any artists here. Their skills aren’t needed.”

      “Uh, thanks, I guess. Too bad about your lack of artists,” I said. “Who are you?”

      “Christian,” he replied, stepping back to look at me. “And you?”

      “Olivia. Olivia Hawthorne,” I replied. “I’m Linda Hawthorne’s daughter. You know, the American ambassador?”

      He nodded. “I know. I watched you get off the boat. I also saw your altercation with one of the guards.”

      “It wasn’t really an altercation. I just don’t like people touching my stuff, that’s all,” I said. “Sorry if I⁠—”

      “Don’t apologize. The guards here are trained well, but sometimes, they can get out of line. If it happens again, tell me and I’ll handle it,” Christian said, much to my surprise. “Anyway, I should apologize for barging into your room uninvited. But when I walked by and saw you painting…well, I couldn’t resist. As I said, we have no artists around here. You should be proud of your talent.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I usually wasn’t the one to get speechless and giddy around boys. That was more Vanessa’s thing, but Christian was handsome, and no one had taken an interest in me or my art in a long time.

      “You should get to the dining hall,” Christian said, turning around. He looked back at me and smiled. “But it was nice to meet you, and your art. See you later, Olivia.”

      As he left, I quickly washed the paint off my hands and threw on a dress I had brought. Mom’s idea, not mine. It was simple and black. Something that would fit in well. After I looked presentable, I stepped outside my room. Mom, Vanessa, and Russell were already waiting for me. They had changed into nicer clothes for our meeting with the king. As always, Vanessa looked like a million bucks in her pink chiffon gown.

      “Nice dress. But hey, I heard voices coming from your room. Thin walls,” Vanessa said. “You talking to your paintings again?”

      “Come on, I only did that once,” I said, my cheeks reddening in embarrassment. “I had a…guest.”

      “Oh, really?” Vanessa asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “Not like that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “His name was Christian. He saw me painting and wanted to introduce himself.”

      “Good. You two should try to make friends,” Mom said. “If all goes well, the president’s hoping to open a permanent embassy. That would mean we’d get to live here.”

      “What?” I asked. “You said this was only a summer trip!”

      “I know what I said,” Mom spat, “and keep your voice down, Olivia. This is my dream job and a wonderful opportunity to expand trade for the United States. If there’s a chance to stay here, I’m taking it.”

      “But what about my friends back home? Or our house? We can’t sell it—it has too many memories of Dad,” I said. “We can’t just move to another place, especially in my last year of high school⁠—”

      “That’s enough,” Mom interrupted. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      As she stormed off down the hallway, Russell trailing behind, I turned to Vanessa. “Can you believe that? Living here, permanently?”

      “I know. It sucks. Long-distance friendships just don’t turn out, either,” Vanessa said. “But hey, you’ll be eighteen soon. Maybe you could come back to Washington, and we could get an apartment together?”

      I didn’t know which was worse, living with high-maintenance Vanessa or getting stranded in a foreign country. I said nothing, chasing after Mom down the hallway. Vanessa trailed behind as we followed her into the large dining hall.

      As we entered, I noticed the rows of tables with red cloths. Because of the lack of windows and electricity, they had a candelabra burning to light the room. Servants stood nearby with platters of food and drinks, waiting on the King’s orders to serve them. He stood next to them in his golden cape and crown. A woman stood next to him with a similar-looking crown, and I assumed she was his wife. She had blond hair, green eyes, and wore a red gown that flowed to the floor.

      “Ah, the American ambassador,” King Dominic said, shaking Mom’s hand with a smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Linda. My name is King Dominic Alucard, and this is my wife, Vivienne.”

      “A pleasure,” Vivienne said, bowing.

      “This is my personal bodyguard, Dante Draven,” the King added, gesturing at the man standing next to him that I hadn’t noticed. He looked to be in his early twenties with blond hair, hazel eyes, and a sculpted body. He carried a sword on his belt and dressed similarly to the guards.

      Dante nodded at us but didn’t speak, his gaze lingering on me. Vanessa noticed and smiled, and I knew I’d get taunted for that later. Dante continued to stare at me as Mom introduced Russell.

      “Our son should be here with us, too,” King Dominic said, frowning, “but he likes to be fashionably late, no matter how much I insist otherwise. Teenagers can be so stubborn sometimes…”

      “Oh, I understand completely,” Mom said, glancing in my direction. “Introduce yourselves, girls.”

      I faked a smile for Mom’s sake. “I’m Olivia Hawthorne, and this is my best friend, Vanessa Bennett.”

      “The president’s daughter,” King Dominic said, his eyes twinkling at her. “General Ezra told me your mother won’t be joining us until next week. Disappointing, but we look forward to her arrival. Anyway, I’m sure you’re starving⁠—”

      A loud tremor shook underneath our feet. I glanced at Mom, fearfully. “What was that? An earthquake?”

      “We don’t have earthquakes here,” King Dominic said. “I don’t know what that was, but I’m sure it was nothing serious⁠—”

      General Ezra rushed into the room, several guards following him. “There’s been an explosion.”

      “Was anyone injured?” King Dominic asked.

      General Ezra shook his head. “No, but you should see what’s happened for yourself.”
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      As General Ezra and his guards fled the dining hall, King Dominic bowed at us. “Wait here. I won’t be long. Help yourselves to some appetizers in the meantime.”

      King Dominic, Queen Vivienne, and their bodyguard, Dante Draven, rushed out of the dining hall next. Russell stayed close to us in case of an attack as one of the servants removed the lid to their platter, revealing strips of raw meat. They gestured at me to take one, but the smell of it made me nauseous.

      “No thanks,” I muttered. “Not hungry, and that’s not my kind of food, either.”

      “What’s going on?” Vanessa whispered. “Do you think it’s serious?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, turning toward the door, “but I’m about to find out.”

      Mom grabbed my arm. “You heard the king. He wanted us to wait here.”

      “And I want to find out what’s going on,” I said, pulling free from her grasp. “You can stay here, but I can’t just sit around while something serious might be going on.”

      “I’ll go with her,” Russell said. “Vanessa, Linda, stay here where it’s safe. We’ll be back soon.”

      Mom sighed as Russell and I left the dining hall, running down the long hallway to reach the chamber doors. As we exited the castle, I noticed a group of civilians huddled in the distance. All we had to do was follow them to the location of the explosion, and it looked like it led to the docks.

      “Excuse me,” I muttered, pushing through the people. Russell was hot on my heels. “Coming through.”

      When we had finally made it through the crowd, I spotted King Dominic, Queen Vivienne, General Ezra, and Dante again. I was right. The explosion had come from the docks. They stood near the boat that brought us to their kingdom, and I noticed the flames and smoke coming from it.

      Someone had set it on fire.

      The King and his people didn’t notice us. He bent down, looking closer at the spitting flames. Several of the guards were trying to put it out using buckets of ocean water. I looked up and realized the boy I had met before, Christian, stood there, too. His eyes were as fixated on the flames as the others.

      Where had Christian gone after our conversation? Who was he in the kingdom? And was it just a coincidence he had resurfaced after our boat erupted in flames?

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Are we under attack?”

      “Olivia,” King Dominic said, looking up at me in surprise. “I asked you and your people to wait in the castle.”

      “Couldn’t help it,” I muttered, my eyes lingering on the boat. “Guess that explains the tremor we felt.”

      “Get back inside,” General Ezra said to me, stepping closer. “It isn’t safe for you here, and the King gave you an order.”

      Russell blocked him from getting to me. “She only wants to know what’s going on. I do, too.”

      Everyone was staring at us now, including Dante and Christian. I didn’t like all their gazes on me.

      “Stand down, General Ezra. Olivia is our guest, not our prisoner. She has a right to know what’s happened,” King Dominic said, rising to his feet. “There’s been a small accident, I’m afraid. It’s nothing to worry about, and my guards have the blaze under control.”

      General Ezra stepped back reluctantly. I heard footsteps behind me and craned my neck to see Mom and Vanessa pushing through next. Mom gasped when she noticed the burning boat.

      “What are you guys doing here?” I asked them. “I thought you were staying in the castle.”

      “Your mom was worried about you out here,” Vanessa said, noticing the flaming boat. “I was, too. God, look at our boat…or what’s left of it.”

      “Was it arson?” Mom asked. “Do some of your people not want us here?”

      “No. As I told Olivia, this was a simple accident,” King Dominic said. “You have nothing to fear from my people—this I promise you. We all agreed it was time to make contact with the outside world, and we’re eager to work with your country.”

      “How are we supposed to get home now?” Vanessa asked. “Our only ride’s been destroyed, and you don’t look like you have any boats lying around. Why is that?”

      “Never had a reason to,” General Ezra muttered. “No one comes to our island.”

      “You said your president will be arriving next week, yes?” King Dominic asked, and Mom nodded. “Her boat can take you back home when you’re ready to leave.”

      “Can I send a message to President Bennett?” Mom asked. “I should inform her of what’s happened.”

      “There’s no need. As I said, it was an unfortunate accident that won’t happen again,” King Dominic said. “Besides, we don’t have any means of sending a message.”

      “What about a computer? Telephone?” Mom asked.

      The crowd looked confused.

      The King sighed. “I’m afraid we don’t possess any of that technology. The only way to send a message is through carrier pigeon as we did to your president. But it could take weeks to arrive, and by then, she’ll be here already.”

      Great. There was no way to get a message to the president or anyone else. If something else happened, would we be completely trapped?

      “So that’s why I couldn’t find a plug for my phone,” Vanessa said, holding up her dying smartphone. The people in the crowd looked at it in awe. “What’s up with that?”

      “Our kingdom was founded in the 1800s,” King Dominic said. “Electricity and technology hadn’t evolved yet.”

      “Oh my God,” Vanessa muttered, shoving her smartphone in her pocket. “This is a nightmare.”

      The guards managed to put the fire out, but the boat still reeked of smoke. One side of the hull had completely burned off.

      “Did anyone see what happened?” I asked.

      “I saw the flames, then the boat exploded,” Christian said, his eyes finally meeting mine. “I would’ve warned someone, but it was too late by then.”

      “And you didn’t see anyone poking around the boat?”

      “No,” Christian said. “I saw no one.”

      I had a hard time believing that, but I let it slide, for now. Mom would’ve probably yelled at me if I went around accusing everyone of arson on my first day.

      “Of course not. As I said, this was most likely an accident. Perhaps it was caused by a mechanical issue in your boat,” King Dominic said. “Anyhow, the fire has been put out and there’s no danger to anyone. I didn’t want you to meet my son this way, but since he refused to show up earlier, we have no choice. Ambassador Hawthorne, meet Prince Christian, my only heir to the throne.”

      My mouth opened in shock. Christian was a prince? I never would’ve guessed. He certainly didn’t look the part. He bowed at Mom and the others before his gaze rested on me.

      “Why don’t we return to the castle and eat? I’m starving now,” King Dominic said. “Go to your room and change, Christian. That outfit simply won’t do for a nice meal with our guests.”

      Christian glared at him but didn’t argue, rushing off into the castle. After he had left, Mom and the others followed the King and his people back to the castle. As the crowd cleared out with most people returning home and the guards walking back to their posts, I hung around. I walked along the docks, looking for any signs of arson.

      I spotted something near the edge of the docks. As I bent down to pick it up, I realized it was a match. And still smoking, too. I was right. Someone had started the fire on purpose. As Mom suggested, maybe someone didn’t want us here. Maybe the King and Christian were in on it.

      I didn’t know what to do with the match, so I left it where it was. I couldn’t confront the king. He’d only deny it again. I could’ve told Russell, but what were we supposed to do about it now? Sighing, I turned around and nearly smacked into Vanessa.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      I clutched my heart. “You scared me. Why are you out here? I thought you went back inside with everyone else.”

      “I wanted to wait for you. And don’t change the subject.”

      I gestured at the ocean. “I was just…admiring the water.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure,” she muttered. I didn’t want to admit the truth and freak her out. “So…when were you going to tell me your boyfriend was the prince of V?”

      I scoffed, making my way back to the castle. Vanessa quickened her pace in her heels to keep up. “He’s not my boyfriend. We only talked once. And I didn’t know he was a prince. He didn’t mention it.”

      “Well, he hasn’t talked to me or anyone else. He must like you,” Vanessa said. “And I saw the way that bodyguard looked at you, too. Dante, I think his name was. I didn’t expect you to have more guys interested in you than me. Especially two of them. I have to admit, I’m a little jealous, Liv.”

      I rolled my eyes, opening the chamber doors to the castle. “Don’t be. I barely know Christian and Dante hasn’t even talked to me. But if you tell Mom or anyone else…”

      “Oh, don’t worry, your secrets are safe with me,” Vanessa said, giggling. “Wouldn’t it be great if you and Christian fell in love? You could become the princess, and eventually the queen when his parents die. Maybe then you’d finally wear more dresses, and I could do something with that bird’s nest you call hair⁠—”

      “I have to go to the bathroom,” I said, interrupting her nonsense. “Meet you in the dining hall.”

      Vanessa nodded and walked inside, but I hadn’t planned on going to the bathroom. I hung around the entrance to the dining hall until I saw a figure walking my way. It was Christian wearing a black suit, and he looked like a million bucks. He seemed surprised to see me.

      “Olivia, we meet again,” he said. “Waiting for someone?”

      “For you, actually,” I replied. “You didn’t mention you were a prince before.”

      He smiled. “Well…you never asked.”

      I crossed my arms, unimpressed with his answer.

      He sighed. “I didn’t mean to lie to you. When Father told me guests would be arriving soon, I saw it as an opportunity.”

      “For what?”

      “To finally make friends who were interested in me and not my title,” he said. “Being the prince means having certain responsibilities, and a certain reputation. Everyone treats you differently. Is it so wrong I wanted to see if someone would like me for me and not my nobility?”

      “I guess I can understand that. I always thought monarchies were kind of stupid, anyway. Uh, no offense,” I said. “If I promise not to treat you like a prince, does that mean you’ll be honest with me?”

      He smiled. “Deal. Come on. Breakfast is starting.”

      “One last thing,” I said before he could enter the dining hall. “You’re sure you didn’t see anyone around the docks before the explosion? Where did you go after our conversation?”

      “I went for a walk. I do that often to clear my head and get away from my father,” he replied. “As I told you before, no, I didn’t see anyone. It’s just as Father said, probably an unfortunate accident.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      He frowned. “Are you implying someone set fire to the boat?”

      Mom walked out of the dining hall, placing her hands on her hips. She was about to yell at me before she saw Christian. “Oh, hello, Prince Christian. I was just looking for my daughter.”

      “You found her,” I mumbled. “I had to use the bathroom, but I’m back now.”

      Mom’s eyes flickered between me and Christian, and I knew she had to be wondering what we were talking about. As I entered the dining hall, I noticed everyone sitting down already and eating. King Dominic sat at the head of the table next to his wife, and there was a seat for Christian. He walked past me and sat down beside his father. I took the seat next to Mom and Vanessa, across from Russell.

      General Ezra was gone, but he had left a few guards in his place. I spotted Dante again, but he wasn’t sitting down with us. He stood at attention next to King Dominic, keeping one hand on his sword. Did he not get to join us?

      “I apologize for that unpleasantness earlier. I hope we haven’t scared you away,” King Dominic said. “To make up for it, I’ve had my chefs prepare a tasty feast for us. I hope you all enjoy it.”

      I glanced at the platters and felt nauseous again. Everything was meat-based, and dripping in blood. I watched in disgust as Vanessa sliced her knife through a fatty piece of liver. King Dominic, Christian, and Queen Vivienne also had similar lumps of meat on their plate and dug in ravenously.

      Christian went to use his fingers, but Queen Vivienne snarled at him. He rolled his eyes and used his fork and knife instead.

      “I thought it’d be totally nasty,” Vanessa whispered, pointing at the liver on her plate, “but I actually like it. I don’t see anything you can eat, though.”

      “Uh, do you not have any vegetables? Fruit?” I asked, looking at King Dominic.

      King Dominic glanced at Queen Vivienne and Christian and then back at me. “Is there something wrong with the food?”

      Mom glared at me. She knew where I was going with this, and she didn’t want me to make a scene.

      “No, not at all,” I said. “It’s just⁠—”

      “Olivia’s a vegetarian,” Vanessa interrupted. “I don’t know why she’d want to give up cheeseburgers, but there’s no changing her mind. Believe me. I’ve tried.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything,” I said. “I normally just eat the sides my mom makes…but everything here is full of meat.”

      “Yes. We’re carnivorous,” King Dominic said. “We like our meat raw and bloody.”

      “Well, it’s delicious,” Mom said, choking down some liver.

      “Dante, take Olivia out to the garden and find her something suitable to eat. Inform the chefs we’ll be cooking for one vegetarian from now on,” King Dominic said, glancing back at me.

      “Thanks, but you don’t have to go to all this trouble⁠—”

      “Nonsense. I won’t have my guest starving,” he said with a smile. “Go ahead. Dante will show you the way.”

      Vanessa gave me a smirk as Dante gestured at the door that led out of the dining hall, motioning for me to exit first. He still hadn’t said anything to me. Did he even speak?

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Russell asked, rising to his feet.

      I glanced at King Dominic, then back at Russell. I didn’t want him to think we didn’t trust them. “No, I’ll be fine. Stay here and eat.”

      Russell nodded, sitting down again but looking worried. His concerned gaze lingered on us as I walked into the corridor, waiting for Dante to catch up. He approached one of the back doors to the castle and I had to quicken my pace to keep up with him.

      “We have a garden out back,” he said. His voice was a lot softer than I had anticipated from someone as tall and strong as him. “We grow all kinds of plants here, from tomatoes to strawberries. I’m sure the chef could make you a salad.”

      “You talk,” I said before I could stop myself.

      He opened the door, letting me go through first. “Of course.”

      “It’s just…well, you haven’t said anything before.”

      “Talking is a distraction. King Dominic prefers silence from his soldiers, anyway. And I take my job very seriously in guarding his life. Please, help yourself.”

      As I strolled through the garden, Dante handed me a basket. I used it to collect some of the tomatoes, lettuce, and cucumbers. “You seem really loyal to King Dominic.”

      “Of course, I am. He’s our king.”

      “It’s more than that. I can tell you respect him a lot.”

      Dante shrugged. “He saved my life when I was younger. I owe him everything.”

      I didn’t want to press the subject and make him uncomfortable, so I busied myself in the garden. “If you only eat meat, why have a garden at all?”

      “For the wildlife, mostly,” he replied. “We have hunters that venture out into the forest to kill for us. We even have a holiday for it where we hunt and give thanks. Queen Vivienne maintains the garden, and she likes the beauty it brings to our kingdom.”

      Dante was a lot like General Ezra in terms of seriousness, but at least I could have a conversation with him. I rose to my feet and nodded at the basket. “I think I’ve gathered enough for now.”

      He took it from me before a concentrated look appeared on his face. “General Ezra teaches all the warriors here that curiosity is dangerous…but I want to know. Why are you a vegetarian?”

      “When I was a kid, my dad took me on a hunting trip,” I said. “It didn’t feel right to me, watching a creature die. He shot the deer in the head…but it was still alive, and cried and kicked before finally bleeding to death. I became a strict vegetarian after that, and never went on a hunting trip again, much to my dad’s disappointment.”

      “Yes, many feel killing is wrong,” Dante said. “It isn’t always pleasant…but sometimes, it is necessary.”

      A chill spread through my body. I wanted to believe he was only talking about animals, but something in his tone made me think it was much more than that.

      “I’ll bring this to our chefs,” he said, gesturing at the basket. “Make your way back to the dining hall. Your meal should be ready soon.”

      I followed him back into the castle before he took a right, disappearing into the large kitchen that connected to the dining hall. As I walked down the corridor, I heard someone whisper my name. It was faint, and so close to my ear, that I spun around, thinking someone was there, but I was alone in the hallway.

      As I shivered, I realized the terrible truth. Someone, or something, was watching me. I could feel it.
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      Shaking off the weird feeling I’d experienced in the hallway, and the voice calling out my name. I entered the dining hall and took my seat. King Dominic and Queen Vivienne both nodded when they saw me, then returned to their conversation with Mom. Russell looked relieved to see I had returned in one piece.

      Christian briefly looked up from his plate before returning to his food, and I wondered if he was upset with me for interrogating him earlier. I took a deep breath to calm myself down and fiddled with the napkin next to my plate.

      Vanessa noticed, nudging me. “Hey, you feeling all right?”

      I looked up at her, smiling. “I’ll be fine. I think it’s just the smell from the meat making me sick.”

      Dante entered the dining hall through the kitchen, standing at attention next to King Dominic, silent again. A moment later, a serving girl walked over to my side of the table. She opened the silver platter to reveal a giant salad with a creamy dressing. As she plated it for me, my mouth nearly watered. It smelled a lot better than the liver chunks on Vanessa’s plate.

      King Dominic sat forward as I took a big bite. “How is it?”

      “Delicious,” I said, covering my mouth with my hand. “Thanks for going to the trouble of making it.”

      He smiled. “It’s no trouble at all. As I said, you’re our guest, and hopefully our ally if the talks go well. Besides, my chefs were up for the challenge. They plan to learn a lot more vegetarian meals while you’re here.”

      “Thank you, King Dominic. You’ve all been gracious hosts,” Mom said. “Now, I figured I could ask you some questions to get to know you a little better. Is that all right with you?”

      King Dominic grinned. “Absolutely. Please ask away, Ambassador.”

      “All right,” Mom said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Your kingdom’s name is very unique, only one letter. Our people sometimes use the U.S., but that’s an acronym for the United States. Does V stand for anything?”

      Christian glanced at his father and then back at Mom. “It stands for victory.”

      “Victory of what?” Vanessa asked.

      Christian hesitated, so King Dominic answered for him. “We’ve survived for centuries and are a completely self-sustaining society. We have strong, intelligent people. I’d say that’s all a victory.”

      “So, why not just call your island Victory, then?” Vanessa asked.

      “The simple letter V is more mysterious,” Queen Vivienne said. “We prefer it that way.”

      “Well, it’s a wonderful kingdom. You should certainly be proud of it,” Mom said, sipping water. “What should we call your people? The world refers to us as Americans. Should we call you Victorian’s?”

      “Call us Vee’s,” King Dominic said. “That is our kingdom name, after all.”

      “Understood. I’ll put that in my report to the president. What are your future hopes for our two countries?”

      Christian and Queen Vivienne glanced at King Dominic, waiting for him to answer. He thought for a moment before speaking. “I would say…friendship. I’m a progressive kind of king, Ambassador, and I want to see our people evolve and reintegrate into society. We’ve been isolated for so long, and I fear it’s made my people closed-minded.”

      “Why have you been isolated?” I asked.

      King Dominic sighed. “My people can be very mistrustful, especially of outsiders. I always feared the timing was never right before, but I know this is the right step for my people. Besides, our population is growing, and I would like to see us expand our reach. Perhaps one day, we may live as your neighbors.”

      “Does everyone share that opinion?” I asked, thinking back to the burning boat.

      “As I said, my people can be very mistrustful and closed-minded,” King Dominic replied. “But they’ve promised to behave and welcome this new change. It will be difficult at first, but my people are strong. They’ll adapt and offer their full support soon enough.”

      “So, you’ve lived here your entire life? All of you?” Vanessa asked. “You’ve never even seen a glimpse of the outside world?”

      Queen Vivienne and King Dominic hesitated, so Christian answered instead. “That’s right. This kingdom is all I’ve ever known.”

      I had the strange feeling they were holding something back. What was with all the pauses and hesitations?

      “Why did you contact the United States?” Mom asked. “Why not the other countries?”

      “This is a small step. A test to see if it’s truly a good time to branch out,” King Dominic said. “Your United States is one of the most advanced first-world countries, or so I’ve heard. I figured your people were a good place to start.”

      “I see. Anyway, let’s discuss our values,” Mom said. “I want you to know where our people stand. We believe in equality, women’s rights, and gay rights, as well as healthcare, quality education, and a judicial process. We also believe in basic respect and honesty.”

      “As do we,” King Dominic said, smiling. “As I said, I am a progressive king. Our kingdom may look old-fashioned and conservative, but we do have modern values.”

      “That’s good to hear. It makes my job much easier. What are your plans in the coming weeks?”

      “I would like to help you set up an embassy here,” King Dominic said. “As well as begin the negotiations for trade and tourism. I’m eager to see what we can offer your country. All of which I’m sure will be boring for Vanessa and Olivia, so we can speak about that in private.”

      “Sounds good to me. I’d also like to inquire about technology,” Mom said. “With your permission, we could help you come into the twenty-first century. It would certainly make communication much easier.”

      Queen Vivienne leaned over, whispering something in King Dominic’s ear. He nodded and turned back to Mom. “Thank you for the offer. We’ll think about it and get back to you on that. My people aren’t fond of change, and I don’t want to do too much at once and overwhelm them.”

      “Of course. No pressure,” Mom said. “Is there anything else you’d like us to know about your people? President Bennett wants me to gather as much information as possible.”

      “We believe very strongly in hunting, spending time together, and our spirituality. We have a church in the village that we all attend privately, which is why we have no religious leader,” King Dominic said. “I also believe in new beginnings. One I hope to have with your people.”

      “So do we. Turns out we have a lot in common,” Mom said, smiling. Then it turned to a frown. “One last thing…and it’s uncomfortable to bring up, but necessary. It’s about the American missionary who went missing here in the 1920s. His name was Charles Browning, and we know he was planning to visit your island to convert you to Christianity based on old journals of his that we found. Do you know anything about that?”

      Vanessa looked at me, equally shocked. What was Mom talking about?

      King Dominic sighed. “Yes, I do. It’s common knowledge around here. You see…the old king had a very bloodthirsty general. The general feared the missionary had come here to kill us, and so he attacked and killed him.”

      “I see. What happened to the body?”

      “Unfortunately, the general dumped the body into the ocean, much to the king’s disapproval,” King Dominic said, shaking his head. “On behalf of my people, I apologize. I believe the missionary had good intentions, but…the old general did not want to listen.”

      Mom nodded. “I’m sorry to bring it up, but President Bennett wanted to know what happened to him. We had a feeling he was murdered. After his disappearance, all major countries around the world dissuaded people, even missionaries, from sailing to your kingdom. We believed you were too primitive and violent to contact.”

      King Dominic lifted his glass. “I assure you, my people have changed since then. Why don’t we raise a toast to Mr. Browning? To forgiveness and starting over?”

      “To forgiveness and starting over,” Mom agreed, lifting her glass and taking a sip.

      Vanessa and I did the same, wondering why Mom hadn’t told us the story of the murdered missionary. I felt upset she’d leave something important like that out. Christian and Queen Vivienne both took long sips, looking uncomfortable.

      “I’m glad we put that unpleasantness behind us,” King Dominic said. “And regarding Olivia and Vanessa…do they still attend school?”

      Mom nodded. “Yes. They’re both seventeen, going into their last year of high school. Don’t remind me. My daughter has grown up so fast.”

      “That they do,” King Dominic said, glancing over at Christian. “We’d be more than happy to welcome them into St. Raven’s Academy. That’s our only school here. Just so you know, we have classes all year long, even during the summer months. They can start bright and early tomorrow morning.”

      Vanessa looked shocked. She hadn’t expected coming here would mean early classes and homework, and neither had I. I would’ve faked sick if I’d known.

      “What?” I asked. “School in the summer? But⁠—”

      Mom elbowed me under the table, shutting me up. “They’d be delighted to attend. Thank you, King Dominic.”

      He nodded, rising to his feet. “Well, with breakfast and our question period over, I owe you a tour of our kingdom. I can ask one of the guards to show you around⁠—”

      “I can do it,” Christian said, standing up. “I’ve finished my work at the library, so I’m free for the day.”

      King Dominic looked puzzled that he volunteered, but nodded. “Very well. Change into something more casual and my son will give you a tour of V. I’ll be working in the castle in the meantime, but don’t hesitate to ask me for anything.”

      “Be careful,” Queen Vivienne said, turning to Christian. “Ensure nothing happens to our guests. We’ve already had one…accident, and I don’t want a repeat.”

      Christian nodded, leaving to change. King Dominic and Queen Vivienne left for the throne room as the servants began cleaning up. We thanked them for the meal and returned to our rooms.

      “When were you planning on telling us they’d killed someone?” I asked Mom, my hands on my hips.

      “I didn’t want to scare you,” Mom whispered. “Look, President Bennett and I weighed the risks before we came here. It’s why we brought Russell. But you heard everything King Dominic said back there. We should still stay cautious, but I don’t think they’d lure us here to kill us. And besides, that was decades ago. The United States doesn’t have a squeaky-clean record, either.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I muttered, “for all our sakes.”

      As Mom and Russell returned to their rooms to change, Vanessa scoffed beside me. “No internet, school in the summer, and a shady background of killing visitors? I’m liking this country less and less by the minute. But hey, at least your cute boyfriend’s giving us a tour. Maybe things are looking up.”

      “Stop calling him that,” I mumbled. “I’ve had two conversations with him. And you know I’m not looking for anything, not this soon, anyway.”

      Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Look, if your mom’s right and these people have changed, then I think you should go for Christian. You can’t let Douchebag Dylan hold you back forever.”

      Dylan. Just hearing his name felt like a kick to the gut.

      “We’re not having this conversation,” I muttered, opening the door to my room. “We both promised we wouldn’t say his name here.”

      Vanessa followed me in as I searched through my clothes, looking for something casual. “That was only if you promised to leave your heartbreak behind, which you clearly haven’t. What he did to you wasn’t cool, but you have to move on at some point. Promise me you’ll think about it.”

      “If I say yes, will you stop bugging me?”

      “Maybe,” she said, shrugging. “No promises.”

      “Fine. Now, can you get out of my room?”

      She grinned, slowly sauntering to the door. “Olivia and Prince Christian, sitting in a tree…”

      I rolled my eyes and slammed the door, and I could hear her humming the tune in the room adjacent to mine.
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      Ten minutes later, I had changed into my favorite blue jeans and cardigan. Me, Russell, and Mom waited out in the hallway for Vanessa to finish getting ready. As usual, she took her sweet time.

      Mom knocked on her door. “Vanessa, are you coming?”

      She flung open the door a second later, rolling her eyes. I glanced at her and realized she had done her hair and make-up and changed into a more casual dress. “I’m here. Happy?”

      “Yes, so glad you’ve finally decided to join us,” Mom muttered sarcastically. “We need to find Prince Christian. He’s probably waiting for us⁠—”

      Christian emerged from a door behind us, scaring us all. He had changed into a black jacket and matching pants. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sneak up on you. The castle has many connecting doors and hallways. If you’ll follow me, I can show you the hotspots around the kingdom.”

      “Where to first?” I asked.

      “Let’s start with St. Raven’s Academy,” he said. “I figured I should get you acquainted with it before your first day.”

      As he led us out of the castle, Vanessa turned to him. “So, Prince Christian…do you have a girlfriend?”

      He gave her a funny look. “No, I don’t. My work keeps me busy.”

      Vanessa frowned at me, disappointed with his answer. I glared at her for meddling.

      “Your work?” I asked. “So, you aren’t a student?”

      He laughed. “I guess I look younger than my age. No, I’m not a student. I work at the library as a seeker.”

      “What’s a seeker?” Mom asked.

      Christian paused. “Right, I forgot you aren’t aware of the careers around here. When students graduate from the academy, they choose from five paths: warrior, hunter, artisan, seeker, and empath.”

      “And what do they all mean?” I asked.

      “Well, seekers concern themselves with knowledge. I work at the library, studying all sorts of things, literature, history, math. It’s our job to know a little bit of everything. Warriors often end up as guards like my uncle or Dante, and hunters catch prey for us in the forest. They also preside over the Great Hunt.”

      “The Great Hunt?” Mom asked.

      “An annual hunting contest. It’s coming up soon, actually, and everyone’s required to attend. We make a game out of it, then celebrate with a big feast afterward.”

      “And the other two?” I asked.

      “Artisans run the shops in the village and make a wide variety of items,” he said. “Finally, we have empaths who learn to read people’s emotions. They usually end up as doctors. Our artisans also assist doctors in making healing salves, which our kingdom considers to be very important.”

      Christian led us down the white brick path, and more people came out to watch us. Didn’t they have jobs or something better to do?

      “Do you see that silver building in the distance?” Christian asked, and we nodded. “We call it the Solitude. It’s our jail. Stay away from it. Our prisoners can be very dangerous, and Father doesn’t want to see you get hurt. Our warden is a strong woman who keeps them in check, but accidents happen. As you’ve seen before.”

      “You have inmates, too?” Mom asked. “I’m surprised. Your kingdom just seems…so perfect.”

      He shook his head, leading us to a tall red building. “We’re far from perfect, Ambassador.”

      “Any other places of interest we should know about?” Mom asked.

      “A few. I’ll show you when we’re done here,” he said, opening the building’s glass door. “Welcome to St. Raven’s Academy.”

      As we entered the building, I noticed it was much smaller than the rest of the other places in the kingdom. Unlike our schools back home, it seemed cozier with ample couches, bookshelves in the hallways, and dim lighting.

      “Class is in session, so we’ll have to be quiet,” Christian said, “but I’m sure the professor wouldn’t mind if we observed. Feel free to look around.”

      Christian led us to a red door down the hallway and opened it quietly. As we entered, all the kids sitting at their desks looked over at us. It was hard to pinpoint their exact ages, maybe between six and ten, but they seemed very intelligent and alert.

      As Christian spoke quietly with the blonde female professor in a red robe, we took a look around the classroom. One boy with dark hair was building a small model of the castle, and it looked nearly identical to King Dominic’s. I certainly wasn’t making anything that good when I was their age. Scissors, chisels, and other sculpting supplies sat on his desk. He couldn’t have been older than ten, his skin pale with grey bags under his eyes.

      “That’s amazing,” I whispered. “You could be an architect when you grow up.”

      The boy had an odd expression on his face when he looked up at me, his pupils blown. “You smell…different. Weird.”

      His brutal honesty made me turn red in embarrassment. Sniffing my shirt quickly, I hoped I didn’t
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