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Lillian

“Look at you! I mean, who brings a book to a picnic?” Mathilda looks at me with such disgust. “I can’t believe your father sent out this proposal to Prince Roger, especially after the last prince turned you away after... what... three months? He couldn’t even court you for the whole six months. It’s pathetic really.”

“And Princess Lillian, you could be so much prettier. Does your father not have enough coins to buy you some cosmetics? You know, some lip or eye color?” Mathilda’s friend, whose name I don’t remember at the moment, laughs in my face.

“And that gown. The lace on the sleeves are old. Silk gowns are what real princesses wear. Even velvet would be better than this old lace overlay.” Pauline snarls as her green eyes roam over my gown.

Looking around at the ladies encircling me, I try to focus on the mid-afternoon sunlight bouncing off of the pond just past Mathilda’s shoulder. This picnic is turning out to be absolutely horrible. My eyes dart down to the book in my hand as they fill up with tears. The princesses and noble ladies have been ridiculing me at nearly every festivity that Prince Roger has hosted. Only this time has been worse.

“You really are pathetic, aren’t you? Some princesses receive a rejection once. Twice is even acceptable if there isn’t much financial gain. But you have managed to be rejected three times already.” All the ladies laugh at my expense. Mathilda looks at her friends while shaking her head. “As I’ve said, pathetic.”

Mathilda laughs at me before heading off to join Roger and a few of the lords he invited. I run my hand over my wind-blown brown hair. Slowly, I walk back over and sit down on the blanket spread across the ground underneath the large oak tree before opening my book to continue reading. Only, I can’t concentrate on any of the words on the pages.

Disappointment fills me as I glance at the dozens of princesses, lords, and ladies Prince Roger has invited to every festivity he’s held. We have spent no time together, learning nothing about each other. I would wonder if this were normal, but all three proposals have been the same. I have nothing in common with any of these princesses or ladies.

All I want to do is sit in the library and read books all day until it is time to eat. Then I just want to sit around with my friends, all of whom are our castle servants, and have conversations about things that actually matter. All these princesses want to talk about is gowns, jewelry, shopping, and gossips.

I love reading about faraway places, but I also love to hear about what is going on in our kingdom. I wish I had more power to help the people. Even though the war has ended, the people are still having a hard time recovering, whether it be from physical, mental, or financial problems. I want to help them, and I desire to see them happy with their daily lives. Once, I convinced my father to try one of my ideas. It helped tremendously. However, it took far too long to convince him to listen to me. There may not be enough time to convince him to try another idea.

Alas, with the thinking of most of the royal male population, I have no say, whatsoever. The only thing I can do is to be myself and be a friend to the servants in my home castle. Unfortunately, I am told by my father and mother, along with all other royals, that this is one of the main reasons the first three proposals were denied. More than likely, this fourth proposal will also end in the same way. Prince Roger does not want my opinion on how he can manage or treat his people better. Most people just don’t understand me. They say the way I stand up for servants and do nothing but read is all a waste of time.

Sighing, I lift my eyes from the book I’ve been staring at just in time to see the blonde-haired Lord Frederick yelling at a young servant girl, tears rolling down her face. My blood burns hot, and I jump to my feet, stomping my way over to him. He’s standing in front of her with his red velvet sleeved arm extended towards her face, his finger all but touching her nose. Slapping his finger from the young girl’s face, I slide in between them.

“What gives you the right to talk to her that way? What could she have possibly done to earn your harsh yelling?”

“If you must know, she was too slow to bring my water to me. I am absolutely parched. I will not wait a moment longer.” Lord Frederick towers over me, face beet red with furrowed eyebrows.

“She was late bringing your water? That’s all? You impatient fool! There’s plenty of water around here to quench your thirst until she arrives. That does not merit your anger towards her.” My chest heaves up and down as I try to calm myself.

Lord Frederick takes a menacing step forward. “Don’t stick your nose where it doesn’t belong. Why can’t you be like all the other princesses? She’s just a servant.”

“Just a servant...” I whisper under my breath. Glancing back at the girl, I see she is still holding the glass of water. “Are you still parched, Lord Frederick?” My voice coming out sickly sweet.

He gives me an uncertain look as I reach back and gently take the glass from the girl’s hand.

“Here, have your drink.” At that, I toss the water into his face. Turning back to the girl, I try to contain my smile as does she. “That will be all, Sadie. Thank you.”

As she walks back into the castle, I spin on my heels and march back over to my book without so much as a glance at Lord Frederick. Settling down on the blanket, I think about what Lord Frederick said, ‘like all the other princesses’.

Every royal male that I have ever met wants me to be like every other princess. They want me to dress in lavish clothing, gossip with tea, shop extravagantly, treat the servants poorly, and be the star of balls. They expect the queen and princess to sit there beside the throne and look pretty. Basically, be a spoiled brat. Outrageously beautiful, but a spoiled brat nonetheless.

I cannot do that. I hate shopping because it’s a bore. Those enormous gowns just get in the way and don’t allow you to sit in the window seat to read in the sunlight. I enjoy wearing simple, yet elegant gowns. I despise gossip. It’s none of our business what others do or say. Who am I to judge someone when I don’t know their circumstances? The servants are some of the nicest, realest people I have ever met, and I am honored to call them my friends and family. I don’t know about balls because I have never been to one, but I know I hate all the attention I receive when going to these festivities.

Even though my eyes are on the book, my brain is not registering anything on the pages. Just before I can continue dissecting my thoughts, the book is suddenly snatched from my hands. When my head jerks up, I’m shocked to see Lord Frederick standing there with water still dripping from his face, filled with such rage that it almost scares me.

“You should learn from the true princesses here at this picnic. They’re not running around telling people how to treat the servants, how the kingdom could benefit more, or with their nose in a book.” As soon as the words are out of his mouth, he throws my book out into the pond beside us. Laughter erupts around me as Lord Frederick turns back to me. I shrink back into myself, wishing I’d stayed home. I look around only to find Prince Roger standing off to the side, talking to another lord he’d invited. He’s ignored all their taunting before, and I guess he’s decided to ignore it this time as well.

Tears fill my eyes once again as their taunts fill the air, with Mathilda leading them. “You are not good at being a girl, let alone a princess.”

“You should’ve been born a servant. It suits you better,” Puffy haired Susie snarls.

“You should give up now. No one will ever want to marry you.” The one I can’t remember her name says in a condescending tone.

“You’re not queen material. You wouldn’t even be a good mother.” Big nosed Polly waves her hand up and down my body.

“Your family doesn’t even have enough coins to buy you face powder and paint.” The redheaded Carla announces untruthfully.

“You should’ve been born a boy,” Pauline states before I can correct Carla.

“You shouldn’t have even been born. You are useless and worthless.” Lord Frederick’s voice cuts through my heart like a knife cutting through fresh bread. My soul chills as my eyes meet his icy stare.

They laugh as they all saunter off to spend more time together. Just as I get up to run to find my carriage and driver, something catches my eyes. I walk down to the edge of the pond, picking up a soggy clump of something. Air leaves my lungs as I realize it’s the book I borrowed from the monastery in the village of my father’s kingdom. Dread fills me as I hold up the book and think about giving it back.

I make my way back into the castle to find someone who can have my carriage brought around to take me home. Tears are threatening to spill out of my eyes, but I am able to hold them in.

“Running home to Daddy, are we? Going to tell him what we’ve said so he can find you someone else who might take pity on a poor bookworm like yourself?” Mathilda smiles condescendingly.

She sashays her way over to the sofa I’m on in the sitting room. I try to avoid looking at her, but I also don’t want to not look at her in case she tries something. Her hand comes towards me, causing me to flinch. When my eyes make contact with hers, she smirks at me. Suddenly, my book is snatched out of my hands once again.

“No, don’t, please. The book doesn’t belong to me. I borrowed it from the monastery in my kingdom.”

“Oh, I see. She doesn’t have her own library. How sad.” Mock pity shines from her eyes even though she knows as well as I that very few, if any, castles have their own libraries. Before I can react, Mathilda flings the book into the roaring fireplace.

“NO!” Grabbing the fire iron, I try to fish the book out. Just as I almost have it, Mathilda pushes me sideways while snatching the fire iron out of my hand. She shoves the book in the middle of the fire.

“Give it up, Bookworm. You’re alone. No one wants to have anything to do with you. You will die a lonely spinster.” An evil laugh bubbles from deep within her as she makes her way back out of the room.

By the time I finally have the book out of the fire, it’s nearly unrecognizable. I wait for the book to cool before I wrap it in my shawl so that soot doesn’t get everywhere.

“Your carriage is waiting, Your Highness.”

Nodding, I follow the steward out to my waiting ride home. Trying to hold the tears back, I climb into the carriage. Once we are far enough away from the castle at Willoughby, I allow the tears to stream down my cheeks. For all the times I’ve had my lady’s maid accompany me, this is the one time I talked my father into letting me go alone. And it’s the one time I need her here with me to help me straighten out my feelings.

Multiple emotions fill me at once. I am sad about the book, embarrassed about what they all think of me, but most of all, mad at myself for not standing up to them. So, I stood up to them about how they talked to the servants, but I can’t stand up to them for what they say to me? Maybe it’s because they aren’t the first ones to say all of that.

After sitting in the carriage for another four and a half hours, my tears have stopped pouring out of my eyes, and I have finally arrived home. When the carriage stops, I wipe off the last tear rolling down my cheek and look out of the small window, immediately recognizing the silhouette of my mother, father, and brother. They’re going to want a mission report. I let out a weighted sigh as the coachman climbs down to open the door for me. He gives me a sympathetic look as I reach out and place my hand in his so he can help me down.

As soon as my tired, aching, slipper clad feet hit the loose, light brown dirt, I stand there for a moment to stretch out my stiff body. I let out another sigh before I look up and make eye contact with my family. Trying to give them a confident smile, I grab the charred book wrapped in my shawl and make my way up the stairs to the castle doors. I love my family, but I wish they would let me be, so I can go to my room and read until I fall asleep.

Tucking the shawl covered book under my arm, I start the trek up the steps to the castle. I am barely close enough to hear them when my mother speaks. “How did it go, my dear? Did you have a good time? Did you learn a lot about each other? Will there be an invitation this time?” Her blue eyes light up with hope.

“Mother, please slow down and breathe. I don’t think Lillian could even decipher the questions you just spit out,” my older brother laughs.

“Hush, Terrance,” my father chides my brother in his commanding voice.

I look around at my family and see them all looking at me expectantly. Even my brother, Prince Terrance, is waiting to hear what I have to say. “Can I not go inside and get some refreshments before you all start hounding me?” I question with a sigh of frustration. They have been doing this every single time I come back home from a festivity.

“Of course you may get some refreshments, my Lilypad,” my father replies as he opens up his arm for me to slide into his side.

I smile at the nickname that he has called me since I was a baby. “You know, father, you are going to have to stop calling me that when I get married.” I smile up at him and laugh at the sour look on his face.

“I don’t see why I can’t continue to call you that. You’ll always be my Lilypad. Just because you get married doesn’t change that.”

“All right, father. Don’t upset yourself.” I pat my hand on his chest.

We both chuckle as we make our way into the castle and towards the kitchen to see if Francesca has any refreshments. My mother and brother follow along behind us. I can hear them talking to each other, but I cannot make out what they are saying.

As soon as we enter the kitchen, the wonderful smell of freshly baked bread makes its way to my nose. “Oh, Franny, please tell me I can have a piece of that fresh bread!” I try to control myself so that I’m not drooling all over the place.

Francesca, or Franny as I like to call her, just laughs as she dumps the bread pan upside down to drop the bread onto the counter. She then flips the bread right side up and grabs a knife. Much to my enjoyment, she cuts off a piece for me.

“Here you are, my dear,” she says as she smiles and hands me the piece of bread.

“Thank you, Franny. You’re a lifesaver!” I shamelessly smell the fresh bread before I take that first glorious bite.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Lillian,” my mother says as she scowls at me.

According to her, I’m not supposed to eat a lot of bread, nor am I supposed to talk so freely with the servants. I’m expected to tell them what I want and wait for them to do as they’re told. Ah, but that is just not me. I can’t be mean and demanding of them. They’re my friends. No, more like family, really. I don’t reply to my mother this time simply because, out of the corner of my eye, I see Franny shaking her head for me not to. So I listen... this time.

Mother can’t take it anymore and grabs my elbow, leading me to the sitting room. Both men follow us and sit in the chairs across from the sofa that my mother plops me down on. I try to keep the book hidden in the shawl so they can’t see the disaster.

“Now, are you going to tell us anything?” Mother sits there impatiently while I finish the last of my piece of bread.

“What do you want me to tell you, Mother? It was like all the other times I’ve been to Willoughby. There were a dozen other princes and princesses. We had a picnic and played games.”

I don’t have the heart to tell my mother that they didn’t include me in many games or conversations. That any time any of them even looked my way, they gave me ugly looks, or any time they spoke to me was to ridicule me. It would break my family’s hearts if they knew that this proposal was turning out like all the others, with the added humiliation of their taunts.

My mother, however, doesn’t catch the melancholy tone of my reply. She does this weird high-pitched squeal while clapping her hands together. She looks and sounds like a half seal, half pig creature. Mother then stops and sighs as she stares off into the fireplace with a dreamy look in her eyes. I know what that look is about. She’s already planning the wedding in her head.

“Oh Lillian, this one is going better than the last three, I’d say. So far, Prince Roger hasn’t rejected you because he believes there will be no financial gain like the first prince did. Prince Roger hasn’t balked at the amount of time you spend reading like the second prince did. Even though I do have to agree with him on that. You do read too much, Lillian.” My mother rattles off, listing the good points of this proposal.

“Mother. Just as I told Prince Francis of Wakefield, I read all sorts of books, some of which have helpful tips on real-life situations that can help run a kingdom.” I tell my mother exasperatingly again.

“Never the matter. Prince Roger has not mentioned your lack of proper dress or etiquette as the last prince did.” She sighs heavily. “I did do my best with you. Despite all of that, surely you will be receiving an invitation.” Mother fidgets her hands nervously.

“Well, we still have a few days before we should expect an invitation.” My father is also holding on to hope with this proposal as he gives Mother a calming look.

This was the last close eligible prince. If this one falls through, which I believe it will, the only eligible royals left are the ones that are more than a day’s ride away. That means I would have to stay at their castle for six months. I’m not too sure I like the idea of that.

Terrance gives me a look which says he can read my thoughts clearly from my facial expression. We sit there in silence for a while until Olive, the parlor maid, comes in and announces that dinner is served. We all stand at the same time. Father extends his arm for my mother, and Terrance does the same for me. Just before we head out, I hand the shawl covered book to Olive and ask her to put it in my chambers. We walk just far enough behind our parents so that they cannot hear anything we have to say. We have always done this ever since we were kids, not caring that there are four years between us. Terrance looks at me like he wants to say something, but is not sure he should.

“Oh, out with it already, Terry.”

He sighs as he gathers the words he wants to say. “You don’t think you’re going to get an invitation, do you?”

I look down at my shoes, feeling a little embarrassed not only about what they said to me but also that no one has picked me out of four proposals. I slowly shake my head ‘no’.

“Why not? You’ve been to more festivities with this one? That means more time spent together. And as Mother has pointed out, he hasn’t given any sort of complaint. How could he not send you an invitation?”

Bless my brother’s heart. He’s trying to remain hopeful and look on the bright side.

“Terry, throughout all the festivities and time spent together, Prince Roger and I have only spoken to each other a handful of times. Most of the time, he’s off talking to others. Like today, they didn’t include me in their conversations or their games. I played one game, and I could only get one sentence in before they changed the subject. I know nothing personal about Prince Roger, nor have I been able to tell him anything about myself.” And they all made fun of me. My brother would have a fit if I said that out loud.

I can feel my brother’s hope deflating more with every word. My brother doesn’t know what to say, and thankfully we enter the dining hall before he can think of something. We all take our respective seats. Father sits at the head of the table. Mother sits at the other end. Terry and I sit across from each other on the sides of the table. This is how we have always sat.

There is enough space between each of us that we might as well be sitting by ourselves. We don’t have conversations while we eat. My mother says it’s not very proper, but I think that’s simply because then we would have to yell just to hear each other. As the servants bring out everyone’s plates, I take a few minutes and allow my thoughts to run. What is the real reason for all the rejections? I know the reason they gave, but surely that’s not the only one. We are not poor so it cannot be because of the lack of financial gain. Could it be because of my family? Or my looks? My focus turns to my family. They all act in the way one would call normal. So could it be looks?

My father, King Winston, is roughly six feet tall, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. He is cleanly shaven, and has one of those faces that tells you he was really handsome back in his youth. He still looks pretty good, I guess, even with the age of fifty showing on his face and in his hair. I hate that the war, its effects, and the denied proposals have placed some distance between us.

My mother, Queen Clarice, is almost five and a half feet tall. She has light brown hair and blue eyes. You would never guess she’s in her late forties. She is your typical queen: seen and not heard, fancy gowns at all times, hair always in an immaculate style, jewelry galore, gossips with the best of them, and treats the servants as if they owe her something. Watching her interact with someone is frustrating, to say the least.

And Terrance. He’s just as tall as our father, with the same dark brown hair. Terry likes to keep his hair at a length that is just below his ears. I smile as I think about all the times I’ve told him he needs to either cut it short like father’s or let it grow longer and he just laughs it off and keeps it around his ears. He has our mother’s blue eyes. Even though I will be nineteen this year, Terry still treats me as if there are more than just four years between us.

My eyes move over to the empty chair beside my father. My heart aches as I think about Damitri. He was my oldest brother. He was handsome and nearly a complete copy of our father except with Mother’s blue eyes. Damitri went off to the war to fight for our kingdom. Unfortunately, he was killed on the battlefield while trying to call the troops to retreat to a safer place. We were told he was helping a younger soldier out of danger when a cannon hit. The table seemed more full and lively when he was here. Damitri was more outgoing than the rest of us. To top it off, Mother was more lenient with him. I miss him.

As I think about my family, I know they are all good looking in their own ways. Then I think about my own appearance. I know I’m pretty. I’ve been told that enough times that I believe it, but I’ve also been told by some of the noble ladies and princesses, along with my mother, that I would be even more beautiful if I wore heaps of makeup on my face like they do. I just don’t care about that. If people like you because of what your face looks like, then how are they going to feel when you wipe that face off at the end of the day? Still, it causes me to stop and ponder my appearance.

I have long, dark hair like my father and brother. My eyes are not like anyone’s in the family. They are brown, but not dark like my father’s. I don’t know what to call them, but they resemble a light chocolate color. I am, also, the shortest of the family at only two inches above five feet.

We silently sit and eat our meal as if we were each alone. By the time dessert is placed in front of me, I am tired of the silence. I sigh heavily before looking up across from me. When my eyes make contact with Terry’s, he makes a funny face. I try so hard not to laugh, but eventually I can’t help it and I burst out laughing. Before I can stop, Terry joins in laughing, too. Soon, neither one of us can seem to stop.

Mother gives us a disapproving look, while Father smiles at the two of us. When dinner is done, we all say our good nights and retire to our chambers just like every other night. When I open my door, I am greeted by the wonderful sight of my best friend, Fiora. She is actually my lady-in-waiting, but I can’t treat her that way. She is my best friend, and I am hers.

“So, how’d it go?” Fiora gives me a hesitant look as she waits for my response.

I sigh and hang my head as I slowly shake my head no.

“It’ll be all right. I’ve met him, and, trust me, you are way too good for him.” She sounds so confident in her opinion.

By looking at her and hearing her confidence, you wouldn’t expect her to be a servant. She’s a couple inches taller than me with the most beautiful golden blonde hair I’ve ever seen. Her eyes are blue, but not like Terry’s and mother’s, lighter. Honestly, both her hair and eyes match her personality, bright as sunshine.

“It doesn’t matter. In three days, invitations will be sent out. When I don’t receive one, mother and father will know that I achieved yet another failed proposal.” Something catches my attention out of the corner of my eye. “Oh, I need you to take care of this for me.” Grabbing it off of the table beside my bed, I hand her the charred book in my shawl with a defeated look. I’m not known for being so glum, but after nearly three years and still no interest, it wears on you. Add the insults and laughs I received today, and I’m ready to crawl into my bed and cry for weeks.

“Of course, I will. Now, enough about that pretentious fool. Let’s get you ready for bed. I have just the thing to cheer you up.” Fiora smiles knowingly as she holds up a new book from the monastery library in town that she knows I haven’t had time to read yet.

I can feel my face lighting up with excitement. We work together to get me out of the gown that my mother and I compromised on. Once I am in my nightwear, I say good night to Fiora as she leaves to go to her own bed. I climb under the covers and snuggle in with my back against the massive headboard.

Before I bury myself in the world of my book, I think back on today. It was a disaster. I’ve been ignored and given ugly looks, but no one has gone as far as to call me names and laugh at me in my face, not until Mathilda and her friends. Tears roll down my cheeks as their voices fill my head once again.

“You are not good at being a girl, let alone a princess.”

“You should’ve been born a servant. It suits you better.”

“You should give up now. No one will ever WANT to marry you.”

“Your family is too poor.”

“You’re not queen material. You wouldn’t even be a good mother.”

“You should’ve been born a boy.”

I don’t believe I will ever forget what Lord Frederick said to me. “You shouldn’t have even been born. You are useless and worthless.”

It hurts to know that Prince Roger stood there without saying a word. I shake those thoughts from my head and engulf myself into the book until the late hours of the night. At some point, I fall asleep, dreaming of a time when I can be myself without ridicule and humiliation, while finding someone who loves me for me.
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Chapter 2
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Lillian

The last couple of days have gone by slowly. There have been no festivities because the royal family of Willoughby is preparing for the ball. So naturally, I have spent my new found free time reading and talking with my friends. Today, however, is the day of truth. By early afternoon, I should know whether I will be going to my very first ball.

It is mid-morning and, for some reason, I am nervous, even though I wasn’t nervous about the other three proposals. I guess it’s because I am running out of options. That must be it, because it has nothing to do with the fact they all ridiculed me every chance they got. Trying to finish the book that I started last night, my mind keeps going to the imminent future. I’ve read the same sentence at least a dozen times. Finally having enough, I slam the book shut and place it on the table beside me in the sitting room.

Just as I heave out an exasperated sigh, Simon, our steward, comes in holding a sealed letter. “A rider dropped this off for you, Your Highness.”

I focus on his voice that old age has made raspy, giving myself time to muster up the courage to open it. I reach out and take the letter, only to notice that my hands are trembling. When Simon doesn’t let go, I look up into his caring eyes.

“No matter what it says, you are still the most wonderful woman I have ever had the pleasure of knowing.”

I try my best to swallow the lump of gratitude that has formed in my throat at his words. “Thank you, Simon.”

He smiles at me and lets go of the letter as he makes his way out of the sitting room to give me privacy to read it. I take a deep breath and break the seal of the letter. My heart is beating in my ears as I unfold the stiff parchment.

“The Kingdom of Willoughby

humbly requests your presence at the ball to be held at

the Willoughby Castle

on the 11th of October in the year of our Lord, 1458

for the announcement of Prince Roger’s coming engagement.”

I sit there wide eyed staring at the invitation. I received an invitation. I actually received an invitation! I can’t believe it! Why did he send me an invitation? I didn’t even think he liked me. Maybe we had more of a connection than I thought. If he wasn’t going to announce me as his fiancee, he wouldn’t invite me. That’s what the last ones did. They just didn’t invite me.

I hate all the attention that is placed on me when I am attending any of the festivities. And, I’ve heard that there’s even more attention when you enter the ball. Of course, I wouldn’t know anything about that. I’ve never been to a ball, even though I’m eighteen, almost nineteen years of age.

I was only twelve when the war broke out, and life as we knew it stopped. At the time, I hated that there was a war, but I was happy that I wouldn’t have to attend my coming of age ball. Little did I know what the future held. And now, I’m invited to my very first ball.

I can’t believe this. I thought they hated me. Why would Prince Roger send me an invitation after what his friends said to me? Maybe this is another chance for them to make fun of me again. Or maybe his father is forcing him to marry me. Maybe he was just going with the crowd and isn’t as mean as I thought.

Suddenly, I’m interrupted by my mother’s voice. “Lillian, what is the matter?” She sits down on the sofa near my chair and looks at me with concern and confusion. I turn my head and look at her in disbelief while she points to the parchment in my hand. “What is that?”

Words fail me, so I hand her the invitation. It only takes a few seconds for her to read it. She jumps up off the sofa so fast that I’m afraid that she’s going to fall and break her neck.

“This is amazing! You finally received an invitation! I have to inform your father. Oh, and we must get you a new gown. We only have four days to prepare.” Mother goes on chattering about what the gown should look like as she speedily walks out of the room with the invitation to, presumably, find my father.

I still cannot believe that I received an invitation, and I don’t really know how to feel about it, causing my thoughts to jump all over the place. Happiness tries to take over my body, but confusion ceases some of the butterflies in my stomach. Or maybe those butterflies are due to nerves and not happiness. All he’s done is ignore me while his friends turn up their noses at me. Therefore, how can we really know each other? Tears fill my eyes as I think about having to leave my friends and family. I nearly jump out of my skin when my brother barrels into the sitting room.

“Is it true? Did you really get an invitation?”

I look at him like he’s lost his mind. “Of course I did. Didn’t you see the invitation in Mother’s hand?”

Terry then gives me a sheepish look before responding, “No. I ran straight here to see if it was true, and how you feel about it.”

“Honestly, I’m not sure how I feel. Don’t get me wrong, I am happy it’s finally happening, but I’m confused because we didn’t really spend a lot of time together. We know nothing about each other-”

“Oh, but you’ll learn more about each other during the marriage,” Terry interrupts.

“But how can he truly like me enough to marry me when he doesn’t know me?” And turns a blind eye while his friends ridicule me and tell me I shouldn’t have even been born? “Besides, what if this is some big misunderstanding? What if he didn’t want to send me an invitation? What if this is some cruel joke?” My voice quivers at the end of my questioning as all the ladies’ and lords’ laughing faces flash in my mind.

“Look, Lilly,” my brother walks up to me until we are standing face to face, rubbing his hands up and down my arms, “I don’t know his reasons, but he has to like you in order to send you an invitation, right? His father and mother have some say over the invitations; therefore, surely they wouldn’t send one out as a joke. Really, Lillian, only children do those kinds of things.”

“I guess you could be right.”

“Of course I’m right. It will all work out fine. Trust me.” Terry smiles encouragingly at me.

“Don’t think too highly of yourself.” I bump his shoulder with my hand. “I’m also a little sad that I’ll be leaving all of you. I’ll miss everyone, even you.”

We smile at each other for a few seconds before Terry reaches out and envelopes me in one of his brotherly hugs I love so much. We embrace each other for what feels like forever before Terry speaks up.

“I’m going to miss you too, but we’ll see each other often. Let’s promise we will visit each other at least once a month.” He then grabs my shoulders and pulls me away from him just enough so that he can look into my eyes.

“Promise,” I say to him, and I realize just how much I’m going to miss him.

The next few days go by in a blur of excitement. My father seems very pleased that this proposal has resulted in an invitation. Terrance seems as if it really doesn’t matter, and I thank him for that. Besides Fiora, my brother is the only one who is trying to keep things normal so that I don’t get too nervous. My mother is running around trying to make sure my gown is made and ready on time.

“Mother, for the last time, no tulle, no lace, no ruffles.” My head rests in my hands.

“It needs something to make you stand out as a princess!” My mother is holding rolls of tulle and lace.

“It’s fine, Mother. Look, it has some lace around the neck, arms, and at the bottom.”

“Well, it needs more tulle under the skirt to make it fuller.”

“It’s full enough, Mother.” I sigh in exasperation.

“What about the sleeves?”

“What about the sleeves?” My eyes narrow with suspicion.

“We could make the top part right here,” Mother reaches up and tugs lightly on the sleeve of the unfinished gown I’m wearing, “big and fluffy, like a cloud.” Her eyes light up at the idea of a large fluffy sleeve. She reaches over to grab a small piece of fabric and places it at the top of the sleeve to demonstrate the sleeve she’s envisioning.

“How about this?” I reach over and pull the fabric some, making it a smaller puffy sleeve.

“I think that will look beautiful.” Mother smiles at me.

A sigh of relief escapes my mouth. My mother and I have finally compromised on the finishing touches of the gown.

The day of the ball arrives, and I am so nervous that I cannot keep my hands from shaking with jitters while Fiora is fixing my hair. “Oh, will you please be still?” Fiora cries out in frustration.

“I’m sorry. I’m just so nervous.”

“You’ll be fine. Now sit still.”

I nod my head in agreement. Fiora finally gives up and pulls my hair into a bun at the base of my neck. Pulling a ribbon that matches the blue along the neck of my gown out of a box on the table beside her, Fi threads it over the top of my head and through my hair to tie behind the bun at my neck. I take a deep breath and stand up so that we can put my gown on. I step into the opening as Fiora pulls it up my legs. Together, we make sure my undergarments stay where they are supposed to be. I hold the front up so that Fiora can tie up the back.

“There, you’re done. And you look beautiful.” Fiora smiles at me as she looks at the finished product.

My gown is a royal blue silk lined with lighter blue lace along the v-neckline and the bottom of the gown. There is a strip of blue along the sides of the waist to hide the seams, around the wrist, and just above the elbow of the sleeves. The top half of the sleeves are puffed out, just like Mother and I agreed upon. The neckline comes down pretty far, but the undergarment that I am wearing will cover what the gown does not. A wide white ribbon encircles the waist. The bodice is snug against my skin, but the skirt is a little fuller than I normally wear, yet not too full.

Before I can thank Fiora for helping me and fixing my hair, someone knocks on my door.

“Come in.”

The door swings open, and Mother breezes into the room. She stops just in front of me. “My dear, you look absolutely beautiful. I wish I could go with you, but I’m having one of my dizzy spells.” She gives me a sympathetic look and smiles sadly.

“I know, Mother, but I’ll be fine. I promise. Besides, Fiora is going with me.” I try to give her a confident smile, but I don’t know if she’s all that convinced. She looks at me for another few moments before my father walks in.

“Time to go, Lilypad.” He smiles proudly at me. “I remember when you used to run around the castle grounds wearing some of your brother’s old trousers.” We all chuckle at that memory. “Now you’re all grown up and letting your inner beauty outshine the outer beauty.”

I tear up a little at my father’s beautiful words.

“Oh, enough of all that. You need to get a move on before you’re late. You have a long ride ahead of you. And remember, they have a room for you to stay in should it get too late for you to ride home,” my mother says as she heads out of the room and towards the stairs.

Once they all leave the room, I take one last look at my reflection in the mirror. You’re going to be just fine. He sent you an invitation for a reason, even if you don’t know what that reason is. It will all work out, just like Terry said. You can do this. With my nerves settled for the moment, I walk out of my room.

My family stands at the bottom of the stairs with all the servants behind them, as they all see me off to my very first ball. The four and a half hour carriage ride does nothing to help with my nerves. Fiora talks the entire way there; however, I can’t focus on her chattering. I can’t help but wonder, Why did he accept the proposal and send me an invitation? We don’t know each other. Why did he pick me? The time we spent together keeps running through my mind over and over. I am trying to remember if there was anything that could have led him to accepting the proposal. All I can think about is the picnic, but that was an utter failure so that makes no sense.

I’m still just as confused as I was when I feel the carriage slow down, coming to a stop. As I sit there and wait on the footman to open my door, my nerves begin to really ramp up. I am just about to tell him to take me home when the footman opens the door and smiles warmly at me.

“You’ll do just fine, Lillian. I’ll be along the wall with the other servants if you should need me.” Fiora rubs my shoulder with encouragement.

I am only able to give her a small smile as the footman helps me out of the carriage. As I look up at the castle that is before me, my stomach drops. You can do this. As I make my way up the stairs to the entrance of the castle, I hear the carriage pull away behind me. No turning back now. At the top of the stairs, I have to stop to take a deep breath. If I don’t calm down, my nerves are going to cause my heart to beat out of my chest.

As I walk through the doors, I can hear the music faintly with the hum of conversations floating along with every note. I decide to clasp my hands together in front of me just to hide the shakiness. Stopping in front of the door which leads into the ballroom, I take one more deep breath and nod to the doorman to open it. When the door is fully open, I am bombarded with all the sights and sounds of the ball. A band sits off in one corner, playing tunes worthy of dancing to. Conversations drift on the air throughout the room.

There are many men and women standing around the edges of the ballroom talking to each other. Top coats, tulle, and silk swirl around as heels and boots click and clack on the wooden dance floor. Chandeliers with flickering candles hang from the ceiling. Lanterns shine from their places on the walls, casting light on the faces around.

My heart sinks into my stomach at the sight of dancers twirling around. I’m not looking forward to dancing. I know how to dance and learned to dance with Terry, but I have never actually danced with anyone else. What if I step on his feet? What if I
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Announcement

Duc to the tragedy of the long four year war, the old
marriage system is obsolete. The council has succumbed to the
idea of a new system, in hopes of uniting the kingdoms.

A king shall send 2 proposal for his daughter’s hand in
marriage 1o an cligible prince or king when she is 10 years of
29¢.

The prince and princess will spend the next six months
getting to know one another by attending dinner parties and
social gatherings together.

Since cligible male heirs are few, the prince and his
kingdom will host all the festivitics.

1f the hosting kingdom is within 2 day's ride away, the
princess shall stay at her castle and travel to the festivitics. If
more than a day's ride away, she will stay with the host uniil
the six months are over.

At the end of the six months, the prince’s kingdom shall host
4 ball. 3 he accepts her, the princess will reccive an invitation.
1F not, she will not be invited.

Tuis advised to wait six months before sending out another

proposal, but is not required.
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