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for my extraordinary nieces

Emma and Rachel

from the kingdom of my heart


Chapter 1

Grey

“But that’s eons from now,” I say.

“You’re the crown princess, Grey,” Dad says. “You have to be prepared.”

“I’m prepared,” I say, although I’m hardly prepared to take over.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Dad says. “You’re thinking that I wasn’t prepared, so why should you be?”

“I wasn’t thinking that,” I say even though I was thinking that. “I was thinking that you’re a great king—the best—and you’ll be a difficult act to follow.” Well, I was thinking that too.

“My father was an impossible act to follow,” Dad says, “but I did my best. And I know you will too.”

“Is there something you’re trying to tell me here?” I say.

I go back in my mind over conversations Dad and I have had over the last few months and too many of them seem to be about my ascending to the throne.

“Grey, I just want you to be ready. You’re twenty-three, a year older than I was when I became king, and sometimes I look at you and I think you’re still very, very young.”

“Mom was married to you when she was much younger than I am,” I say. “Did she seem very, very young to you?”

Dad likes talking about Mom, who died in a horrible accident three years ago, so I try to give him as much encouragement to talk about her as I can. It’s not like he can chat about her with his advisors or members of the court. Other than Verden, anyway.

“Your mom always seemed young to me,” Dad says. “She had a young spirit—”

“But an old soul,” I say, interrupting him. He always says the same thing about Mom.

“So she was ready to get married even though she was barely eighteen.”

Dad now has that faraway look he gets when he talks about his dead wife. My dead mom. The one person who held everything together and loved us both so completely it still seems like a persistent, unending nightmare that she’s gone.

“Maybe it’s my marriage you want me to prepare for,” I say.

Dad can be sneaky this way—seeming to talk about one thing but he really means another. A good quality in a king.

As not ready as I am to be king, I am very not ready to get married. For one thing, you need a husband for that, and I know of no one who fits the bill. A very particular and very expensive bill, in my case. Since he has to be royalty and since I’d be king and he’d be forever Husband of King. Not really a job anyone wants to apply for. Despite the perks.

“Greyson, dear,” Dad says, and I blanch. He never calls me by my full name. Ever. Greyson’s the name my parents’ son was to have had except they never had a son, so they named their daughter that.

“What is it, Dad?” We finished eating long ago but we’re still sitting at the informal table together. The one just off the kitchen. The one my great-grandfather would never have set foot in since he was above this kind of informality.

“Greyson,” Dad says. “Think about everything carefully. You have a heavy burden to carry and I won’t always be here to help you. In fact, when you’ll need me the most, I won’t be here at all. That’s one of the great difficulties of this position.”

“Heavy the head,” I say, but I smile and so does Dad.

“Something like that,” he says. “And the heart as well.”

“Dad, do you think maybe you could go on a date?” I say. “It’s been three years and you’re still a young man.”

“Grey,” he says, reverting to calling me by the name I recognize, “don’t be foolish. You know there’ll never be anyone other than Iryx. And I have more important things to take care of.”

“But—just a date, Dad. Not a commitment.”

“What about your dates?” Dad says, and I kick myself for bringing up the topic. This is the very very last thing I want to talk about. “How have they been going?” he says.

“They haven’t started yet,” I say.

“Your cousin is very anxious to see you,” Dad says. “How many years has it been?”

“A hundred,” I say, wishing it were a million. My despicable cousin. Unbelievable that he’s my dad’s sister’s son.

“Phara is very keen on coming here,” Dad says. “You know how it is in the south.”

“Hot,” I say.

“Humid,” he says.

“Why can’t everything stay the way it is?” I say. “It’s so good right now. The kingdom is stable. My studies are going well. You get the wistful look for Mom only once a day instead of once an hour. And I don’t want to date.” Not the way Dad wants me to.

“Because you don’t want to pick out your future husband,” Dad says. “But don’t think of it that way, Grey. That’d be best.”

“But I do think of it that way,” I say. “Because it is that way.” Because of things I can’t tell Dad. Because of things I don’t even want to tell myself, even though they take up my thoughts and sensations more and more of the time lately.

“Well, you can’t take over the throne unless you are married that month,” he says. “And you know that.”

“You did,” I say.

“That was different,” he says.

“How?” I say, challenging him. “There’s no difference.”

“The difference was that I’m a man and that everyone knew that Iryx and I were about to wed. It was only a matter of timing. Because people were coming from such distances. And it was the first day of the next month.”

“That’s what you always say.”

“Because it’s so,” he says, standing. “Let’s go for a walk.”

“Okay,” I say.

I wonder what would’ve happened if I’d said no.


Chapter 2

Keyfield

I knock on Allesandra’s door but there’s no answer. I walk around to the side of the tiny cottage and look into the back window. Once I found her asleep at the kitchen table. She has a grueling schedule at the mill.

But today she’s not asleep at the table. She’s not in the house. It’s empty.

I so wanted to talk with her. More and more I feel my days aren’t complete unless I can at least stop by and have a chat. Or sneak a kiss, although I’ve done that only once.

As I walk away, I wonder if that’s why she’s not home. If she’s avoiding me. If she was upset that I kissed her, that I held her hand for so long a time after I’d kissed it. That I want something more from her than our friendship. Than a simple kiss on the back of her hand.

Because I do want much more, but she’s reticent, so I hold back. And, besides that, I can wait forever as long as I know we’ll be together eventually. That there’s hope, which there can never be enough of.

“Hey, Keyf!”

I turn around to see my friend Georg, strands of his straw-colored hair blowing across his face. It’s been a particularly windy season this year.

“Georg,” I say. “Aren’t you supposed to be across town?”

“Finished that,” he says. “Knew I’d find you here and thought we could all have a drink or two.”

“She’s not home,” I say, nodding at Allesandra’s cottage. The three of us sometimes go out together for drinks, although she drinks only the most mild libations.

“Ah, young love. Yet your hair’s already half-gray,” Georg says, running his hand back through his flaxen mop. He loves teasing me about my prematurely gray hair. It’s been this way since I was ten—both the hair and Georg’s teasing.

“Let’s get a drink,” I say, then I knock on Allesandra’s door again.

“I thought you said she wasn’t home,” Georg says.

“I want to make sure.”

But there’s no answer.

“She’s probably at work,” Georg says. “She often does an extra shift.”

“I worry about her,” I say.

“You’re in love with her,” Georg says.

“I am that,” I say.

I can agree but I can’t say the word love because I’m saving it to tell Al myself. She should be the first to hear it from me, even though Georg knows very well that I’m so in love with Allesandra that it’s all I can do to talk about or even think about anyone or anything else.

“Did you know right away?” Georg says to me as we make our way back to the centerpoint.

“I knew before right away,” I say, picking up the pace.

Georg and I have had this discussion before. Many times before. He’s dying to find someone and fall in love, the way Al and I are in love.

Or the way I’m in love. Sometimes I’m not a hundred percent sure about Allesandra, about how she feels about me, although at other times I’m a billion percent sure.

Georg and I continue down the side streets, which we both prefer. Even though it seems like a direct route would be best, it’s often the winding, circuitous, tight alleys that offer the fastest course. And when you’re an errand runner, you get to know which streets are best and which to avoid.

For example, anything near the palace is sure to slow you down. So Georg and I avoid that neighborhood at all costs. And it’s not like we ever have to go near there. The palace has its own errand runners. Or maybe they call them squires or pages or some similarly silly name. The whole palace, the monarchy, the king—all of it’s silly. Worse, actually.

“I wish I’d know beforehand,” Georg says. “It’d be most convenient.”

“I just knew that day,” I say. “Before I even saw her or had an inkling that she existed.”

I felt it with the same kind of certainty that’s usually reserved for sure-thing events like the sunrise. I was that positive.

Today’s the day I’m going to meet my true love, I’d said to myself that morning, and two hours later I ran right into Allesandra Crane, the most amazing, the most beautiful, the most brilliant, the most . . .

“Today’s the day I’m going to meet my true love,” Georg says. He’s not mocking me, like he sometimes does, although, like everything about Georg, it’s good-natured.

“Worked for me,” I say.

“Yeah, but where’s Al lately?” Georg says as he challenges my speed. I move into the next gear to keep up with him. We’ve been racing each other since we were boys.

We’re like brothers. And since Georg lost his brother, we almost are brothers.

“She must be at work,” I say. “I’ll stop by the mill later.”

“Didn’t she ask you never to go there?” Georg says, reminding me of something I’m all too familiar with.

I’ve begged Al to let me walk with her to or from work. Or meet her there. Or all of those things. But she insists I can’t. That it’d be bad for both of us. She could lose her job if it seems she has a boyfriend, and Georg and I could lose our business with the bad will this discovery would generate.

So I’ve never been there.

But maybe I’ll stop by. Take a look. Crouch behind a bush or something like that. The kind of thing a guy in love does in a fairy story.

“I’m going to go there anyway,” I say to Georg. “I haven’t seen Al for a week and it’s driving me crazy.”

“I’ll come with you,” Georg says. “Today’s the day.”

We change course and head for the mill.

Urgent pickup at 72 Crosslane comes the message over the comm. Needs both of you.

The comm, our second biggest expense, is our connection to Sandstron, our biggest expense.

We hired Sandstron several months ago, right about the same time I met Allesandra. Georg and I had been talking about this for a while—that we needed someone to coordinate everything, that even though we’d have to pay this coordinator, we’d get more work, it’d be easier for us, and it’d be worth it.

Sandstron’s been good and we do have more work now, although both Georg and I wonder about Sandstron, who neither of us ever sees and who’s a bit too damn mysterious. But he’s reliable, and he’s brought us lots of work.

We change direction and head over to Crosslane.

The mill will have to wait.

And I’ll spend another sleepless night, wondering what it would be like in my bed if Allesandra were there with me.


Chapter 3

Grey

A simple thing, really. Just a small rock in the pathway on this bright, sunny day.

Dad and I are out in the kitchen garden. He’s taken over Mom’s work there since her death. Says it keeps him close to her.

Even though Mom’s official tomb is in the palace graveyard behind the chapel, her ashes were scattered in the kitchen garden, the place where she was her happiest, her most relaxed, her most serene. That’s what Dad always says.

He’d never worked there before her death, although he often sat with her while she worked. But since the day after the funeral, he comes out here a lot. He works out here, which is surprising to everyone, including Dad.

Today, though, we’re just walking.

“I’ve had a lot on my mind recently,” Dad says, stating the obvious.

“I know,” I say. Equally obvious. Dad and I have a special bond. We can read each other’s minds at times. Since Mom’s death we’ve become even better at it.

“I want to talk with you about Boyce,” Dad says.

“Don’t,” I say, but he’s going to anyway. Boyce is my cousin. Dad’s sister Phara’s genius son.

“I know you don’t want to talk about this, but we have to,” Dad says.

“We’ve talked this to death,” I say. “I’m not interested in Boyce—”

“But you haven’t seen him in years,” Dad says. Boyce didn’t even come to Mom’s funeral. Something about the crucial stage of the research he’d been doing at the time.

“That makes no difference,” I say. “Boyce was a mean-spirited little devil. I doubt he’s changed much.”

“He was eight years old.” Dad says. “You were a damned nuisance when you were eight.”

“That’s not how I remember it,” I say.

“They’re coming tomorrow,” Dad says, shocking me.

“What do you mean, They’re coming tomorrow?”

“Just that,” Dad says. He reaches down and tugs on a weed, then changes his mind and lets it stay there.

“I’ve never understood weeds,” Dad says. “They seem fine to me.”

“Mom would’ve taken it out,” I say.

“Maybe,” Dad says. “Phara and Boyce will be here tomorrow afternoon.”

“Rupert’s not coming?” That’d be best.

“Your uncle has business to attend to in the city. He’ll be here the day after.”

“Hell,” I say, my hopes dashed that quickly.

“You should give Boyce a chance. Phara says he’s grown into quite the man. And his intellect is no secret. Even you have to admit that.”

“I have to admit nothing,” I say, although Boyce is a bona fide genius. He had three advanced degrees—one in some obscure math and the other two in even more obscure sciences—before his twelfth birthday. Who knows how many he now has? Hundreds, probably.

“My intellect is no secret either,” I say, but my observation falls flat. I may be smart but I’ve stopped short of finishing every degree I’ve ever started and have no certificate to prove what I know or what I understand.

But I’m going to be king. It’s not like I have to shine up a résumé. What will it matter if I have some letters after my name? King will suffice, I’m sure. Let Boyce be the genius, the little shit.

“I want you and Boyce to spend some time together,” Dad says. He crouches down and this time he does pull out a few weeds. He holds them in his hand, unsure where to deposit them. He stands up and we continue our walk.

“No,” I say.

“Please do me this one small favor,” Dad says. He looks down at me from his vast height and gives me that look that he knows I can’t resist. The look that says, I love you, Grey, and I know you’ll do whatever I ask because you love me too.

“Dad,” I say.

“Boyce is a young man now,” Dad says. “He’s been away at school for over fifteen years and he’s involved in important scientific research. That kind of experience changes a person. For the better. You have to give him a chance.”

“Dad,” I say.

“And Phara says he’s fantastically good-looking.” Dad has thrown this in because he knows I respond well to beauty.

“Phara would say that.”

“You’ve seen the images,” Dad says. “What do you think?”

“Anyone can fix up an image,” I say. And the images of Boyce are of a much-too-beautiful man, the kind who exists only in fiction.

“Promise me,” Dad says.

I relent. It’s Dad, after all, and he’s the king, and besides that, I love him. What will it hurt to spend a few minutes with my yicky cousin, no matter how genius or how gorgeous he may be?

“Okay,” I say. “I promise.”

“Thanks, Grey,” he says.

We walk on in silence for a while, Dad bending down and doing some weeding along the way. His left hand is now holding on to a veritable bouquet of weeds.

“He’d make a perfect husband,” Dad says.

“Who would?” I say, worried that Dad knows something I was sure he could never know.

“Boyce,” Dad says. “Who else?”

He doesn’t know. I let out the breath I’ve been holding.

“I said I’d spend time with Boyce. Not marry him,” I say.

“But you’ll consider it,” Dad says. “Promise me.”

I feel like I’m being forced into a slew of promises I don’t want to keep, but I love my dad, so I say, “Yes. I promise.”

Dad leans down to do some more weeding.

“Damn it,” Dad says as he stands up and trips over a small rock, then hops onto one foot. He’s not exactly the most athletic person in the world, but I didn’t expect him to trip on something hardly larger than a pebble and then go down so hard.

Neither did he, so he doesn’t brace himself, and his head slams right into some of the little pikes on the short iron fencing around the mulberries.

Still. We’re just out for a walk, like we always do. In the harmless kitchen garden. The place where Mom’s ashes were scattered. The place Dad loves more than anyplace at the palace. The place where he’s now sprawled out, blood gushing from a deep wound in his forehead.

“Dad!” I say as I see his body turn over onto his back.

He groans and tries to lift up his hand, the one still clutching the weeds, but his hand falls back to the ground, the fingers open, and the weeds scatter onto the gravel pathway.

The bleeding gets worse.

I rip a strip of fabric from my underslip, kneel down, and quickly tie the fabric around Dad’s head, covering the wound as tightly as I can. But it’s clear that this won’t work at all since the white cloth is instantly soaked and stained crimson with blood.

“Wait here, Dad,” I say. “I have to get help.”

Dad says nothing.

“I’ll be right back,” I say, but Dad doesn’t even grunt.

I stand up. For a second I look back down at my father.

Then I run.


Chapter 4

Keyfield

“Psst, Georg, be quiet,” I say.

Just as I’d pictured, the two of us—well, I’d originally pictured only myself, but Georg insisted on coming, so the new picture and the new actuality has both of us in it—are crouched behind a grouping of bushes about fifty meters back from the mill’s main entrance.

After Georg’s day of disappointment yesterday, never meeting his true love, we spent most of last night drinking and discussing how we’d approach today, Georg saying we should just show up with a package, claiming we were delivering it. Or that he would do this while I remained in the bushes, waiting for Allesandra to emerge.

We’re at the mill, the one where Al works. Well, even though she’s never said that this is the exact place, it’s the only mill in town. So it has to be the one where she works.

She wasn’t home this morning. Again. Georg and I went there first. I’m worried about her. What if she’s ill? What if something’s happened? To a member of her family? To her?

Like most people, Al doesn’t have a comm. They’re too expensive and one’s not necessary for her job. So I can’t get in touch with her.

Good thing Georg and I decided against the package ruse, since it seems to be a big day here at the mill. Some Important Personage is expected, I gather from the bunting draped across the front entry and the little flags that’re demarcating a path from the street toward this festooned doorway.

“Damn,” Georg says. “Who do you think is coming? The king?”

“Why would the king be at this mill?” I say. “It must be the owner. Or maybe they’re having some kind of celebration here.” Although what kind of a celebration could a textile mill possibly be having?

“There they are,” Georg says a little too loudly, although we’re so far away from anyone else, I doubt his voice can be heard. Georg points to a veritable entourage of super fancy vehicles that’re accompanying a horse-drawn carriage, of all things.

I fall into a reverie. To have a horse-drawn carriage, the owner must be unbelievably wealthy. I imagine myself that wealthy. I imagine myself with a horse-drawn carriage, then blot out that image and replace it with me astride a majestic white stallion, Allesandra sitting in front of me, as we ride off to . . . I don’t know where. Somewhere. Not here.

Somewhere where she and I can be together. My hands in the waves of her luscious, thick hair. Her face looking up at me. Somewhere where I don’t have to be hiding behind a bush just to catch a glimpse of her.

But what I catch a glimpse of instead of Al is a fancy-pants fellow getting out of the carriage. One of his lackeys puts out a little stool for him so he won’t have to jump down, the way a normal person would—if a normal person would even be in a carriage like this. And equally abnormal, they’ve unfurled a powder blue carpet, leading a path from the carriage to the mill’s front entrance. So Lord Pure and Mighty won’t have to step on the dirty ground like the rest of us do every day.

“Mr. Fortrum, sir,” says a shaky-looking fellow who’s doing a half bow. He must have come out of the mill while I was staring at the sideshow.

Fortrum straightens his jacket, and I catch a glimpse of what looks like the butt of a pistol at his side. What the hell?

“You’re early, sir,” the mill employee says.

“Hah,” says Fortrum as he takes a lace handkerchief from his coat sleeve and puts it over his nose and mouth. But not before his face twists into a mask of utter disgust.

Then he says something, but because of the handkerchief, only the shaky fellow can hear the words. Other than Georg and me, that guy’s the only person present who’s not part of Fortrum’s cavalcade. The rest of the mill workers must be inside, scurrying for cover.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Fortrum,” says the poor guy who’s in charge of seeing to this impossible-to-please creep.

Fortrum lowers the handkerchief just long enough that I hear him say, “The stench is unbelievable,” then he shoves aside the trembling mill worker and prances up to the entrance, where he’s greeted not by Allesandra, as I’d hoped he would be, since I’m dying for even a brief glance at her, but by a girl about Al’s age, which I think must be maybe twenty-two or twenty-three, although she’s never told me.

Then Fortrum does the most sickening thing I’ve ever seen outside of a brawl: he lowers the handkerchief from his mouth and spits on the girl.

I jump up, but Georg grabs hold of my arm, hard, keeping me from doing the only thing I want to do, which is to kill Fortrum.

“This isn’t your concern, Keyf,” Georg says, his voice so low that I can barely hear him over the rage boiling in my skull.

I shake my head at Georg just as he says, “Think of Allesandra.”

But I am thinking of Allesandra—the disgusting and, if that actually is the butt of a pistol I spotted, very dangerous Fortrum could be spitting on her—and this is precisely why I can’t stop myself.

I wrench away from Georg’s hold and sneak through the bushes, but then there’re no more bushes, so I make a crazy dash for the mill’s entryway.

“Don’t!” I say just as Fortrum pushes past the girl he just spit on.

He turns around, waves his handkerchief at me, and smiles with the kind of supercilious grin that creeps like him are so adept at.

I’m going to kill this bastard, I think just before I feel someone grab on to my left arm, which is just before I feel someone grab on to my right arm.

Two more bastards I have to kill, I think just before everything goes dark.


Chapter 5

Grey

“Greyson, my dear,” Phara says to me, “you must be strong.”

“I am strong,” I say. “But I wasn’t expecting this.”

“That’s precisely when you have to be the strongest,” says my shockingly gorgeous cousin Boyce.

The grimy, impudent little boy has been replaced by a tall, sure-of-himself man, a man who looks nothing like the images I’ve seen of him. The ones I thought had been manipulated in order to make him seem attractive. But now that I’ve had a few moments to really look at him, I’m convinced those images were manipulated in order to make him seem less attractive.

Because the Boyce Fortrum standing in front of me is utterly beautiful. His flaxen hair glows in the sunlight, his fresh skin radiates health and vitality, his green eyes are the color of the inland sea where my parents and I used to go when Mom was alive. The effect of all this is greater than the parts.

Even Elz, my maid, who’s standing beside me for our formal greeting of the visitors, seems almost overwhelmed by the phenomenon that is my genius cousin. She can hardly look his way and seems almost embarrassed to be in his presence.

Boyce Fortrum is charisma itself.

I’ve met him and his mother at the palace entrance, where I’d usually be standing with Dad to greet his family, but Dad’s not able to accomplish such feats as standing up, walking, or even talking. He’s been unconscious since the fall yesterday.

I might not be unconscious but I’m distracted as all hell. I need to be with Dad, not out here on the slate-covered terrace making polite talk with Dad’s sister and her son.

“Grey, you look beautiful,” Boyce says to me, and I have to stop myself from saying, So do you. He probably hears how beautiful he is ten thousand times a day. Or maybe an hour. The man is just devastating.

“I want to see Richard,” Phara says. “We got here as fast as we could.”

I don’t point out that they were coming anyway, even before Dad’s fall. And maybe they did get here sooner than they’d planned.

“Will Uncle Rupert be here soon?” I say as the four of us walk into the foyer.

“Excuse me, Princess Grey,” Elz says, curtseying to me, which she never does, and pointedly looking away from both Phara and Boyce. “I have my chores.”

“It’s all right,” I say to her, and she turns abruptly and leaves.

“Rupert’s out at the mill,” Phara says.

“Really?” I say as I lead her and Boyce into the library. That’s where Dad is.

Verden wanted to take Dad up to his bedroom, but I thought Dad would be more comfortable in the library. It’s always been his favorite room. And what if he wakes up and can’t get down the stairs? Better that he’s here on the main floor.

“That disgusting place,” Phara says while Boyce rolls his eyes, turning me into his ally. The mill is hardly disgusting. It’s quite pretty, actually. And one of the best places to work in town.

As we near the library, which is at the rear of the main floor of the house—house is how I think of the castle, since I’ve always lived here—I get filled with a great hope and imagine that Dad will be sitting at his desk when we go in the door, the same as ever but with a bandage on his head where it hit those pikes yesterday.

I knock on the library door but there’s no answer, so I open it and we go in.

The heavy shades are drawn over all ten of the French windows and it’s dark as hell in here. The doctor insisted on this even though I argued with her, saying that Dad would prefer the light. But it’s something about his head injury, she said. Darkness is part of the prescription.

“Richard, dearest,” Phara says as she strolls past me and goes right to the daybed where Dad’s lying, still as unconscious as he was twenty hours ago. Yet I half expect him to sit up now that Phara’s here. Time to have a rip-roaring argument with her, which is a traditional part of their relationship.

I go to join Phara, but Boyce touches my elbow and shakes his head. “Let them have some time alone,” he says.

He and I go to the other end of the room, which is like going to the other end of an entire house for some people, the people who live in town, for example. Who’d be thrilled to have a house half the size of this room. The kind of thing I never used to think about and that I think about often lately.

“Grey,” Boyce says, “this must be awful for you.”

“It’s awful for Dad,” I say.

“Of course,” Boyce says, his sea green eyes melting with concern. “But he’ll be better soon.”

“Yes,” I say. “The doctor said it takes a while to recover from an injury like this.”

“This isn’t at all how I thought our visit would be,” Boyce says, and I have to agree with him.

I’d thought their visit would be excruciating at best. But now everything is excruciating. Everything I’d planned for the next week and maybe the next month—and maybe the next year—has been canceled, postponed, or destroyed.

Only one thing matters now—Dad.

Phara is talking to Dad, and I wonder if he can hear her. I can hear only snatches of what she’s saying, but I do pick up on one word: marriage. Boyce picks up on it too.

“It’s all she’s been talking about,” Boyce says with a sigh. “How you and I should get married.”

“Dad mentioned that as well,” I say as I strain to hear more of what Phara’s saying. Dad may be unconscious, but I don’t want anyone to say anything discouraging to him.

“It’s begun to feel unavoidable,” Boyce says. “Inevitable.”

Before I have a chance to stomp on his foot—which is what he did to me the last time we were together—he breaks into an unbearably attractive grin and starts laughing. His laughter is so spontaneous and genuine that I find myself laughing as well, even though five minutes ago I wouldn’t’ve thought I’d laugh again until the day Dad recovers.

But something about Boyce is just so charming, so engaging. Something aside from his sterling looks and wildly smart brain, which brain is in abeyance today, I’ve noticed.

And although I’m laughing, I’m not laughing. I’m thinking about something else entirely. Something that’s not Dad, that’s not Boyce, and that’s not anything really real. But that’s luring me toward town, even though I know that my place is here.


Chapter 6

Keyfield

“Georg,” I say, “where are we?”

“You’re in the city jail,” says a voice that’s not Georg’s.

I open my eyes and go to scratch my head, which both hurts and itches, but my hands won’t go as far as my head. That’s when I look down and see that they’re chained together and that there’s another chain that connects to a metal loop on the floor. Foolish me. I pull on the chains. Then I lower my head and scratch.

“Went gray overnight, did you?” says my cellmate.

“Overnight?” I say.

“You’ve been in here since yesterday morning,” says my foul-smelling companion. If I were Rupert Fortrum, I’d be putting two lace handkerchiefs over my nose and mouth. But I’m me, and I’m happy to have some company, no matter who it is or how he smells.

“Damn,” I say. “I’m starving.”

“Missed the last two meals, I’m afraid,” says my roommate. “Not another one for a few hours.”

“Damn,” I say again. “Will they take me out of this now that I’m awake?” I lift up my hands for the few millimeters of give the chain’s got.

“Not likely.”

“I notice you’re not chained up,” I say.

“I didn’t try to attack the owner of our fair city’s mill, now, did I?”

“Hell,” I say. “But I never got anywhere near him.”

“Intent,” says my new friend. “It’s all about intent.”

I nod. I had every intention of murdering the guy and still do.

“Keyfield Montrose,” I say, introducing myself.

“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Montrose, even if you do reek to the lowest of hells, what with your having pissed yourself last night.”

I realize now that the stench is coming from me, not my cellmate.

“Percy Fog here,” he says, and I lift my hands, forgetting again that I can do no such thing.

Percy comes over to me and we shake. The sound of the rattling chains as we do this is unnerving and somewhat eerie, like I’m a weird ghost in a dark fable.

“Mr. Fog,” I say. “What are you in for?” I hear myself and I sound like I’ve been in jail a lot even though this is only the second time, and the first time was unwarranted. Yet I seem to be an old hand at jail talk.

“I expect I got into a bit of a fight last night,” he says. He shakes out his right hand, flexing and unflexing it. “But fortunately, I was the victor.”

“Good for you,” I say. “I was not.”

“We’ll have to give you some lessons after you get out of here,” he says. “Scum like Rupert Fortrum could use a little pummeling now and then.”

“He spit on the mill worker,” I say, getting back to the anger I had before I was whacked in the head and thrown in jail.

“He does worse than that, my new friend Keyfield Montrose,” Percy says.

“Keyf,” I say.

“Okay, Keyf,” Percy says. “And I’m Percy.”

“What’s this about intent?” I say.

“Just a point of the law,” he says. “One I’ve never fully agreed with or understood.”

“Do you understand other points of the law?” I say. “Like how to get me the hell out of here?”

“Ah, that I do,” Percy says. “I may no longer have my license, but I do know the law.”

Before I have time to wonder about a lawyer who doesn’t have a license, Percy has appointed himself my representative. And since I know no other lawyer, it’s just as well, especially since Percy isn’t going to charge me.

Fifteen minutes later, though, Sandstron shows up. I haven’t seen the man in person since the day I hired him and I’m almost surprised I recognize him. Between how hungry I am and how angry I am—angrier than I was yesterday—I’m surprised I can recognize anyone.

But it’s definitely Sandstron, his broad shoulders and tough-guy build a sharp contrast to his craggy face and salt-and-pepper hair styled in an almost aristocratic cut.

“Mr. Montrose,” Sandstron says. He’s absurdly formal, which, when I’d interviewed him for the job I thought that formality had been brought on by the circumstances. But now that I’ve known him for a while—even if only over the comm—I’ve learned that Sandstron is always formal. He’d seem naked without it.

“Sandstron,” I say. No mister, which I tried out on him once. But it wouldn’t stick.

“You seem to be in a bit of difficulty here,” Sandstron says. I half expect him to admonish me. There’s something very proper about the guy, a something that doesn’t mix with jailed employers who’ve pissed themselves.

“Intent to bodily harm,” says Percy. “But it’s only a theory.”

“And you are . . . ?” Sandstron says.

I look down at the chains keeping my arms from moving freely and feel like screaming.

“Get me the hell out of here,” I say to both my cellmate and my employee.

“Percy Fog,” says Percy as he gets up and offers his hand to Sandstron, and the two shake. “At your service.”

“Mr. Fog,” says Sandstron. “I believe I heard you were disbarred last year.”

“It’s certainly true,” Percy says, “but it hasn’t hindered my mind at all. I think we can get the charges against young Keyf here dismissed.”

“I’ve hired a proper attorney,” Sandstron says, and I’m as gratified by this news as Percy is devastated by it. He returns to his seat and rubs the back of his neck. And I wonder how in hell I can afford a proper attorney.

“You should be, uh, sprung”—Sandstron seems almost embarrassed to be using this term, but I’m loving the sound of being sprung no matter how it’s described—“in a moment.”

Yet it’s Percy who’s released a moment later. He salutes me on the way out and grins.

“Don’t worry,” he says to me, then whispers something to Sandstron, who follows him out into the corridor. I’m left alone, reeking worse than I was when I had company and trying with no luck whatsoever to work my too-thick wrists out of the cuffs.

I take inventory. I’m in jail. I’m starving. Where’s Georg? When can I get a shower and change out of these wretched clothes? How soon before I’m sprung?

Underneath all this inventorying, though, is one persistent thought, one persistent sensation: Allesandra. I close my eyes and imagine her, transporting myself to a different world, a different place, a finer experience.

Two hours later, I’m finally sprung, and Sandstron informs me that it was indeed Mr. Percy Fog who was responsible since, even though he no longer has a license, he still knows the right people.


Chapter 7

Grey

We’re having dinner, and it’s the first time I’ve been able to eat since Dad fell and ended up comatose two days ago.

Boyce has spent the last day doing his damnedest to cheer me up and occasionally his methods work. Phara makes sure to leave us alone. Rupert has been mostly absent, but he’s here at dinner tonight. I hate him.

“Well, Greyson, my fine niece,” Rupert says, “you’ll be king soon.”

“Dad’s the king,” I say. “It’ll be eons before I’m king.”

“He’ll be dead soon,” Rupert says.

I guess the handwoven linen napkins we use here aren’t good enough for Uncle Rupert, because he takes his oh so delicate lace handkerchief out of his sleeve and is using it to dab at the corners of his mouth after every third bite.

“Now, Father,” Boyce says, “I’m sure Uncle Richard will be fine. The doctor is very hopeful.”

“The doctor,” Rupert says—he imbues the title of everyone and anyone, from niece to doctor, with a dripping sarcasm—“the doctor is in the king’s employ. Of course she would say that. But I’ve seen this sort of thing, and if he lives another week, it’ll be a miracle.”

I stand up. I’ve had enough of Uncle Rupert, who I’ve never liked. Now I despise him.

“Dad is not dying,” I say rather loudly. I throw my napkin down on the table. My appetite’s gone, replaced by rage.

“Greyson dear,” says Phara, taking on the role of conciliatory go-between, a role that ill suits her prickly character, “I’m sure Richard will be fine.” She throws her despicable husband a nasty glare and an accompanying smirk.

I can’t believe Phara is on my side—is on Dad’s side. I never expected her to be my ally and I’m grateful that she now is. But then she spoils my momentary feelings of gratitude by saying, “And if he isn’t, we’ll go on from there. After all, you’re nearly twenty-four, aren’t you, Greyson?”

“What?” I say. “What does my age have to do with anything?”

“You’re old enough to be king,” Phara says. “Naturally.”

Boyce has been silent throughout this awful discussion. He’s eating his dinner as though nothing’s the matter, as though this is the ordinary world of dinnertime to him. Maybe it is. Maybe his parents have upsetting discussions like this at every meal.

“And after the two of you get married, it’ll all fall into place,” Phara says as she uses her fork to point to me and over to Boyce, then stabs a roasted carrot, punctuating the sharp rectitude of her statement.

“Mother, please,” Boyce says. “Do you have to ruin every meal?”

“Your mother knows what she’s talking about, son,” my sickening uncle says. He can’t even address his own child without making the word son sound like it’s something distasteful.

“Dad is going to be fine,” I say, scared to death that he’s not going to be fine, that the doctor is just humoring me, and that everything that Phara and Rupert are saying will come to pass.

“You’ll need help,” Rupert says as he throws his lace handkerchief down on the table, pushes it aside, and produces a new, clean lace handkerchief from his breast pocket. He dabs at the corners of his mouth yet again.

“We’re here to give you all the assistance you’ll need,” Phara says.

She’s smiling that awful fake smile she has, the one that’s in all the official images of her, the king’s sister. She’s next in line for the throne, after me. Boyce is third. I hate to think who’s fourth in line.

“I don’t need your assistance,” I say. “And I think it’s time you all went back home.”

I exit the dining room and run right into Verden.

“Princess Greyson,” he says to me, “I trust you are weathering the storm.”

He’s known Phara all her life and although he’d never say as much, I know he can’t stand Rupert. Something about the way he’s extra polite and careful whenever Rupert’s name comes up is a sure sign of Verden’s disdain. His usual politeness is simple kindness—not so his measured carefulness about Rupert.

“Verden,” I say, “if Dad doesn’t wake up soon, what am I going to do?”

“He’ll wake up, Princess Greyson,” Verden says. “I’ve known him for decades. He won’t be destroyed by a mere fall. It’s not his way.”

I loop my arm through Verden’s even though I know this makes this very proper man uncomfortable. But I need this right now, this closeness.

“Come talk to Dad with me,” I say, and the two of us go to the library, where Dad’s still lying on the daybed, still unconscious, and, if I have to admit it to myself, looking worse and worse.

“He’ll be fine, Princess Greyson,” Verden says. “Believe in that.”

I want to believe in that. I must believe in that.

“Wake up, Dad,” I say.

Verden and I sit by his side for the next two hours. But Dad doesn’t even stir. I finally go up to my room and see that I’ve had two calls on my comm.

Both from Sandstron.

I call him back right away and unbraid my hair as we talk.

“Are you certain he’ll be all right?” I say.

“Yes, miss,” Sandstron says. “Perfectly. But I was sure you’d want to know.”

“Thank you,” I say.

I believe Sandstron, but I have to see for myself. Right now. Tonight. It’s been days. Too many days. My heart can’t stand it, not with Dad being so ill and Phara and Rupert here, hovering, suggesting.

I lean over and brush out the ratchets in my unbraided hair, tie it back, then change into my town clothes and hurry down the back staircase, the one the workers use. I’ll have to bike into town, I think, and try to remember where I put the bike after I last used it.

In the shed behind the stables. Yes.

The very shed that Boyce is leaning up against, smoking some kind of pungent, aromatic herb. He smiles that killer smile the moment he sees me approach, and I wonder how I’ll be able to get past him.

Because I have to. My heart’s been ripped to shreds since Dad’s fall and if I don’t get into town tonight, I fear my heart—my very being—may not survive.


Chapter 8

Keyfield

“Georg, I intended to kill that bastard,” I say.

Georg and I are well into the second bottle of the whatever-it-is that Georg has brought in celebration of my release from jail.

“Umm,” Percy Fog says. My former cellmate and unofficial representative has hit it off with Georg. They’re great pals now. The two of them are drunker than I am, probably because I ate three meals since I’ve been sprung, and I could have a fourth.

The three of us are at my place, the semihabitable two-room cottage that I inherited when my ne’er-do-well father killed himself, using a scarf my mother left behind when she unceremoniously deserted the family, that is, myself and my father.

After I discovered him hanging from the closet rail, I thought I’d never use that closet again, but I do use it. It’s one of the only two closets in the place. I buried the scarf along with him, though. Until I saw him hanging from it, I didn’t even know we still had anything of Mom’s. Nothing of hers survived after Dad’s suicide, since I took the opportunity to get rid of everything in the house that wasn’t mine.

“I still intend to kill him,” I say. “Rupert Fortrum.”

“Better you don’t tell anyone that,” Percy says.

“And better you don’t kill him,” Georg says.

The three of us drink some more. I don’t feel even slightly inebriated.

“Where do you suppose Allesandra is?” Georg says. “She’s been missing for days now.”

“Who’s that?” Percy says, sitting up then slumping right back down again.

“His true love,” Georg says, sighing. “I was supposed to meet my true love a couple of days ago but it never happened.”

“Stay vigilant, my new friend,” Percy says. “You’re sure to meet her.”

“Do you have a true love?” Georg says to Percy. Georg is the most stupid-romantic person I’ve ever known.

“Yes, I do,” Percy says. He lifts the bottle, and I think he’s indicating that drink is his true love, but he surprises both me and Georg by saying, “His name’s Cyril, and he’s the most handsome, the kindest, the most . . .”

Percy sighs and takes a huge swig directly from the bottle.

“He’s the most everything,” Percy says. He’s on the verge of tears.

“I look forward to meeting him,” I say.

“Oh no,” Percy says. “Unless something cataclysmic happens, you’ll never meet him.” He swipes at his left eye, smearing his tears down his cheek.

“That’s dramatic,” Georg, a dramatic fellow himself, says.

“It’s only the truth,” Percy says. “He’ll have nothing to do with me as long as I continue my affair with the bottle.”

Georg snatches the bottle out of Percy’s hands.

“You mean to tell me you’ve given up your true love so you can drink?”

Georg, who, ever since I met Allesandra and has seen firsthand how amazing true love is and wants nothing more than that for himself, is indignant and kind of furious.

“That’s a mean way of putting it,” Percy says. He sighs and shakes his head. “But nevertheless factual.”

“You’re a damned idiot,” Georg says. “I’d give up everything to have my true love.”

Percy holds out his glass. “I need a refill,” he says.

“I need Allesandra,” I say.

I lean back on the sofa, the nicest seat in my cottage—Georg and Percy are both sitting on the lousy chairs I scavenged from the yard of the couple down the street who moved away last year—and think how great it would be if Al would just show up right now.

She knows where I live, even though she’s never been here. And even though she’s never been here, I’ve thought of her being here many times.

But I see her only at her place, which is much nicer than this. Yet when I think about touching her, kissing her, making love to her, I think of her here. If I could make her mine, then it would have to happen here, in the place where my possessions are. Not that I would think of her as my possession—but I want to possess her and I want her to possess me.

I’m drifting. I open my eyes and sit up.

“You should quit drinking and marry Cyril,” I say to Percy.

“I should,” he says. “You’ve never seen such a beautiful man. But what’s keeping you from your true love?”

“She’s disappeared,” I say, then I correct myself. “She hasn’t disappeared. I just haven’t seen her for a few days. That’s all.”

“She works at the mill?” Percy, ever perceptive about anything that’s not his own plight, says.

“So she says,” Georg says, “but I wonder about that.”

“I do also,” Percy says. The bottle is back in his hands and he’s pouring himself yet another drink.

“It’s a curse,” Percy says, nodding at the too-full glass.

“My true love will be more beautiful than Allesandra,” Georg says. He’s halfway to incoherent now. “But Al is something special.”

“I keep thinking what I would’ve done if Fortrum had spit on Al,” I say. It’s almost as though he did spit on Al. I’m worked up again but too tired and hazy to do anything about it.

“Rupert Fortrum is a well-known abuser,” Percy says. “He must have to pay off at least ten girls a year because of his antics.”

“What do you mean?” I say, sitting up.

“Just that,” Percy says. “That girl is lucky he only spit on her. He usually does far worse.”

“To the girls at the mill?” I say.

“To anyone,” Percy says. He’s silent now, letting his meaning sink in.

“To you?” Georg says. My friend has no tact, but I have to admit that I want to know as well, since there’s something terribly personal about what Percy’s saying.

Percy shakes his head. “To Cyril,” he says. “To my beloved Cyril.”

Then Percy Fog, ex-attorney, devoted drunk, and complete fool, starts crying full force. He puts down his glass, puts his head on his lap, and just sobs.

Georg pats his back. I pour myself another drink.

“I’m going to kill the bastard,” I say, and I mean it.
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