
[image: ]


[image: ]


© 2017 by Trisha White Priebe.

Print ISBN 978-1-68322-178-4

eBook Editions:

Adobe Digital Edition (.epub) 978-1-68322-179-1

Kindle and MobiPocket Edition sh(.prc) 978-1-68322-180-7

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted for commercial purposes, except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without written permission of the publisher.

Churches and other noncommercial interests may reproduce portions of this book without the express written permission of Barbour Publishing, provided that the text does not exceed 500 words or 5 percent of the entire book, whichever is less, and that the text is not material quoted from another publisher. When reproducing text from this book, include the following credit line: “From The Paper Boat, published by Barbour Publishing, Inc. Used by permission.”

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

Scripture quotations are taken from the King James Version of the Bible.

Cover Illustration: Scott Altmann

Cover Lettering: Kirk DouPonce

Published in association with The Blythe Daniel Agency, PO Box 64197, Colorado Springs, CO 80962-4197.

Published by Shiloh Run Press, an imprint of Barbour Publishing, Inc., P.O. Box 719, Uhrichsville, Ohio 44683, www.shilohrunpress.com.

Our mission is to publish and distribute inspirational products offering exceptional value and biblical encouragement to the masses.

[image: ]

Printed in the United States of America.


Dedication

To Jerry and Dianna Jenkins
Long after I’ve officially lost my mind, I’ll still remember Thailand 2011.
Thank you.

With special thanks to Kelly McIntosh and JoAnne Simmons (Barbour Publishing, Inc.) and to Jessica Kirkland (Kirkland Media Management). I owe each of you lunch…for a year.
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The Glass Castle, Chapter 1


Chapter 1

Risk!

Avery froze at the back of the chapel, barely able to breathe.

She had come to meet with Tuck and show him the secret she and Kendrick discovered, painted in vivid color on the ceiling.

Instead she found herself staring at the most powerful man on earth. Fortunately, he was kneeling with his back to her and couldn’t know she was there, but it was him all right.

No matter how many times she had imagined meeting the king, Avery had never dreamed it might happen by accident.

Candlelight danced on the gold-gilded walls and illuminated the stained-glass windows.

You have one chance.

She held her breath and started down the aisle, determined to not let this opportunity pass. Every silent step reminded her that a thirteen-year-old discovered in this castle was as good as dead.

But not talking to the king could mean a death sentence for everyone she loved.

His highness looked thinner than ever, his shoulders slumped. His once-thick silver hair was wispy, and even from behind he appeared older and sicker than when she had seen him at the race. His time—like hers—was running out.

She would tell him everything, beginning with the fact that Queen Angelina was poisoning him.

Avery quickened her pace down the crimson carpet, eager to announce herself, when suddenly a massive, leathery hand clamped over her mouth and someone lifted her off the ground.

She kicked furiously and tried to scream, willing the king to hear. But as if in a dream, no sound came.

The king stirred and rose from his prayers.

When he turned, dread washed over her. It wasn’t the king at all—just an old man in royal clothing. “Nice work!” he hollered. “Now make sure she’s never heard from again.”

Still thrashing, Avery was carried out into the stairwell, and her captor entered a long, dark corridor, hand still covering her mouth. She wished with everything in her that she still had her jeweled dagger.

The farther he carried her, the more certain she became—

Today is the last day of my life.

Up endless stairs they flew as the faces of those Avery loved crowded her mind. Her father, the hardworking shopkeeper; her mother, the gentle storyteller; and Henry with his big brown eyes.

She wondered which of them might have preceded her in death. Was it possible her entire family waited for her at the throne of God?—a strangely comforting thought as her captor mounted a new stairwell.

Avery gave up trying to resist. She couldn’t fight a man with legs and arms the size of tree trunks, and she didn’t want a boot to the head, besides a death sentence.

Up they went, the man’s heavy steps mingling with her choked sobs. Through a blur of light and shadow, Avery could see where he was headed and panic overwhelmed her.

They arrived at a landing facing thick, barred doors.

The tower prison—where the worst are forgotten.

Her captor called out, and a guard emerged from the shadows with a large key. He unlocked the door, and before she knew what was happening, Avery soared through the air and thudded on the cold stone floor. She didn’t even have time to get a look at her abductor before the door slammed, its thunder rattling ancient hinges and shaking the stall.

Avery sat in the miserable, terrifying silence, aware that no one could help her now.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the ancient wooden crossbeams. A tiny window high on the wall cast a weak light, and Avery wondered if there was any chance she could scale that wall and squeeze through.

Unlikely.

Would her friends, Tuck and Kate, risk their safety in the tunnels to come find her?

She actually hoped not.

She closed her eyes, allowing hot tears to fall, when she was startled by a low, heavy moan. Avery leapt to her feet. That’s when she smelled it—dead fish.

Eyes now adjusted to the darkness, she saw the outline of someone on the floor, directly beneath that high window.

She tiptoed toward the figure. “Excuse me,” Avery whispered.

Ever so slowly the silhouette turned a hooded face toward her.

Avery recoiled, rolling her ankle.

The figure raised an old, bony finger to its lips. “Shh.”


Chapter 2

Cell Mate

I’m dreaming, Avery told herself, keeping her distance from the staring hooded figure. “You’re dead,” she said. “Move away.”

The ancient woman who had snatched her from the woods so long ago cackled and rasped, “Which is it? Am I dead, or do you want me to move?”

Avery narrowed her eyes, ready to defend herself.

“Relax,” the woman said. “You’re not going anywhere anytime soon, and neither am I. Sit.”

“I don’t have to do what you say.”

The woman pulled her hood lower, but Avery could still make out the dark, bulging eyes, wiry white hair, and wrinkled skin—as terrifying a face in the dark as it had been in the light of day. Especially when Avery was convinced she was seeing a ghost.

“Sit!” the woman hissed.

Avery folded her arms and planted her feet.

“At least listen carefully,” the woman said.

Avery slipped a hand into the pocket of her dress and curled her fingers around her brother’s paper boat, which Edward had given her in the tunnels. “If you tell me what you did with my brother.”

“We don’t ’ave time—”

Avery charged the woman, shaking her bony shoulders as hard as she could.

“I didn’t do anything to ’im! I left ’im in the woods!”

Stunned, Avery let go and stepped back.

The woman smiled absently. “It was you I came for.”

Avery shook her head. “You told me Henry was in another cart.”

“I ’ad to make you do as you were told. Told ’im to go collect blackberries. That was the last I saw of ’im.” She licked a finger and crossed her heart.

He was so little. Who knows what could have happened to him by now?

“I’ll say no more of ’im,” the woman continued, eyes darting. “My time is near, but I have a job for you that will save your life, if you do as I say.”

Avery glowered at her.

“You must find a way out of ’ere, get to the king, and tell ’im I sent you. Understand?”

“And then what?”

“Tell ’im my mission is done. You want to see your brother again, you’ll do it.”

“This makes no sense. You don’t even know if my brother is alive.”

The old woman put a hand to her mouth as a storm of fat tears pooled on her cloak. Avery thought she was acting until her sobs grew so thick Avery could barely understand her. “Need ’im to forgive me.”

“For what?”

“Stealin’ ’is only son.” She rocked like a child.

Kendrick.

Avery wondered where her friend was and whether he was safe. Last time she saw him, he was in the boat, slowly bobbing out to sea on the foam. He should have reached the Forbidden City by now.

With a sigh, Avery sank to her knees next to the old woman. “If I’m going to risk my life for you, I need to know exactly what happened—everything from the beginning.”


Chapter 3

Day of Reckoning

The old woman folded her hands and spoke in a singsong tone. “I first came to this castle when my granddaughters were small.”

“Kate and her older sister, Edith.”

“Are you tellin’ the story or am I?” the woman snapped. “They were ’ungry and I had nothing to give ’em. Queen Elizabeth promised me a job, but her sister Angelina promised me the world.”

“So you served Angelina?”

The woman shrugged. “She told me if I helped her get to the throne, she’d give my granddaughters titles and fortunes. I didn’t realize ’elping Angelina meant ’urting Queen Elizabeth.”

Avery glanced at the cell door, fearing guards might burst in and drag the woman away. “Get to the point.”

“It was I who attended the birth. Nobody expected a problem. Elizabeth ’adn’t been sick or even in pain for the duration. All was well.”

That was what Edward had told Avery in the woods.

“We never expected twins,” the woman continued.

That explained the queen holding two babies in the mural on the chapel ceiling.

Here the woman’s voice grew loud and grim.

“The king’s advisors told ’im twins were an omen of great misfortune that would destroy his kingdom. They said a rebel army would rise up and take the throne. So the advisor in the fire-red robe pulled me aside and told me to take the babies to the Salt Sea and discard them.”

That horrible word again—discard.

With distant, watery eyes, the woman whispered, “Two of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting and I went down to the sea and took a raft to the other side. There I gave each of them one of the babies and a purse of coins. Told ’em to flee, I did, and never be seen again—”

“And—?” Avery said. But the woman swatted the question away with a gnarled hand. “Then why do you need the king’s forgiveness? He can’t blame you. His advisors ordered you to…to…discard the babies.”

The old woman lowered her head and looked away. “I’m not seeking ’is forgiveness for takin’ ’em to the sea, but for not drownin’ ’em as I was told. That’s why the prophecy is comin’ true. You’ll see. Because those babies survived, great misfortune will destroy this kingdom. An army’ll rise up and take the throne.”

Pinpricks raced up Avery’s arms. She leaned forward with the question she had to ask. “So, why bring all us thirteen-year-olds here?”

The old woman’s face hardened. “Figured two of ’em had to be the ones, and I was ’oping to make amends by destroyin’ the king’s heirs. Now I’ve run outta time, so Kate’s gonna finish the job I was s’posed to do so many years ago. She’s smart and she’ll do what I say. And she knows a title and riches are hers if she succeeds.”

Avery swallowed hard as the rest of her questions died.

The old woman peered up at her, and a wheezing laugh gushed from her to fill the silence. Though she covered her mouth, it grew louder and more piercing.

Avery tried to shush her, urgently whispering, “Why are you in prison?” But before the woman could respond, thunder crashed, its roar overwhelming. Avery bolted for a dark corner—as far from the woman as possible.

The cell door flew open and banged the wall as guards rushed in.

Avery found herself both relieved and horrified as they grabbed the gleeful old woman and shoved her toward the door.

“My day of reckoning!” she called as they dragged her out. “Yours is next, my dear. Be brave!”

“Wait!” Avery called after her. “I need to know if my mother is still alive!”

The old woman wrenched around to face her. “Alive and well! You’ll see!”

The guards hustled the woman away, and one slammed the door, locking it with a terrible click. As the old woman’s laughter faded to silence, Avery slumped to the floor again, her thoughts a jumbled heap.

So much had happened so fast—from living in the children’s quarters to moving into the tunnels. From the strange disappearances of several of the kids to this sudden reappearance of the old woman. From learning Kendrick was the king’s heir to learning he had set sail for the Forbidden City.

Avery leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes.

“She was dead,” she whispered, recalling spying on the old woman through the grate and seeing the adult staff around her body talking in hushed tones. Something hadn’t felt right then, and now she understood.

But why pretend the woman was dead?

More important, who was Kate, really? And what did she know?

From the day Avery arrived, she’d been sure her father was looking for her and that her brother Henry was also being held somewhere. But after returning to find squatters had invaded her family’s cottage and now learning the old woman had never kidnapped Henry, she couldn’t be sure of anything.

And my mother. Could it be true? Did the old woman really know?

That ray of hope gave Avery the courage to go on. She needed a way out of the cell before the guards returned.

And she needed to find Kendrick before Kate did.


Chapter 4

A Secret Message

Avery awoke the next morning to cheering outside her window. The crowd seemed to grow more excited, and she realized what they were celebrating.

The old woman is dead.

But what had she done?

Avery’s stomach twisted, and she staved off thoughts of food by praying for Henry—that he was healthy and happy, and that, if he couldn’t grow up with his family, he would grow up surrounded by people who loved him.

More cheering outside.

Avery cringed.

I will be next.
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The answer came sooner than expected.

Avery heard the heavy footsteps outside her cell and braced herself, her heartbeat racing at the sound. She stood at the jangle of keys and clutched the ruby flower necklace her mother had given her.

The heavy door swung open and a behemoth guard set a tin plate of food on the floor.

“Eat,” he grunted. “Never know if you’ll get more.”

Whatever it was looked shapeless next to a cold bowl of thin gruel, certainly nothing she wanted to taste.

Careful not to anger him, she just thanked him as he turned to leave. He hesitated and turned, as if he had something to say. But then he turned again and disappeared.

Not even hunger made the slop look edible. Even thick pea pottage from home would be a better choice.

Slowly Avery knelt before the plate and reached for the spoon, praying it wouldn’t be as bad as it looked.

But just as she dipped the spoon into the gruel, a rat scurried across the floor, perched on the edge of the bowl, and fell in.

Avery leapt to her feet and kicked the tin plate to the wall, where it left a foul heap as the rat raced away.

And on the floor before her, where the plate had been, lay a folded sheet of parchment.

The guard had delivered more than food.


Chapter 5

Into the Blackness

Trembling, Avery unfolded the parchment.


Take courage. He made it to the Forbidden City and is bringing back someone who will make everything right.



Not recognizing the handwriting, she turned the note over and searched for any clue, willing herself to see words that weren’t there.

She folded the page and slid it into her pocket, comforted to know that someone in her inner circle knew where she was. After all, only those closest to her knew Kendrick had left for the Forbidden City.

She only hoped she had enough time to learn who sent it.

Avery tried to nap, but fear and hunger made that impossible. Days passed with her constantly on edge, convinced she would be hauled off to the gallows any minute.

The guards in the hall bantered with castle gossip. Avery closed her eyes and pretended she was in her castle tree house back home. She prayed for her brother and friends, wondered about Kate, and rehashed everything the old woman had said.

If only Tuck had arrived at the chapel in time to rescue her. She hoped he was safe.

She sang until she ran out of songs.

And on and off she slept.

Two plates of gruel were delivered every day, which she picked at, gagging, just to stay alive.

Every evening she watched the light from the window creep along the floor until the sun set.

And finally she quit begging God for her release and started praying the end would come, even if it meant execution.
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Avery was sleeping deeply when she heard someone whistling. Was she dreaming? She shook herself fully awake and realized it was the tune she had played for Queen Angelina, the one that had caused her to pass out.

She lay on her back, wondering who would be bold enough to whistle that tune while Angelina sat on the throne.

She bolted up in the darkness, dizzy from too little food and water, as she remembered that Babs always whistled that tune as he plodded through the tunnels at night.

She pounded on the cell door with all her might. “Babs!” she called. “Is that you, old friend?”

The whistling stopped, and two men spoke quietly.

She backed against the wall and slid to the floor as footsteps approached, followed by jangling keys.

A guard appeared and said, “Good day!” His dim-witted grin revealed gaps in his teeth that made Avery wonder if working the night shift guarding a thirteen-year-old was all he was capable of. Like a puppy, he looked overeager to please.

“Good day to you,” Avery said, deciding any human contact was better than none.

“You know Babs?” the guard asked.

Avery nodded. “How do you know him?”

“As a prisoner sent here for stealin’ the queen’s jewels.”

“Was he sent to the Forbidden City?”

The guard laughed. “No! Found innocent! Never seen anything like it. No one leaves here alive.”

Avery’s eyes filled. She had been praying for Babs’s release since the day he had been dragged from the tunnel by the guards who had framed him.

“Well, nice to meet you,” the guard said.

“Wait!” Avery said. “Will I be sent to the Forbidden City?”

The guard peered out the door, looked both ways, shook his head, and whispered, “Doubt it. When the queen doesn’t trust someone, she either keeps ‘em here forever, or…”

“Or what?”

He grinned and drew a finger across his throat.

He didn’t have to look so cheery about it.

“Well,” the guard said, bowing clumsily. “Better be getting back.”

“May I have a drink of water?” Avery asked, smiling.

He hesitated. “I’m not supposed to…”

“I ask only because I can see you’re a gentleman.”

Beaming, he again looked both ways down the corridor and whispered, “You been a good prisoner. Wait right here.”

As if I have a choice.

He pulled the heavy door closed, but Avery didn’t hear the dreaded click.

Was it possible? He couldn’t have left it unlocked, could he?

Avery pulled gently on the handle and jumped back.

This is a trick.

Surely a pack of guards waited on the other side to grab her and haul her to the gallows. Or could the goofy guard really be this bad at his job?

She pulled harder and the door swung open. Avery peered both ways down the corridor. She’d heard two guards talking. Where had the second gone?

The hall was pitch black. If she ventured into the darkness, she would be able to see nothing.

But she also knew that if she was ever going to run, now was the time.


Chapter 6

Escape!

Her stomach a tangle, Avery slipped into the hall and felt her way to the stairwell. She descended, pausing only at a commotion above.

Footsteps, then something about her water, a door slamming, now running and shouting.

Unsure whether two or twenty guards were on her trail, Avery ran as fast as she could.

A light appeared at the top of the stairs. “There! Catch her!”

Avery hiked up her dress and sprinted, missing a step and stumbling.

The guards’ clanging armor grew louder as she steadied herself and hobbled.

Her ankle throbbed, and speed had been her only hope.

“Halt!” a guard called.

“Stop where you are!”

She needed to lose them somehow.

She zigzagged until she came to a cloistered passageway dark enough to swallow her. No one would guess she had ducked in there.

Wrong.

The clank of armor told her someone had followed, and soon she could hear his breathing. And it also sounded like he was dragging one foot.

Pain stabbed with every step, but all Avery knew to do was to move as far ahead of the noise as possible.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” the guard sang. “Better for you to turn yourself in than make me find you. Escapees hang. Give up and I won’t even report this, ‘cause it makes me look as bad as you.”

The guard pulling his sword from its sheath sent fear up Avery’s spine. With every step she had to fight to keep from crying out, which would cost her her life.

Slow, deliberate footsteps told her he was close.

“Bring the torch!” he hollered. “She’s here somewhere!”

Avery pressed back against the wall and tiptoed until she discovered a doorway.

Stepping out, she realized with a rush that she had entered the stairwell on the kids’ side of the castle.

Moving carefully, she descended until she reached a landing she knew and slipped into the old storage room, where the first queen’s belongings were kept. Avery silently closed the door.

She tripped and bumped into boxes until she reached a far corner, where she settled behind a pile of crates, pulling her knees to her chest.

She rubbed her sore ankle and prayed the guards would give up.

A moment later someone outside the door wheezed. “She has to be here somewhere!”

“You check there. I’ll check here.”

The door burst open, and a torch lit the room.

Avery held her breath, injured, cornered, and unarmed.

The guard turned a slow circle, and just when she thought she was safe, she had to shield her eyes against a glow so bright she knew the guard had to be looking right at her.

She prayed whatever happened next would be swift and painless.


Chapter 7

The Book Fort

“She’s not in here!” the guard yelled.

Avery was stunned when he left and closed the door.

He had to have seen her. Why would he do this? Would he come back?

Avery had to get as far from the storage room as possible, but where could she go? The other rooms in the kids’ quarters were empty and wouldn’t conceal her.

Besides, her ankle felt worse by the second. She had no choice. She would stay where she was for the night, then make a move at dawn.

But Avery wasn’t about to make it easy for the guard if he came back for her.

She remembered a box of candles and matches had been stored here, but she didn’t know whether her shins could take the bruises necessary to find it.

She bumped into crate after crate until she finally discovered what she needed.

She lit a candle and found the room had been largely untouched since her last visit. In the move to the tunnels, the kids had no need for silks or vases.

Now she was grateful.

Moving painfully, Avery began gathering items to build a fort. Stacking books salvaged from the library, she raised four walls, leaving a small entryway through which she could crawl. Inside the fort, she fashioned a pallet out of all the fabric she could find. She dug through crates of knickknacks for anything that would fortify her hiding spot.

“Protection,” she whispered, finding a tarnished silver candlestick.

Barely able to move and with her stomach aching with emptiness, Avery was desperate for food. But there had never been food in this room—why would there be? Still, she searched, her frantic brain making her hope for anything edible.

She raided boxes and dug through chests, imagining opening a trunk and discovering a feast.

She had just about come to her senses and given up when she lifted the lid of a large crate and pawed through a stack of odds and ends, coming to an ornate wooden box, polished and heavy.

Avery hefted it out to find a collection of kitchen knives that appeared to have never been used. She examined them, gleaming in the candlelight, and settled on the largest, putting it in her pocket.

That offered her the freedom to leave the storage room. Forget the candlestick. Now she had real protection.

Foolish? Likely. Reckless, certainly. But it was her only choice if she were to find food soon enough to fuel her depleted body.


Chapter 8

Eavesdropping

Avery cracked the door of the storage room and listened for footsteps, watching for any sign of movement.

She slipped out and entered the stairwell, which was darker and quieter than she remembered it ever being when she and her noisy friends lived here.

Avery crept along the stairs, putting as little weight on her ankle as she could. A guard could be lying in wait for her in any of the doorways, so she sneaked along with a candle in one hand and her other hand wrapped around the handle of the knife in her pocket.

She finally arrived at the kitchen, pressed her ear against the door, and pushed it open. The once pastry-filled wonderland stood vacant. She moved into the pantry and bit her tongue to keep from squealing with joy. Long wooden shelves were laden with canned goods, wedges of cheese, and bags of flour and sugar.

Avery nearly sang when she discovered sacks of potatoes, pots of candied peanuts, and bags of chocolate. She stuffed peanuts into her mouth and loaded her pockets until they could hold no more.

As she turned to leave, she stepped over the circulation vent in the floor and stopped.

How long had it been since she spied on the king?

I have no idea what’s going on these days—if anything.

Knowing she should get back to the storage room and her fortress of books, Avery dropped to her knees and quietly cranked the heavy handle to open the slats.

Even at this hour, a crowd of advisors gathered around the king’s desk, heads together, talking in somber tones. The king, however, was not there.

She heard “dying.”

“Fever.”

“Complications.”

“Relief.”

And, most ominous of all—“imminent.”

Angry that she had been unable to stop Angelina from poisoning him, Avery realized the entire realm could soon be at the mercy of the evil queen.

She leaned close until her face nearly touched the grate.

“Now is the time to strike!” one of the men said.

Another shook his head. “The thirteen-year-old is gone. What’s the point?”

A third added, “We could lose everything we’ve worked for.”

They can’t find Kendrick, and without an heir, the throne will pass to another family.

One said, “How do we fix this? What’s our plan?”

As Avery shifted to take pressure off her tender ankle, a candied peanut rolled from her pocket, dinged the metal grate, and dropped through the slats to the king’s desk.

As heads shot up, Avery ducked out of sight.

“What was that?”

“Someone up there?”

“Hello?”

Avery limped quickly out of the pantry and back around the corner into the kitchen, where she ran full force into a man, who grunted, “Oof!”

She stepped back and pulled the knife from her pocket, prepared to defend herself to the death.


Chapter 9

The Visitor

Avery had never attacked anyone in her life, but she’d run this guy through if she had to. When he didn’t back off, she lunged at him, aiming for his heart.

He stopped her in midthrust, grabbing her wrist with one hand. “Hold it right there! It’s me!”

“Oh, Babs!” Avery said, nearly collapsing with relief.

“Where’d you get this?” he asked, taking the knife from her hand.

“Can’t be too careful,” she said, as he carefully handed it back to her.

“What are you doing in here, young lady? And why do you keep putting yourself in harm’s way? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

Avery pocketed the knife and threw her arms around him until he gently peeled her off and cleared his throat.

“Glad to see you, too,” he said, “but we can’t be seen together. Unlike you, I don’t have a death wish. Now get back to the storage room and stay there until you hear from me.”

She shot him a double take. “How did you know where I was? Wait. You’re the one who found me in there, weren’t you? You saw me then claimed I wasn’t there!”

Babs looked over his shoulder. “Stop talking, and don’t make me regret it. You’ve got to get back there.”

But Avery’s ankle vibrated with white-hot pain, and she let out a tiny cry.

“What’s the matter now?”

She told him about her ankle.

Babs sighed, shuffled to her, and picked her up like a sack of flour.

He carried her all the way down the stairs and back to the storage room, where he carefully set her down. “Stay,” he said. “No one will look for you here.”

“But at the Tower they said you—”

Babs put a finger to his lips and shook his head. “Later,” he said, and he was gone.
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Avery sat on the pallet in her fort and, in the light of a candle braced by books, spread the feast she’d gathered from the pantry.

Scraps had never smelled or tasted so good.

She deftly cut the skin off a potato until it felt smooth in her hand, then bit into it like an apple, the crunch music to her ears. She ate until she could eat no more, then pulled the parchment note from her pocket and let its message embolden her anew:


Take courage. He made it to the Forbidden City and is bringing back someone who will make everything right.



Avery blew out the candle, stretched out, and fell asleep in the pitch black, hoping Kendrick would come back soon. She needed to warn him of the king’s advisors and tell him his identity was no longer a secret.

But what would happen if the king died before Kendrick returned?

[image: ]

Light peeked in from the draped window, and Avery awoke to tapping on the storage room door. She slunk low to peer through a crack in the stacks of books.

Tuck stepped into the room.

Avery was thrilled to see him after so long, but also panicked over what she must look like after days without bathing or even combing her hair.

She frantically ran her fingers through the knots, twisting her hair to one side and pinching her cheeks for color.

“Avery,” Tuck whispered. “You in here?”

She wished she could talk to him without showing herself.

He poked around and turned to leave.

“Right here,” she said flatly.

“Where? I can’t see you.”

She crawled out, stood, and tried to smooth her dress—feeling the red creep into her face.

His eyes were strangely clouded, and he’d lost his usual smile.

“I can explain,” Avery said, “beginning with the chapel.”

He held up a hand. “Me first. I need to tell you that we just learned this morning that he didn’t make it. I wanted you to hear it from me.”

“Oh no,” she said, finding it hard to imagine the castle—the realm—without its king. Soon everyone would find out how evil Angelina truly was. “We’ll have to backtrack through the tunnels and leave from the chapel. It won’t be easy—I’ve got a bad ankle—but it’s our only option. Let’s hurry.”

Tuck’s face contorted. “Avery! What are you talking about?”

“We can’t stay in the castle with Angelina in power. She’ll kill every one of us!”

Tuck squinted and shook his head.

“You aren’t talking about the king,” she said.

“No.”

Avery swallowed. “Who didn’t make it?”

“Kendrick. His ship capsized on the return voyage.”

Avery clasped a hand over her mouth and sank into a chair.

Tuck said, “The king is actually rumored to be improving.”

“Wait, how does anyone know what happened to Kendrick? That little boat of his would never be mistaken for a ship.”

“He left here on a tiny boat,” Tuck said, “but he was bringing people back on a ship. Scouts went searching for him when word came that a ship had been lost a short distance from shore. They found the overturned ship with Kendrick’s belongings on board.”

“So there’s a chance—”

Tuck shook his head and put a hand on Avery’s shoulder. “No survivors. I’m sorry.”

Avery held her head in her hands, letting hot tears roll.

Tuck’s voice quavered. “He boarded that little boat to the Forbidden City so I wouldn’t.”

That, Avery knew, was true. She considered telling Tuck she suspected Kendrick’s death was no accident. He was the rightful heir to the throne, and someone took his life because of it.

“I can’t stay,” Tuck said, “but I wanted to be the one to tell you.”

“Wait,” Avery said. “There’s something you need to know.”

Kendrick would understand why she was breaking his confidence, wouldn’t he? But if she told Tuck what she knew, would that put Tuck in danger?

“What, Avery? I’ve got to go…”

“Um, I wanted to ask how you knew I was in here?”

Tuck smiled sadly. “Someday you’ll accept that you’re never more than ten feet from a scout.”

“Still?”

“I’ve missed you,” he said.

“I’ve missed you, too,” she said as he left.

All Avery could think was that, now that no one was coming back from the Forbidden City “to make everything right,” her sentence at the castle should be over. With the heir out of the way, the kids should be free to leave.

But like a game of chess, each move by both sides became more complicated. Soon enough, someone would be checkmated. Avery ripped a blanket into strips, tightly wrapped her ankle, and settled in to wait for Babs.


Chapter 10

The King’s Wishes

Avery’s restless sleep ended the next morning because of bells clanging in the distance—hundreds of them, as if every chapel in the realm were sending the same signal.

She bolted up as the storage room door flew open and a line of surly men marched in, setting trunks and boxes and crates wherever they could find a spot.

Avery flattened herself on her fabric pallet, peeking through a crack in the book wall as the men filed in and out, in and out. What if they ran out of space? They stacked stuff higher and higher as her mind raced.

There was no way she could run without being seen, and she wasn’t sure her ankle could take it anyway.

One man came so close, Avery could have touched his boot. She was about to bolt when everything stilled and the door slammed.

She rolled onto her back and tried to steady her breathing.

And then came a knock. Avery peeked through her book wall and over the top of a stack of boxes and saw the door open.

“You in here?” Babs called. “I need to talk to you!”

She crawled out and stood between the towering stacks. “What is all this?”

“The queen is dead!” Babs said, eyes wide.

The queen? So what she’d heard through the grate was not about the king! “How?”

“Poisoned. And whoever did it was so skillful, no one noticed the symptoms until she was gone!”

So all this stuff was hers.

“She was carrying the king’s heir,” Avery said.

Babs shook his head. “The physicians say now that she was only ill. There never was any heir.”

Yes, there was, Avery wanted to tell him, but now Kendrick was gone, too.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“A service and burial, in accordance with the king’s wishes.”

Avery nodded. “What does this mean for us thirteen-year-olds? Aren’t we free to leave?”

“Don’t get any ideas. I wouldn’t leave this room. The castle is already crawling with dignitaries and spies in a frenzy. The guards are on high alert.” Babs turned to go then looked around the room. “Do women usually own this much?”

She shrugged. “Not where I come from.”
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Avery waited until evening before venturing out. With so many important people in and out of the castle to pay their respects, it seemed a waste to stay in hiding. If the king followed protocol, the funeral and burial would happen in a matter of hours.

Avery limped upstairs to where she and Kate had watched the royal wedding. Now the slats overlooked where Angelina’s body lay in state.

Aside from black tapestries, the room looked similar to the day she had wed. The walnut floors were buffed to a shine. Enormous flower arrangements in elaborate pots stood sentinel throughout a sea of candles. The fragrance of sweet vanilla wafted up through the vents. The thirteen chandeliers cast a beautiful glow over the makeshift platform, and a ruby-red carpet cut a path for mourners.

Throngs of commoners in mourning colors filed by—some weeping loudly and others not uttering a sound. Some had gone to the trouble of blackening the soles of their shoes to demonstrate their utter grief.

Even lying in death, Angelina looked beautiful, her flame-red hair perfectly coiled, her gold and jeweled gown as magnificent as ever.

Avery heard a clatter and turned to see Tuck.

She smiled. He did not.

“Come with me,” he whispered.


Chapter 11

Elizabeth’s Song

Up the stairs they went—how many flights, Avery lost count—until Tuck stopped at a landing. “Know what’s on the other side of this door?”

She shook her head.

He pushed it open and motioned for her to walk through.

Avery stepped over the threshold into blinding light and a wind that rose to slap her in the face. After days in the dark, she squinted and felt a sway beneath her. Hundreds of feet off the ground, she marveled at a view she had never seen.

“The sky bridge!” she said. “Beautiful!”

Holding the ropes on either side, she walked to the middle.

“What do you see?”

Avery took in the emerald landscape, the Salt Sea, and the magnificent sky—then finally, suddenly, what Tuck pointed at.

Row upon row of tiny boats inched toward the castle—dozens of them.

“Who are they?” she asked.

“Scouts believe Ilsa’s brother is bringing his rebels to the castle to exploit the king’s weakness and overthrow him.”

The old woman had predicted an army would rise up and take the throne.

Edward’s rebels?

“Can Edward do it?”

Tuck shrugged. “Not easily. But if it’s true, many of our friends are in those boats—and in more danger than they realize. Edward won’t be the first to fall.”

Avery didn’t want to see Edward or any of the other thirteen-year-olds lose their lives over a throne that would never belong to them.

“Tuck,” she said, “if the castle comes under siege, you and I will also need to fight to survive. We need to escape.”

Tuck shook his head and looked away.

“What aren’t you telling me?” Avery pressed.

Finally Tuck sighed. “We can’t know for sure yet, but one scout believes he saw a little boy with Edward.”

Henry! Could her brother really be so close? “Edward always claimed to know where Henry was. What if he’s been with Edward all along? What could he want with a boy not even four years old yet?”

“To be clear,” Tuck said, “we aren’t sure there was a little boy at all, let alone that it was Henry. It’s possible he has nothing to do with this.”

“But it’s possible he does,” Avery pushed. “And what if Edward brings Henry as a bargaining chip?”

“In exchange for what?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Let’s just get back to the tunnels and escape through the chapel door on the other side of the sea,” Tuck said.

“No.” Avery turned back toward the castle, her hair whipping her face.

“Where are you going?”

“With Angelina out of the way,” she said over her shoulder, “maybe the king will grant me an audience. If I tell him what’s happening, he can stop it before it begins.”

“You can’t just go talk to him. What are you planning? Tell me.”

Once inside, Avery faced Tuck. “Where is the king?”

“In the Great Hall, but this is not going to end well. I shouldn’t have told you about Henry.”

“Of course you should have! He’s my brother. Now go. I won’t put both of us in jeopardy.” She began her slow, painful trek down the stairs.

“Avery, don’t do this!” Tuck called after her.

She heard the anguish in his voice, but she kept winding her way down the stairwell, wishing her ankle allowed more speed.

Tuck called her name, but he didn’t follow.
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Avery finally reached the door that led onto a balcony overlooking the Great Hall. She peeked over the ledge, and sure enough, there the king sat on a velvet chair, accepting condolences from a line of mourners that snaked past Angelina’s body and all the way outside.

It’s now or never.

Avery sat at the organ and poised her fingers above the keys. With her heart hammering, she played Queen Elizabeth’s song as flawlessly as it had ever been played.

She would draw the king out and demand an audience.

She would tell him about Edward’s army.

And when that act of loyalty earned his respect, she would ask for his help.


Chapter 12

The Paper Boat

As Avery played with all the passion she could muster, women shrieked. Conversation buzzed. Shouts echoed.

And she played on.

Her fingers trembled and her stomach twisted, but she played until the door to the balcony finally burst open.

Two men rushed to her, lifted her from her seat, and carried her back into the stairwell. But instead of going down to the Great Hall where the king sat, they bore her up the stairs.

“Hurry!” one shouted. “The king will demand to know where she went.”

“I need to see the king!” Avery shouted over the din of their footsteps on the stairs. “It’s urgent I speak to His Majesty right away!”

They looked over their shoulders every few seconds until they arrived at a door she instantly recognized. “Wait!” she shouted. “I played that song because I must speak to the king! An uprising is coming, and the entire castle is in danger! He needs to know! Please, you’ll see I’m telling the truth!”

“Open up now!” one of the guards shouted to a man on a stool beside the tower prison door.

“By whose authority?”

“On order of the king.”

“No!” Avery said, trying to wrench free. “You said the king would demand to know where I was! Why would he if he sent me here?”

The other guard pointed his sword at Avery’s nose. “Keep your mouth shut. Nobody asked you anything.”

The door finally opened, and the guards shoved her onto the cold stone floor. “We should just kill her and get it over with before she gets us killed.”

“But what if it got back to the king?”

Avery jumped to her feet and lunged at the door. “Let me out! An army is headed here to overthrow the king! Tell him! I’ll make sure you’re rewarded!”

She pounded until her fists could take no more.

Footsteps moved away from her cell, and Avery knew that once again, Tuck had been right.

She slumped to the floor in a heap, alone again in miserable, terrifying silence. All she could think about was Henry, how close he might be, and what danger he might be in.

And there was nothing she could do about it.
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This time there was no food. No visitors. No guards gossiping in the hall. Occasionally, she heard one clank by on his rounds, the only lonely sound.

Avery feared she would die of starvation or thirst. Maybe that was the plan of the bumbling guard who had left the cell door unlocked.

She massaged her ankle and wondered whether it might have been better if the guards had just killed her and got it over with.

Why were they worried that this would get back to the king? Why would he care about one thirteen-year-old girl? It made no sense, yet if he did, she had to find out.

I could write to him.

Avery searched the cell for anything on which she might be able to scratch a message, having no idea how she would get it to the king. She’d figure that out later.

Finally she reached into her pocket and pulled out Henry’s paper boat. She clasped it to her heart, fighting back tears, and then carefully unfolded it. It was an old news bulletin—one of Henry’s favorite materials for making boats.

The headline read, 13-Year-Olds Disappearing Like Smoke.

She moved to the sliver of light from the high window, and suddenly it hit her. This couldn’t have been Henry’s boat! The bulletin would have been printed after she had been brought to the castle.

Unless Henry had made it while in Edward’s captivity.


Chapter 13

Slim Chance

Avery was out of options.

She stood by the cell door, waiting for the clank of the guard on his rounds. How long she waited she had no idea, but when eventually he approached, she called out, “Excuse me! I have a request that could make you rich!”

The clanking stopped.

“I need to get word to the king that could save his life and yours as well! If you can get a message to him and he grants me an audience, I promise to tell him you deserve a reward.”

Silence.

“Are you willing?” she asked, voice quavering. “All I need is something to write with. Even if I fail, what’s the risk to you?”

When the clanking resumed and the footsteps receded, Avery returned to the corner of the cell, desperate to sleep away her fears.
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Avery dreamed of home, curled beside her mother on the beautiful bed her father had carved, rain pelting the windows. Her mother told her story after story—including one about a woman with a fish tattoo. She dreamed of life in the tunnels: the continuous dripping and the dampness on her skin. And she dreamed of clanging and rattling, her cell door creaking open, and heavy footsteps approaching and receding. As she dreamed of the heavy door shutting, its slam made her jump.

Face pressed against the cold floor, Avery’s eyes flew open.

Thunder roared outside.

And within inches of her nose sat a jar of ink and a feather pen.

Warmed by her memories of home and relieved this delivery had not just been part of her dream, Avery pushed herself up and quickly smoothed out the news bulletin that had been folded into a boat. She flattened it on the floor.

With the storm darkening the sky, she had barely enough light to see the page. Avery could only hope her handwriting was legible.


Rebels are on their way to the castle. I know who they are and can help. Please find me in the tower prison. Respectfully yours.



Avery signed it, folded it, and slid it under the door, leaving a corner in sight so she’d know when and if it was taken.

“Thank you, sir!” she called out. “I won’t forget your kindness.”

Minutes felt like hours, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the corner of the message.

Finally footsteps. And—with a flourish—the letter disappeared.
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Sometime before dawn, Avery sat up to the rumble of footsteps in the stairwell. Guards burst in.

One lifted her with a massive hand and planted her on her feet.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

With a guard on either side and several more behind, Avery was ushered down several flights of stairs and into a private chamber filled with more candles than she had ever seen in one place. The guards stood her before a thick wooden table, where men hunched over a map covered with tiny wooden soldiers and boats. These they maneuvered about, tracing lines with their fingers and whispering urgently.

This is the king’s war council. He has to be here!

And he was—at the head of the table, looking fragile and sad, leaning heavily on a cane.

Razor-sharp panic flooded Avery. Was she ready for this?


Chapter 14

Revenge

“Silence,” the king said.

But his advisors continued to argue.

“Silence!” he yelled, and they hushed. The men turned and seemed to size up Avery as if she were the enemy.

Wishing she had rehearsed what she was going to say, Avery curtsied. “Thank you for your time, Your Grace.”

He hobbled to within a few feet of her. An advisor rushed him a chair, but he ignored it. “You know something about an army advancing upon the castle?”

“I do.”

“Tell me.”

Avery swallowed hard. “I believe a band of rebels has formed.”

An advisor snickered, but the king held up a hand. “We know that,” he said. “We need to know why.“

“They plan to overthrow your throne.”

“Who are they?”

“Many once served as staff here.”

The king cocked his head and pressed his lips together. “Disgruntled workers? They’ll survive five minutes against my army.”

“If you give them four minutes to run,” one of his men said, and the others laughed.

“Most are thirteen years old,” Avery said.

“Children? What do they hope to gain?”

“Revenge.” Avery searched the king’s smirking face. He knows nothing of our being held here. “They want to act before you have an heir.”

The king’s smile vanished. He turned and swept the table clean of the little soldiers and ships, the pieces scattering around the room. “I’ll ride out to them myself!” he shouted. “Children siding against their king!”

Avery wished she hadn’t mentioned the heir.

“How sure are you?” an advisor asked.

“Certain.”

The king narrowed his eyes at her but hesitated, looking uncertain. “Why tell me this? What do you want? Everyone wants something.”

Avery wished she could deny it. He made her sound greedy, but she did want something—in fact, several things. Freedom. Breakfast. The war room smelled of roasted meat.

But she would not sell Henry for a bowl of stew.

“The rebels are holding my little brother, and I want him delivered to me.”

The king smiled, and Avery finally relaxed. He made his way back to the head of the table, cane thumping.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “now is the time to strike! I will take the strongest of the fifty thousand men at my command and meet these thirteen-year-olds tonight. Every one of them will be tried as a traitor.”

Avery reeled. The sentence for treason was death.

“But my brother!”

An advisor in a scarlet robe said, “Found among rebels, he’ll be considered a traitor.”

“But he’s only three years old!” Avery cried. “He wouldn’t know what treason is!”

The advisor nodded. “He will now. That will be all.”

As the guards approached and grabbed her, Avery called out, “I’m loyal to you, Your Highness! That’s why I wrote you! Please don’t send me back.”

But the king stood silent, head down.

“Please don’t do this!” she called over her shoulder. “My brother and I are not criminals!”

But the king and his men were once again bent over the map.


Chapter 15

The Longest Night

Though her eyes were heavy, Avery fought sleep. How could she relax when her little brother and so many friends were in danger?

She lay staring at the ceiling and at the window high on the cell wall. Through that tiny sliver came the clippity-clop of galloping horses and men shouting. Wood cart wheels chunked over the cobblestone streets. And the telltale clinking and rattling of chains Avery guessed would be used to bring back prisoners.

Imagining the king’s massive force marshalling and charging off into the night made Avery curl into a ball. She prayed for Henry and her friends and whispered one of the last verses she had read in the tiny Bible with the onionskin pages: “What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee.”

Finally, she drifted off and then—unsure how many hours had passed—awoke to more shouts and horses’ hoofbeats.

Avery tried to convince herself that whomever the scout thought he saw with Edward’s rebels was not a little boy at all, let alone Henry. But she couldn’t shake the mental image that he had been swept up by some burly horseman and was even now pale with terror as he was carried back to the castle. He would have no idea what was happening.

She buried her face in the crook of her arm and knew no torture could be worse than her regret over not somehow protecting Henry and the dread of what might become of him.
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Unaware she had dozed again, Avery was startled awake by the morning sun streaming through the little window.

She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Her dirt and stone and steel room was silent as a tomb, and things were quiet outside, too—until a low rumble of thunder grew louder.

But she soon realized the cacophony was not coming from outside the castle, but inside. Guards were approaching. Lots of them.

My day of reckoning…

Avery stood, dusted off her dress, and tried to tame her knotted hair. She held close to her chest the ruby flower of her mother’s necklace and prayed for more courage than she had ever known.

When the guards marched in, Avery tucked the necklace back inside her collar and did not resist the two who led her down the stairs. Her ankle was not so swollen, but it was tight from lack of activity through the night.

The guards forced her to keep walking for so long that Avery thought she would be unable to keep on. But finally they stopped at a door she did not recognize.

We’re not even at a landing. This can’t be right.

The guards grabbed her under the arms and lifted her into the room, and she realized where she was.

The Great Hall had been transformed from where the queen had lain in state back to the Throne Room again—but the queen’s throne had already been removed. The guards deposited Avery before the raised dais, where the king sat on his ornate chair, leaning on his cane and whispering to an advisor while a scribe sat scribbling nearby and the rest of the court waited.

Avery was certain this was her moment of doom. The king would find cause to condemn her to whatever fate had befallen the old woman. Avery would be conveniently out of the way when Edward’s rebels were sent to the gallows for treason.

Flanking the king left and right, his spear-wielding cortege made escape out of the question. Even at her peak as a runner, she wouldn’t have had a chance here. Kate had advised her about the big race in the Olympiad, “Better not to run and live…” But surviving did not appear to be an option now.

This was hardly how Avery had imagined her audience with the king. She had envisioned curtsying deeply and telling him, “Your son is alive!”

But Kendrick was dead, and Edward’s rebels had walked into an ambush. And Avery had no idea whether she’d be allowed to speak at all.

“We meet again!” the king called, his voice stronger and more powerful than it had been just hours before. “Know why you’re here?”

Avery shook her head.

“I wanted to thank you personally. Your information proved correct. Thirteen-year-olds! And now they all sit in the dungeon awaiting their fate.”

Avery cleared her throat. “If I may ask—”

“No children, at least certainly no three-year-old boy.”

Avery nearly burst into tears. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

“Anything else I can do for you?” the king asked.

She frantically searched her mind for anything that might buy her time or mercy. She would do anything to keep from returning to her cell, because the tower prison seemed no better than the hangman’s rope.

Wobbling on legs firm as pudding, she curtsied very low. Whatever the risk, Avery would take one last stab at freedom.

“Well?” the king said, shooting a look of irritation at his scribe.

She swallowed. “Well, sir, I promised an old woman—”

The scribe shouted, “Do not waste his grieving Majesty’s time with stories of old—”

But the king raised a jeweled hand. “Go on,” he said.

Avery was suddenly lightheaded and awkwardly knelt on the cool marble floor. She folded her hands to keep them from shaking. “I swore that if I got the chance, I would apologize to you on her behalf.”

“Whatever this is about and whoever she is,” the king said, “why is she not here herself?”

“She’s dead, sir,” Avery said.

The scribe barked a laugh, causing the king to glare at him. “Jeoffrey! Let the girl speak. This is the most interesting thing I’ve heard all day.” He turned back to Avery. “Tell me more, young lady. Who was the woman and what did she do that she needs my forgiveness? Be quick.”

Avery could barely get the words out. “She’s sorry for disobeying you and allowing your twins to live.”

The king bolted upright as the Hall erupted with murmuring.

Avery swiftly added, “She also asked me to tell you that her mission is complete.”

The king sank back on his throne. He looked stricken. “Mission?”

“That’s all I know, but she was desperate I tell you.”

Everyone fell silent as the king struggled to his feet, leaning heavily on his cane. Jeoffrey quickly rose to steady him, but the king waved him off and moved in front of Avery—towering over her despite his wasted frame, though only because she was on her knees.

Avery’s pulse thrummed in her neck as she looked up into his wide, sunken green eyes. Was he angry? She couldn’t tell, but she knew that even emaciated as he was, she was so defenseless he could beat her to death with his cane if he chose to. Or have one of his retinue run her through.

“Stand,” he said brusquely.

When she rose, the king put a frail hand under her chin and turned her face back and forth. He squinted as he seemed to study her.

“I should not have allowed them to return you to the Tower last night. Forgive me, I had no idea.”

No idea about what?

“I thought I had seen you before…”

From after the race in the Olympiad? Will he demand to know why I ran away instead of accepting my prize?

She started to speak, but the king cut her off. “What is that?”

Avery’s hand flew to her mother’s necklace, and she gasped. She’d always been careful to conceal it, but it must have popped out when she was dragged from her cell.


Chapter 16

The Announcement

“It was a gift from my mother, Your Grace,” Avery managed, her cheeks warm. “But you are certainly welcome to it.” Trembling, she unclasped the necklace and set it carefully in the king’s hand.

Tucking his cane beneath his arm, he turned the ruby flower over and over, glancing at Avery.

“How old are you?”

She froze. The truth would mean a trip back to the Tower, or worse. But the star on her wrist would give her away if she lied.

“Answer me,” he said.

“Thirteen.”

Murmuring broke out again, but the king seemed to take this in stride.

“What is your name?”

“Avery Godfrey.”

One of the guards shifted, and Avery noticed him tighten his fist on his spear.

The king opened the locket and looked at the tiny portraits of Queen Elizabeth and Kendrick. Would he recognize his son?

A slow, kind smile slid over the king’s face, and—to Avery’s surprise and relief—he snapped shut the necklace and handed it back.

“Kings never die,” he said quietly. “When they grow too big for this world, they transcend it. Do you know the meaning of transcend?”

Avery nodded.

“Of course you do. You must like to read.”

She did. In fact, she had recently read in Proverbs, “The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord.” But now was not the time to mention it. If the king wanted to believe he could never die…

The king snapped his fingers, and several of his advisors—bowing and bumbling—appeared on either side of Avery.

“She is to have the third finest of the royal apartments,” he said. “Have the dressmakers prepare a wardrobe at once. Assign ladies to help her. Alert the kitchen staff to prepare a banquet for tomorrow night, to which the entire court is invited.” And in his most triumphant tone, he bellowed, “And bring out the jewels! Go now!”

Avery narrowed her eyes. What in the world?

As his advisors hurried away, one lingered. “Your Grace, may I inquire as to the occasion?”

The king smiled broadly and called out, loudly enough for the whole court to hear, “He asks the occasion! The occasion? I have an heir!”


Chapter 17

The Frenzy

Scribes clambered for parchment as advisors tripped over each other then huddled, speaking in hushed tones.

Avery tried to read the king’s smile. Was he genuinely happy? Clearly he was serious and determined to celebrate his heir, but how was this possible—and what did she have to do with it?

Kendrick was his heir! Should I tell him Kendrick is dead? How might he respond?

Oh no…

Does he think I’m the baby whose portrait is in the locket of my mother’s necklace?

Avery had certainly not intended to imply that, and deceiving the king—even accidentally—brought a severe penalty. The last thing she wanted was to see him embarrassed by his own mistake.

She raised a hand. “Your Excellency,” she began, but a blast of trumpets stunned her into silence. The late Angelina’s ladies-in-waiting appeared and ushered her out of the Great Hall and into the Hall of Mirrors, which she and Kate had discovered in their early days in the castle.

One of the ladies guided her onto a pedestal, saying, “Your Grace, if you are to be the king’s daughter, you must look like his daughter,” turning her to face a full-length mirror.

Avery suppressed a gasp.

Living in hiding, being thrown into prison, and subsisting on scraps had taken a toll. She looked worse than the day the old woman had dragged her from the woods.

Avery wanted to clarify that she was not the king’s daughter, but the servant clapped, and the Hall of Mirrors came alive.

One woman brushed Avery’s hair while another cleaned her face. A third took measurements, and a fourth peppered her with questions—favorite color? favorite gem? favorite fabric?…

Avery wanted to scream, “Stop!” but felt powerless in the chaos.

Dressmakers brought armload after armload of choices from the royal wardrobe and instructed Avery to nod or shake her head as each was presented.

Her face burned, her eyes watered, and her heart danced.

The ladies washed her feet, measured her, and poked and prodded. They gave her clothes and ushered her into a tiny dressing stall. She changed into a glittering red gown and stepped into new velvet slippers.

Though this was all a horrible mistake, she wished it would never end.

Back on the pedestal, a fresh group of nervous women scurried about Avery, tucking fabric and stitching her gown, asking repeatedly if she was pleased with their work.

Each time one referred to her as “Your Majesty,” Avery wished she could swat the words away. She dreaded what awaited her when the king learned she was only the daughter of a shopkeeper.

She was gazing at her reflection when a new seamstress joined the group and caught Avery’s eye in the glass.

Kate! She knows who I am and who I’m not.

They held each other’s gaze before Kate curtsied. “Your Grace, may I speak?”

Avery nodded, grateful Kate seemed willing to pretend for the moment to protect her.

“Your mother was the finest queen this realm has ever had. And I think you look like her.” Kate’s kind smile shone even in her eyes.

Avery thanked her, but what was this? The old woman in the prison said she had instructed Kate to “finish the job I was s’posed to do so many years ago.”

“One more thing, Your Grace,” Kate said. “The king is sending jewels for your consideration. May I accompany you to your quarters when we’re through here?”

Avery nodded, and none of the others appeared to suspect that she and Kate knew each other.

What should she say once they were alone? Obviously, though she was certain Kate knew this, she had to clarify she was not the daughter of the king.

And she needed Kate to help her fix the mess.

Fast.


Chapter 18

Diamonds

The ladies-in-waiting led Avery from the Hall of Mirrors and past the rooms Avery knew from all her searches of the castle.

Finally, they arrived at a door in a wing she had never seen, and one of the ladies curtsied and told her the door led to her room. All but Kate left, and Avery stepped inside, stunned to silence. The beautifully carved bed draped in ruby linen sat on thick floral carpets under a gold-domed ceiling. A heavy chandelier bore dozens of fat, bright candles. Leaded glass windows opened to sunshine, fresh air, and a beautiful view.

The room was warmed by a roaring fireplace.

“I won’t be here long, Kate.”

“You will. This is your room now. The king will send for you at supper.” Kate poured from a pitcher into a large silver cup and handed it to Avery.

Don’t trust anyone.

“Thank you,” Avery said, immediately setting it down without drinking. Confusion flickered in Kate’s eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Avery whispered, unaware who might be listening, “but what is happening? Why does the king believe I’m his daughter when Kendrick is his heir?”

The words were out of her mouth before she realized she had revealed Kendrick’s secret.

Strangely, though, Kate did not look surprised. “Ever notice the chapel ceiling?”

“Of course.”

“Ever wonder why Queen Elizabeth doesn’t hold just one baby?”

Avery shrugged. “Because she had two?”

Kate nodded and chuckled. “That’s right.”

Avery sighed. “So the king thinks I’m Kendrick’s sister? How do I break it to him that I’m not?”

“You don’t.”

Avery held Kate’s gaze. “Come now, you don’t think I’m—”

Kate shook her head. “I not only think you’re Kendrick’s sister—I know you are.”

“Kendrick is my—?”

“Not just your brother. Your twin.”

So the baby portrayed in the locket of the ruby flower necklace was her!

“You need to know,” Kate said. “I am not your enemy. Never have been.”

Avery couldn’t let Kate know what the old woman had told her.

“Let me help you, Avery. No one can survive this castle alone, especially someone in your position. I have seen and heard much inside these walls. I can guide you.”

“How?”

“As one of your ladies-in-waiting.”

Avery couldn’t imagine—but she was spared the need to reply by a brisk knock. The door opened, and the same men who’d carried Angelina’s belongings into the storage room now filed in bearing tiny wooden chests. One by one they set these on Avery’s bed until the whole thing was covered. Without a word, the men left.

“Go on,” Kate said. “Look.”

Avery lifted one lid to the glitter of diamonds and pearls. In another box she found rings and necklaces. Quickly she opened the rest, gaping at rings, necklaces, belts, and pins. She couldn’t wear this much jewelry in a lifetime.

“Where did all this come from?”

“From the queens throughout the castle’s history.”

“But I am no queen.”

“You will be if the king has his way. He’s already declared you his heir. Now you need to announce your counselors and chief advisors, those you trust to always have your best interests at heart—your eyes and ears at court, alert to threats and obedient to your bidding.”

All Avery could think of were Kate’s words from long ago: “A queen is not to be envied. Her responsibilities are only outnumbered by her enemies.”

If only Avery could believe Kate was truly a friend. Until she knew for sure, she would heed ancient wisdom: Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. “You’re welcome to be one of my ladies-in-waiting, for however long this lasts.”

Kate smiled. “Good. I brought you something.” She produced a tiny book bound in leather.

My Bible! Kate got something right, at least.

Yet when Kate left so that Avery could rest before she was summoned by the king, Avery emptied the silver cup back into the pitcher.

She would take no chances.


Chapter 19

A Plea

Two of Avery’s ladies-in-waiting arrived about half an hour before dinner. One tidied her hair while the other fixed her dress just so and helped her slip into her shoes. Both helped her choose accessories from the cache of jewelry, but her main piece remained the ruby flower necklace, which she could finally proudly display outside her collar.

Avery couldn’t help but think how easily she could get used to such pampering and how all this folderol would have made her giggle—were she not in such dread fear over Henry.

One girl ran to fetch a guard to escort them to the banquet room. The ladies led the way, and the guard followed about six feet behind.

“I appreciate him,” Avery whispered, “but is he really necessary? I mean, you know where we’re going, right?”

“It’s for your safety, Highness.”

That would really take some getting used to.

The ladies accompanied her to a dark-paneled dining room where the king sat at one end of a long wooden table, appearing to idly peruse some parchment documents.

Avery felt self-conscious in the doorway, the aromas of roasting meats and sweet desserts wafting to her from the kitchen. Though she hadn’t eaten a real meal in days, she fought to stay focused on her singular goal: to again plead with the king to help her find Henry.

She kept touching her clean hair and smoothing her dress, not knowing what she was to do.

“We’ll be where we can see you,” one of the ladies said, “so merely raise a finger if you need anything. Wait here till he beckons you.”

“And I’ll be right ’ere, Your Grace,” the guard said, backing against the wall, his scabbard clinking.

The king looked up and quickly stood.

“Come in!” he called, smiling. “I almost didn’t recognize you.”

Avery felt a blush creep into her cheeks. She curtsied and hurried to the end of the table opposite from him. A waiter pulled out her chair for her.

As soon as she sat, kitchen staff began filing in, loading the table with more food than she had ever seen. Avery counted fourteen heaping platters holding meats swimming in thick sauces, various puddings, loaves of crusty bread, and a selection of fruitcakes. A whole pig was roasting in the fireplace, and a baked peacock dressed in iridescent blue feathers stood sentinel in the center of the table.

“Your Highness,” Avery said, “who is joining us?”

“Why, no one, my dear. It would have been rude of me not to tell you if others were coming.”

“I beg your pardon,” she said, “but all this for just the two of us?”

The king slapped the table and burst into laughter. “You have much to learn! You’re not obligated to eat all of it or even half of it! But you may feel free to try a bit of it all and choose what you will feast on. Now let’s eat!”

Avery finally understood how she and all the other thirteen-year-olds had been able to eat so well in the kids’ quarters. The royal leftovers alone were plenty for them.

Avery took her cues from the king as he pointed at the various serving dishes servants presented to him, selecting which and how much they placed on his plate. He was also unapologetic about shaking his head if he didn’t care to try something. She wondered how the cooks would feel if they both ignored a dish.

Once the king’s plate was full, the servants headed toward her.

“How are your accommodations?” the king said.

“Oh, much more beautiful than I deserve.”

“Nonsense! You’re right where you belong. And are you being treated well?”

“Never better,” Avery said.

“Good,” he said. “Trust no one.”

She was tempted to try a bit of levity and ask if that included him, but she was rattled to realize she was being served by Edith, Kate’s sister. She’d seen Edith pour powder into the king’s drink long ago—before he had fallen ill.

“So I shouldn’t trust anyone?”

Edith hurried away, eyes down.

“Well, you can trust me, of course,” the king said. “We’re family.”

Avery stared at her plate. She already had a family! Queen Angelina had been his family, but that hadn’t kept her from having him poisoned.

But a subject was not to argue with her king, even if he did consider her a princess. What would he even say to a claim that his own wife tried to have him killed?

He was already on to new topics.

The king spoke of Christmases and birthdays, promising her trips and jewels and gardens. That should have been the best news in the world to a girl plucked from a poor village, but all Avery wanted was another of her mother’s stories. She hoped someone was tending her father’s garden. And she prayed Henry was safe.

The king suddenly fell silent and seemed to study her. “Are you unhappy, dear?”

“How could I be?” Avery said. “You are being most kind.”

She took an enthusiastic bite of beef so warm and salty that it lay heavily on her tongue, and she could not swallow.

“What’s troubling you? Be honest with me.”

She stopped chewing, aware that, though servants bustled in and out, the king had welcomed her to a door that might never open again. And this would likely be the closest to privacy they would ever enjoy—especially when he discovered he was wrong about her heritage.

Nearly gagging, Avery swallowed the chunk of meat, grateful it went down.

“My brother, Your Grace. His name was—is—Henry.”

The king pushed his plate forward and rested his elbows on the table. “The three-year-old you mentioned. The one my people said was not among the rebels.”

Avery nodded. “But I believe Edward had him, and I miss him with all my heart.”

The king’s jaw tightened at the mention of Edward’s name. “I’ll look into it again and see what I can do. Let’s talk about it again in the morning.”

He reached to poke at something on his plate and took another bite. “One more thing,” he said, his mouth full. “I never should have had you thrown back into the tower prison after you told me about the rebels. I didn’t know—”

I didn’t either, Avery thought, suppressing a smile. Being a princess, even temporarily, had its privileges. Living the life of a royal wasn’t so bad.
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Within hours, the king had his advisors bring him the parchment bearing his will. Before an audience of ambassadors and advisors, he attested to Avery’s place in succession to the throne then signed and sealed the document.

He said not a word about Kendrick.

As her ladies-in-waiting helped ready her for bed that night, they chattered about the throngs of people hundreds deep outside the castle who hoped to catch a glimpse of the king’s new heir.

Once the ladies had helped her change into a warm cotton nightgown, one slid a footstool out from the wall, and Avery climbed into the massive bed. She lay back in the deep mattress of fluffy down feathers as her attendants left.

“We’ll lock your door, and guards will rotate, protecting the hallway all night.”

Grateful to finally be alone with her thoughts—not to mention the privilege of sleeping in the third finest bed in the kingdom—she allowed herself a surge of joy. Henry’s fate still weighed on her, but despite all her recent trials, she felt as if she might float away.

Avery reached to blow out the last remaining candle, plumped her pillows, and pulled the heavy blankets to her chin.

As she lay in the pitch-black stillness, Avery heard the unmistakable click in the lock of her door.


Chapter 20

Intruder

So much for her guards. Were they between shifts? Was it futile to cry out?

Avery froze and held her breath as the door quietly closed and someone approached her bed.

She would wait no longer. She sucked in a huge breath and planned a scream so loud it would not only bring her guard but send whoever this was right back out the door.

“Don’t!” he whispered quickly. “I’m assigned to your door till midnight, so won’t nobody ’ear you. Put my life in danger, and I’ll end yours and not give it another thought.”

“Do I know you?” Avery asked.

“You do, mum. It was I who brought you the ink and quill so’s you could write the king. And I got ’im yer message.”

“I never got to thank you,” she said. “But why are you—?”

“You owe me more than thanks, Yer Grace. You promised a reward.”

“Of course, you’re right! But I was thrown back into my cell and thought I had failed. There was no reward for my information, and—”

“But now there is, m’lady. You’ve become someone special, ain’t ya?”

“Yes! I’m in a position to make sure you’re handsomely rewarded for helping me.” Avery’s mind raced to the boxes of jewels. “Tomorrow morning I’ll—”

“I’ve a brother locked in the dungeon, and I need you to see he’s released before it’s too late. He’s been down there a long time, an’ he’s very sick. Too young and thin to survive much longer.”

Avery shook her head. “I don’t believe I have the authority to—”

“Choose yer words careful, ’ighness, and ’member, my job is to keep you safe. You don’t help my l’il brother, I don’t help you. You got three days.”

“I don’t even know where the dungeon is.”

“You’ll find it. Just get ’im outta there ’fore he dies. Three days. And don’t tell nobody.”

Vulnerable as she felt, lying there on her back, Avery grew angry. “You’d better hope I don’t tell the king. I daresay you’d hang for threatening his heir.”

“Listen, missy, you do what I say or I’ll have him kil’t, too. And your friends. Don’t think I don’t know who they are.”

“What’s your brother’s name?” she asked, as she heard the guard step back toward the door. “I hear the dungeon is full of prisoners. How will I know which one he is?”

“You know him. You beat him in the big race.”

“Thomas?” Avery said, but another click in the lock told her the guard was gone.
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After a sleepless night, Avery sat in a high-necked silver gown, nibbling grapes while her ladies braided her hair into an elaborate upsweep. Who knew looking like a queen could be so painful to the scalp?

A servant appeared, curtsied, and said, “The king has sent for you.”

The ladies finished and walked her quickly to the king’s office. He was busy with his advisors.

The room looked much different from this angle than from the grate above it. Marble columns supported an arched doorway, maps and portraits covered the walls, and airy curtains fluttered in the windows. The view was breathtaking.

How could anyone concentrate and get work done in a room like this?

The king’s desk was strewn with thick books, stacks of parchment rolls, and piles of papers. The king pulled close one of his advisors, the one who wore a scarlet robe and a tiny square hat and who Avery noticed often had his ear. They huddled.

Now that she saw him up close, Avery thought, I’ve seen him, but where?

She had spied on this room dozens of times, but with a bird’s-eye view she had never gotten a close look at faces.

Finally, one of the others noticed Avery and cleared his throat.

“Good morning, Daughter,” the king said, and the men nodded to her. “Come in! I was just inquiring about your young friend Henry.”

“My brother,” Avery said.

The king smiled. “Did you get some breakfast?”

Avery nodded. “A little. So can they help me find him?”

The king glanced at the advisors and pressed his lips together. “Avery, I need to tell you—Henry is not really your brother, unless Elizabeth bore a child I knew nothing about.”

The advisors laughed the way men do at their master’s jokes, but Avery did not. She tried to make sense of it all as the king rattled on about why it was not a good idea for him to invest his time and energy “looking for some little boy not related to either of us. I’m just gaining my strength back, and I have a castle—and a realm—to run.”

This sounded oddly similar to his reasoning with Angelina about why he should not marry her.

Blood isn’t what makes a real family. Henry is my brother.

The advisor in red bore a particularly smug expression. Avery wracked her brain. Who was he? Wispy hair, thin, slumping shoulders.

“You sent me to the tower!” she blurted. “In the chapel! You tricked me into thinking you were the king!”

The advisor flushed and laughed, looking desperately to the king. “I’ve no idea what she’s talking about, Your Grace. You know me. Would I trick someone?”

He sounded convincing—even to Avery—but she was certain.

“You wore the clothes of the king, and you told the men to make sure I was never heard from again.”

“Careful, girl,” the man in red growled, scowling.

“Out!” the king shouted. “All of you!”

The men jostled each other trying to get through the door, but when Avery followed, the king said, “Stay.”

“Your Highness,” she said, “Henry is—”

“It’s not enough to be my daughter,” he said sternly, his eyes dark and narrow. “You must act like it, too.”

Avery bowed her head, embarrassed that she had crossed the line. And no amount of proof would change the fact that the king believed the man in scarlet.

“You will not march around my castle accusing people—especially Angelina’s spiritual advisor. Am I clear?”

Avery nodded miserably. “I am sorry, Your Grace.”

The late queen’s spiritual advisor? And he had sent her to the Tower? So Angelina’s advisors had wanted her dead all along.

Angelina knew who I was.

Which means she likely knew who Kendrick was.

The advisor in scarlet still wants me dead!

The king seemed to relax, and he smiled.

“You need to begin selecting your counselors and your own ladies-in-waiting. Don’t feel obligated to Angelina’s choices. These should be people you know and trust. I will also assign a tutor to teach you the ancient languages and castle history.”

He spoke reassuringly, Avery thought, as if trying to soothe his angry child with a treat. He formally patted her on the back, and she realized he would never—could never—be a father to her.

My king and nothing more.

He returned to his desk. “Do yourself a favor and never again refer to this Henry as your brother. In fact, you would do well to forget about him.”


Chapter 21

Relics

Avery sat in her room, staring at a line from the Psalms until she had memorized it.

“What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee.”

After the intruder in the night and her sobering morning, it was just what she needed.

A servant girl appeared. “The king has sent something, Highness. May I have it brought in?”

Avery was sure she had no option.

Two men lugged in a large trunk and set it down with a thump.

When she asked what it was, they mumbled something and were gone. On the one hand, she’d always loved a mystery. But on the other, she had no interest in what the king had sent her.

He had forbidden her from calling Henry her brother, and nothing in this box could make that better.

She returned to her reading, trying to move past the memorized verse. But she was distracted. Not by the box, but by the realization that she had only three days to find and release Thomas.

She had questions for Thomas’s brother but no idea who he was or whether he’d be back on guard duty again that night.

And now the box did intrude. She closed her Bible, knowing the king would ask if she had gotten his gift. She couldn’t lie. Neither did she dare anger him by not opening it.

Lifting the gold hinge, she raised the lid and breathed in stale dust. The king had sent her a dress, but not just any dress. She held up a tiny gown.

Baby clothes? Why?

The box was full of them, but there was also a folded sheet of parchment bearing the king’s seal. Avery tore it open.


I remember well the day you came into this world and disappeared in the care of the old woman. Though overjoyed at your return, I blame myself for many missed years. For the love you bear your king and father, I pray you never disappear again.



So these were her clothes. But why would the king blame himself? The old woman in the tower prison had said, “The advisor in the fire-red robe took me aside and told me I was to take the babies to the Salt Sea and discard them.”

So the advisor in red had wanted Avery eliminated from the line of succession to the throne long before Angelina was queen.

But why?

Avery pulled from the box more tiny clothes, hoods, and wooden toys. Why would the king have saved these? They’d clearly never been used. The old woman had whisked Kendrick and her away the day they were born.

At the bottom of the box was a large rolled canvas, which turned out to be a painting of the queen—obviously commissioned after her death. In it she radiantly sat on her bed with a baby in each arm. Her long dark hair fell perfectly on her shoulders, and her ladies-in-waiting were gathered behind her.

Avery smiled at Kate—just off the queen’s shoulder—her light hair, delicate features, and sunny smile as familiar as ever. But that couldn’t be Kate! She couldn’t have been more than a toddler then.

Avery held the painting close and studied it. The young woman she’d mistaken for Kate was actually Avery’s own mother! She had never noticed their similarity.

A light knock came on Avery’s door. “Your Grace, it’s me, Kate.”

“You may enter, if you promise not to curtsy.”

The door opened slowly. “Are you sure? Rumors are flying that you’re about to choose your own attendants, and I don’t want to spoil my chances.”

“Just get in here.”

“I heard something was delivered here,” Kate said, smiling. “What’s that you’re looking at?”

Avery rolled up the painting. “I need you to help me find Babs.”

“Babs? Why?”

“It’s personal,” Avery said, forcing a smile.

It was clear Kate was hurt, but she said, “Whatever you wish, Your Highness. I’ll start looking right now.”

When Kate was gone, Avery quickly unrolled the painting again, and with it unrolled years of memories—her mother’s easy laugh and gentle manner, her timeless wisdom and beautiful stories. How was it, Avery wondered, that she had never noticed till now the similarities between her mother and Kate?

Light hair, delicate features, sunny smile.

Was it possible they were related? She couldn’t imagine. All the secrets within the castle walls were causing her to question everything.


Chapter 22

The Search

Finding Thomas was not going to be as easy as his older brother assumed.

Avery knew that to survive, princess or not, she had to please the king. History was littered with kings who sent their own flesh and blood to the gallows. Pleasing him was difficult because it seemed everyone watched the king’s family and reported everything back to him for their own advantage.

Thomas’s brother had warned her to tell no one about releasing him. That was easy. If word of such a task got back to the king, it would be the end of Avery for sure.
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Kate proved as good as her word, at least as it related to Babs. After lunch he appeared at her door and bowed. “You sent for me, Majesty?”

Avery motioned him in and closed the door. “I need you to take me to the dungeon.”

Babs shook his head, slicing the air with a hand. “I’m sorry. Even knowing now that you’re royalty and could have my head for refusing, I’m not doing that.”

Avery signaled for him to lower his voice and whispered, “I’ve lived in the tunnels and spent days and nights at the tower prison.”

“Not as a princess you haven’t, and they are not the same thing.” His eyes darted toward the door. “There are things down there no man should see, let alone the king’s daughter. I can have nothing to do with this.”

“Then I’ll go myself.”

“I can’t let you, Your Grace! I’d be responsible for whatever happened—and for what? Give me one reason.”

Avery hesitated. She knew she could trust Babs, but why drag him into this? She shrugged. “I want to make sure Henry is not there. It’s possible he was captured with Edward’s army.”

“I’ll look myself and let you know,” Babs said, turning to the door.

“No, wait! I need to see the dungeon for myself. As heir to the throne, I need to know what this place is all about. You don’t have to take me, and no one needs to know I told you I was going. Just tell me how to get there.”

Babs’s face grew red until finally he exhaled. “Late tonight, after the king retires, I’ll come for you.”

“Good! Thank you, Babs. And if the guard in the hall stops you, tell him the king sent for me.”

“What if that gets back to the king?”

There was no way the guard would risk getting Avery in trouble when she was his only hope of seeing his brother freed. “Let me worry about that,” Avery said.

“Well, be sure to change out of that,” Babs said, motioning to her silver gown.

Avery nodded. “Anything else?”

“Yeah, pray I don’t lose my life for doing this.”

That pierced Avery’s heart. She wished she could tell him what was going on. But that would put both of them at risk.
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Hours later, Avery sat waiting in a simple blue dress—the color reserved for servants—when Babs arrived wearing armor and carrying a lantern.

“If you’re sure about this,” he said, “follow me.”

“The guard didn’t see you?”

“I told him what you said to tell him.”

They silently tracked a maze of hallways and balconies that led to a stairwell descending farther than Avery had ever gone beneath the castle. The air seemed to grow colder with each step, and she wished she’d thought to bring a shawl.

The lower they went, the darker it grew, and the fainter the hissing flames in Babs’s lantern and the scant torches protruding from the walls flickered. “How much farther?” she whispered as the scent of wet earth grew stronger.

“’Bout four stories,” he said. “That’s why they call it a dungeon. It’s a long way from the rest of civilization.”

Even after they seemed to reach bottom and level off, Babs led her through a dank passageway for several more minutes until they came to a thick wooden door, from behind which came a strange and terrible roar.

“What is that?” Avery asked.

“The Salt Sea. We’re going to have to move quickly. Understand?”

“Not really, but I trust you, and I’m ready.”

“You sure? Because it seems you’re limping.”

“I’m fine. Not stopping now anyway.”

Babs pressed his ear against the door and waited. With each minute, Avery felt less confident than she had tried to sound. In fact, she was now convinced: I should not have come!

The roar slightly abated, and Babs leaned into the door.

Outside there were steps carved into stone. Squinting against a raging wind, Avery saw at the base of where they were headed a door nearly submerged by the sea.

Babs shouted over the din, “When the tide recedes to a foot beneath the door, we’ve got seconds to get inside!”

Avery froze.

One misstep could send her out to sea where, unable to swim, she would never survive.

Babs hurried down, calling over his shoulder, “Come on!”

Avery tried to stay as close as she could, but she slipped on the last step and slid into the icy water. As she went under, her mind’s eye filled only with the three people she cared most about in the world: Henry and her parents.

“God, take me quick or save me!”

At first she didn’t know if the powerful hand that yanked her from the water belonged to God or to Babs. But the old man planted her next to him as the deafening roar came again—and with it a massive wave rolling right at them.

Feeling limp as a rag doll and weirdly aware that she had lost her shoes, Avery dug both hands into Babs’s arm as he shoved open the door and slung her to safety before the roiling water slammed the door.

Avery sat with her back to a wall, cold and panting, as stench and noise overwhelmed her. It smelled worse than any outhouse, and the cacophony made her cover her ears.

Men begged for mercy and for pardons from the king.

Women wailed for their children.

Kids cried for food.

And still the Salt Sea roared just outside.

Avery wanted nothing more than to run back to the warmth and safety of her room, but she was determined not to leave without Thomas.

Babs pulled a long, scratchy scarf from inside his armor and urged her to dry off with it the best she could.

She felt sorry for the guard who, with a vicious stare sat at the inner entrance twenty feet away. Those relentless, horrible sounds had to be a punishment of their own.

When she was ready, Avery reached out to Babs, who helped her stand. She found it bizarre that either the cold sea or all the stairs had made her ankle feel better.

She walked ahead of Babs, who held the lantern above her head. Each time it cast its light on something new, Avery recoiled.

Down the center corridor they went, peering into cells on both sides, cells which were jammed with prisoners. Arms extended through every bar, desperate to reach them, and shouts overwhelmed Avery.

“Help me!”

“Save me!”

“Food! Anything!”

“Water!”

The deeper into the dungeon they went, the more faces Avery recognized. She fought off tears as she met the gazes of the thirteen-year-olds she had lived with in the kids’ quarters.

“What are you doing here?” a girl cried out. “Have you been sentenced?”

Of course it looked that way—her padding along barefoot on the frigid floor next to a man in armor.

Avery stopped to search for the girl and recognized in a teeming female cell a seamstress who had worked with Kate on Angelina’s wedding gown. Timid, soft-spoken, and shy, she was the furthest thing from a traitor.

“No, I’m looking for someone,” Avery said. “A boy—three years old—light hair and—”

“No little boys here,” a male said.

Avery whirled. Edward!

He pressed his face between the bars. “And I wouldn’t tell you if there were. Rumor is you were the one who told the king we were coming. True?”

Suddenly the cells quieted and murmurs spread up and down the hall that their traitor was here. Avery looked helplessly to Babs and then back at the prisoners.

Edward laughed. “So it was you! And I told everyone here it couldn’t have been you, because you were our friend.”

“I was!”

Suddenly all the prisoners were shrieking again and waving their fists at her.

Avery yelled, “You put your followers in here by dragging them into a war you could never win!”

Edward smiled strangely and motioned Avery closer. “Henry’s not here,” he said. “But I know where he is.”

“Edward,” she whispered desperately. “If you’ve heard the rumors, you know who I am now.”

“’Course I do, Your Royal Highness Majesty Grace. Surprised you’re not wearing your tiara.”

“Just tell me what you want for telling me where he is. Anything. Name it. You want out of here? I’ll find a way.”

He spoke so quietly that Avery had to turn her head to hear between the bars. “I know where your little brother is, and I know where Thomas is. But you have to choose. You get only one.”


Chapter 23

The Choice

“How did you know I was looking for Thomas?”

Edward sniffed. “Word gets around. Won’t be long before the king hears you were here.” He nodded toward Babs. “Better hope he doesn’t kill your friend.”

“She’s royalty now!” prisoners were shouting.

“A traitor to the cause!”

“Daddy can’t protect you down here!”

“Open one door and you’re dead, Princess!”

Avery sneaked a peek at Babs, who stood somberly, arms folded, the fading lantern dangling from his fingers. He gave her a small nod, as if they’d better go.

“Time’s up!” Edward said, but she could barely hear him over the crescendo of threats bouncing off the stone walls. “Choose now or I withdraw my offer!”

Avery squeezed her eyes shut. If she didn’t deliver Thomas, Henry was as good as dead anyway. And if Henry was not here, there was always hope she could find him.

“You had your chance,” Edward said, and she opened her eyes in time to see him move away from the bars.

“Edward!” she said, and he turned back. She beckoned him close and whispered, “Tell me where Thomas is.”

Edward raised his brows and nodded. “I’m impressed.”

“Just tell me. And hurry.”

Edward backed into two prisoners crowding him and hollered at others to move aside. He looked back at Avery and then peered into the far corner of the cell, where a young man lay shivering, his knees pulled to his chest as he tried to cover himself with a threadbare jacket.

“Babs,” she said, pointing, “help me get that kid out of here.”

“Highness, we have neither the authority nor the keys.”

“Sure,” Edward said, dripping with sarcasm, “open this door and these loyal rebels will tear you to pieces.”

“Unless you tell them not to,” she said. “Which is what you’re going to do, or you can forget anything you want from me.”

“Fair enough,” Edward said. “Come on in. I don’t think Thomas is up to resisting.”

Avery looked to Babs. “Help me! What can we use to get in there? A hairpin, a nail, what?”

“This is no latch you can pick, Your Grace. If you don’t have a key that fits this lock, you’re out of luck.”

“Get one from the guard! I must have authority over him!”

“You do, but the king will know before you’ve locked it again. Unless you want that, we need to go.”

“We can’t!” she said, tears gathering. “I must get him out!” She turned back to Edward. “Tell me where Henry is.”

Edward motioned her closer. “You betrayed me—all of us—to the king. Until my dying day, I will never tell you where your brother is.”

Avery tried to reach through the bars, but Babs pulled her back—kicking and thrashing—tucked her under his arm, and carried her back the way they had come. Edward’s laughter made Avery want to scream.

And it proved contagious. As Babs dragged her toward the entrance, prisoners in every cell they passed jeered and catcalled and cackled.

“Bye-bye, Highness!”

“Good luck next time, sweetie!”

“Traitor!”

“Loser!”

“Next time stay home and send food!”

“Yeah, scraps from the king’s table!”
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Soaked and shivering, Avery trudged behind Babs all the way back to her room, her feet numb. All was lost.

At her door, Babs set down his lantern and turned slowly, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Here’s what I’m going to do, Your Highness, and then what you’re going to do: I’m going to have your ladies come and pour you a hot bath and get you cleaned up and back to bed. And you’re going to tell me the whole truth next time I risk my life for you. You know the second it reaches the king that I took you down there, I’m a dead man.”

Avery nodded. “Forgive me.”

“Just don’t tell a soul where you’ve been.”

“I won’t, but listen—just send me Kate, okay? No one else.”

“As you wish.”

Her door opened, and Kate poked her head out. “Not necessary, sir,” she said. “Already here.”

“Thank you, Babs,” Avery said, embracing him.

When Kate pulled her into the room, she found Tuck there also.

“You look awful,” he said.

“Nice to see you, too,” she said, suddenly light-headed.

“Tuck, get some help and bring me six buckets of hot water.”

“That might take a while.”

“Then what are you waiting for?”

“Remember, we can’t stay long,” Tuck said. “I can’t be seen here, and—”

“Then send the water with others, but go!”

As soon as he was out the door, Kate wrapped two huge towels around Avery. “I hope you learned your lesson about the dungeon.”

Avery’s jaw dropped. Were there no secrets in this place?

“Don’t look so surprised. You don’t think you still have a scout following you everywhere? And where do you think it looks like you’ve been in that soaked, muddy dress—lying in the sun?”

“A scout?”

Kate laughed. “Since the day you got here, Avery! Excuse me—Your Grace. But especially now.”

“Weren’t scouts watching all of us since the day we got here?”

“Seriously?” Kate said. “If they were, we would have known why so many were disappearing.”

“So how long have you and Tuck known who I really am?”

“Your necklace gave you away the first night. No one else wore rubies that once belonged to the queen.”

“I could have stolen it.”

“But then you wouldn’t have worn it so shamelessly, and your mother wouldn’t have instructed you not to take it off.”

“That’s it? You knew because of my necklace?”

“And your stories,” Kate said. “You knew so much about a castle you’d never been to.”

Avery waited by the fireplace as the hot water was delivered and poured into a large basin in her dressing room. When the others left, a bearded young man under a big, floppy hat stayed. He quickly pulled off the hat and the long whiskers.

“I’m going to need those again when I leave,” Tuck said.

He waited in the main room while Kate readied Avery’s bath. “So you knew about me from the beginning, too?” she called out as she shed her dress.

“I did,” Tuck said through the door, “because of your courage. You always chose to do the hard thing, even when it was foolish. Not to mention you look like Queen Elizabeth.”

Avery was glad he couldn’t see her face flush. Not knowing how to respond, she turned to Kate. “Weren’t you the one who stole the necklace from my pillow?”

Kate nodded. “I wasn’t going to keep it. I gave it to Babs to see if he could verify that it had once belonged to Queen Elizabeth. That would prove you were her child.”

So you could have destroyed me a long time ago.

Avery took some comfort in the fact that Kate had not already discarded her as the old woman had instructed. Was it possible she could trust Kate after all?

“You’ll make a good queen,” Tuck said, “so long as you stay out of the dungeon.”

If they only knew what hung over Avery’s head. But she heeded Thomas’s brother’s warning and said nothing, which was also Babs’s advice.

As Kate finished helping Avery into her nightgown and robe, she said she and Tuck needed to get going.

“I want to go with you,” Avery said, following her into the main room.

“Your Highness can do whatever you wish,” Tuck said, his emerald eyes shining, “but can you imagine the trouble you’d be in if you were seen about the castle at this hour? Don’t worry. We’ll talk again soon.”
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As Avery drifted off, she tried to push from her mind that she had accomplished little beyond knowing where Thomas was and that he was still alive.

She had two more days.


Chapter 24

A Gift

“I feel I still owe you an apology about what happened in your office, Your Grace,” Avery said the next morning in the near-empty Throne Room, curtsying deeply. If he’d been told of her visit to the dungeon, that would draw it out. She was relieved when the king waved off her words.

“You have much to learn, Daughter, but let me be the one to teach you. Sit with me.” He pointed to a velvet chair beside his throne. “I had this made for you. Tell me whether it’s comfortable or if I should have it redone.”

The chair would not have been more uncomfortable if it had been made of spikes, but Avery had learned not to voice every opinion.

“You are kind,” she said. “I appreciate your generosity.”

The king snapped his fingers and a servant appeared carrying a red silk pillow bearing a beautiful crown. Circles of gold intertwined with pearls to form delicate flowers. Avery recognized it as the crown she had tried on with Kate shortly after arriving at the castle.

“Do you like the look of it?” the king asked.

“Oh, yes.”

“Anything you would add?”

The crown was perfect, but Avery sensed he wanted her to suggest something. “I have always loved rubies, Your Grace.”

“Yes!” he said, smiling. “A touch more color. Add rubies!”

As the servant hurried away, the king said, “It’s time for a little castle history, my dear. Shall we start from the tops of the towers down, or from the subterranean tunnels up?”

“What was she like?”

The king’s brows drew together, almost as if he didn’t know whom she was referring to. But then he rested his chin on steepled fingers as if deep in thought.

“Strange, I had all but put her out of my mind. Losing her was so painful that I determined to forget her. But when you appeared in my war room, fearless before my council, and pleading fiercely for someone you loved, it was as if you embodied her. I was seeing her again.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, nearly overcome. What higher compliment could she be paid?

“Which is why I want you to start ruling with me.”

“But I’m only thirteen, Highness.”

The king laughed heartily. “What better way to learn to swim than jumping into the sea?”

Avery cringed, wondering how much he knew.

The king slid a ring from his bony finger. “If you like rubies, you should have this.”

Avery could barely breathe as she turned it this way and that. From the first time she had seen the king’s portrait in the theater district as a child, she had associated him with this very ring.

“Are you sure?” she managed.

“My gift to you,” he said, taking it back.

The king called for a servant and handed him the ring. “Have this sized for my daughter, and take that chair and have a throne built for her by tomorrow, fit for a ruler.”

The servant pulled the chair out from under Avery so quickly she was forced to stand and step aside. So as not to loom higher than her king, she dropped to her knees.

The king smiled down at her. “Always tell me the truth.”

“I will, Your Grace.”

The king stood and leaned on his cane. “Sit here,” he said. “See how you like it.” He delicately made his way down the stairs of the dais, calling over his shoulder, “Happy to pass off the settling of disputes. Given your enthusiasm for placing blame, I know you’re ready. You start tomorrow morning.”

Before Avery could protest, the king exited the great double doors.

His throne was indeed fit for a king. Luxurious, she felt as if she could survey the entire realm from it. The enormous expanse of the Throne Room made her wonder if anything could be more grand—or lonely—than life from that perch of power.
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That evening, Avery dined with the king and his advisors—including the one in crimson—vainly trying to put Thomas out of her mind. She would have to make something happen fast.

The king and his men traded jokes, and each time he looked her way, Avery forced a smile. She was determined to never again disappoint him in front of his people.

“You’re distracted, Daughter,” he said, and everyone turned to look at her. “What is troubling you?”

“No complaints, Your Grace.”

“Nonsense,” he said, smiling. “I know when my daughter is sad, and I won’t allow it. I’ll tell you what: ask me anything you wish, and I’ll give it to you. These men are my witnesses.”

Avery smiled, knowing he was just showing off. “You’ve been so generous with me, Majesty. Truly, I need nothing.”

The king shook his head. “There must be something. I don’t care how trivial or monumental. Name it!”

“Anything?” she said.

“See? I knew it!” the king said, barking a laugh. “Anything!”

“But what if it’s not within your power to—”

“My dear! My whole point is to display the breadth of my authority. If it takes my last breath, I’ll prove to you the unfettered reach of the crown.”

“Begging your pardon, Your Grace, but what if I request something that violates protocol or breaks precedence?”

“You are looking at protocol, Daughter! Go on. Tell me and I’ll prove it to you! What do you want? I vow on my honor to grant whatever you wish.”

“And I can’t ask for anything that will make you regret—”

“I sacredly vow before all these witnesses that I will grant the next wish that comes from your mouth, but I’ll not ask again. Be quick, and don’t shortchange yourself.”

She studied him. Was this possible? Had she backed him into a corner from which he had no exit?

He turned back to his meal. “A pity that you could think of nothing, when all the power of the crown is avail—”

“Pardons for all the thirteen-year-olds in the dungeon.”

The king’s face went ashen, and his advisors seemed to freeze. “The rebels?” he said, his voice cracking.

“They were my friends before they were rebels,” she said, her resolve to not embarrass him having flown.

“But—but—they’re guilty of treason! Sedition! Crimes punishable by death.”

“That’s my wish, m’lord King.”

The advisors clucked and mumbled. The king silenced them. “It’s out of the question. Forgiving treason would make me look weak, destroy my reputation in the realm, and tell our enemies and other would-be rebels they can do whatever they want without consequences.”

“So there is a limit to your power,” Avery said, fearing she was burying herself.

“You’re a child. You’ll learn. One must think of the entire kingdom before he—”

“Sacredly vows something he cannot fulfill?”

“Watch your tongue, Daughter. I can keep any vow I choose. But what you suggest would be a foolish, fatal move.”

“It wasn’t a suggestion, Your Grace. It was my wish.”

The king’s eyes grew cold, as did his tone. “Pick something else—a piece of land for a garden anywhere you wish or a gem the jewelers can fashion into a new necklace. They’re already putting extra rubies in your crown.”

“Of course they are,” Avery said with a sad smile. “Thank you for your kindness.”
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When finally the advisors took their leave, the king instructed the kitchen staff to leave him and his daughter and clean up later. He stared down the long, littered table at her. “You have embarrassed me for the last time,” he said.

“I apologize, Your Majesty. That was not my intent.”

“You didn’t goad me into promising you anything just so you could ask what you knew was impossible?”

“I did not.”

“You seriously thought a sitting king—with rebels under lock and key and enemy forces watching for any vulnerability—would just pardon an entire army of traitors?”

“I confess I didn’t consider all the ramifications, but I was sincere in my—”

“Then you are more naive and ignorant than I thought. You are not ready to arbitrate at court, though I do want you there tomorrow.”

“You do?”

“To squelch any rumors that may arise from the advisors who witnessed your impudence here.”

“I apologize, Your Majesty.”

“I accept, provided that you accede to one of my wishes.”

Avery couldn’t imagine having a choice, but she nodded. “If it’s within my ability…”

“I want to present you at Court tomorrow and officially introduce you to the realm.”

Midnight tomorrow was the deadline for releasing Thomas. “Are you sure, Your Grace? I—”

“I’ve wanted to do this anyway, but doing it tomorrow will stifle any suspicion on the part of my advisors that you and I are at odds.”

“I understand. As you wish.”

He stood. “Thank you, my dear. Now let’s put tonight behind us.”

Avery rose. “Tell me, sir, have I surrendered my right to have a wish granted?”

He seemed to study her. “That depends. Is it reasonable?”

“I think so.”

“I’m listening.”

She cleared her throat. “I’m wondering if you could see your way clear to pardon just one of the kids?”

The king’s face reddened, and his eyes flashed. “I’ve told you and told you, that boy was not among them, and he is not your broth—”

“I’m not talking about Henry, Your Highness.”

“Then whom? Certainly not the rebel leader!”

“No, sir. Another. He’s ill.”

“Let him die! He might find that more pleasant than the rope!”

“But he’s—”

“No! Releasing one because he’s sick would make all of them claim the same. Now I have spoken. There will be no pardons.”


Chapter 25

The Banquet

The next day, hundreds of festive flags flew and bells rang from every chapel in the land.

The Throne Room filled with elaborately dressed dignitaries who gathered around long wooden tables bearing platters of fruit and tall silver cups.

Wearing a shimmering emerald dress and her new crown, Avery waited outside her room for the king to arrive and escort her downstairs. The thunder of his processional preceded him, reverberating off the walls. Regally dressed but not limping so acutely as usual, the king seemed to use his cane more as an accessory.

“It’s funny,” he said as she joined him. “After all my years on the throne, my legacy will be determined here near the end of my reign. And what will I be remembered for?”

For a grand Olympiad that ended in an inferno, but clearly that was not on his mind. Avery shook her head.

He leaned close. “For a girl succeeding me on the throne.”

Avery could not imagine herself really becoming the queen. And, in truth, it was the last thing she wanted. But there was nothing wrong with a queen instead of a king, was there? “Would that be such a bad thing, Your Grace?”

He laughed. “That’s up to you.” And he offered his arm.

Avery was struck by the fact that he was not only walking better but also looking better, that color had returned to his face and a twinkle to his eyes. Before long he would be back to his healthy, vibrant self, and the need for an emergency heir would be long gone. That was more than fine with her.

He looked happy, and Avery was sad for him that he would never feel like a father to her.

They finally reached the great double-entry doors, and Avery could tell from the noise that the Hall was full.

The king took a deep breath and grinned at her. “I invited every imaginable diplomat. The world must know my throne is secure.”

Avery found herself happy for him, if not for herself. She squeezed his arm.

He said kindly, “Nothing to be afraid of now. Everyone wants to see the daughter of the king, and I’m proud to present you.”

Avery found herself strangely touched, though she felt like a masquerading fraud. She had no interest in royalty. In fact, the idea repulsed her. But still she whispered her thanks.

“Ready?” he said.

“Yes,” she said, her voice catching—but hardly for the reason he likely assumed.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” came a voice from inside. “The king and Princess Avery!”

With a flourish of trumpets, the doors were flung open, and Avery entered on the arm of the most powerful man in the world, the packed room suddenly silent.

Men bowed and women curtsied all along the crimson carpet that led to the head table in the center. Aware that everyone was taking stock of her—inventorying information to whisper about later—Avery knew she was blushing from neck to hairline.

She second-guessed her choice of gown and wondered if she should have done something different with her hair. Queen Elizabeth had been such a beauty. The idea she might be compared with her sent dread up Avery’s spine. Her mother used to say, “What a woman wears should be the last thing anyone notices.”

Avery smiled kindly at everyone who made eye contact. When she finally sat, she was exhausted.

“The day I have long awaited has arrived,” the king called out to the audience, which seemed to lean forward to catch every word. “In an act of unparalleled providence, my daughter has been returned to me. Princess Avery is destined to become the greatest queen this world has ever known!”

No I’m not, she thought.

When the thunderous cheers and applause abated, the king added, “But not just yet. Not today!”

The crowd laughed and cried out, “Long live the king!”

“And now,” he said, “we feast!”

Everyone clapped as the king sat, but for a long moment nothing happened, and an awkward silence fell. He sought Avery’s eyes and whispered, “Did I forget to announce that we would feast?”

“That’s what you said, Your Grace.”

“Did the servers not hear me? This is embarrassing!”

“I’ll go check…”

“No!” he whispered desperately. “A princess never checks.” He stood again and shouted twice as loudly, “And now we feast!”

The doors creaked and a pair of servers hurried in, murmuring apologies and rushing to the king’s table, where they set down platters with a clank.

Pulling one close, the king demanded, “Where are the others?”

“There aren’t many of us in the kitchen anymore, Your Grace. We’re working as fast as we can.”

“Hurry!” he whispered, veins bulging on his forehead.

Weak music rose in one corner from what appeared a makeshift string ensemble with a couple of key instruments missing. The limited waitstaff rushed about serving thick meats in rich sauces, which bubbled under golden crusts, every imaginable fruit and delicacy arrayed on golden chargers and followed by trays of pastries.

But Avery lost her appetite when she couldn’t sip a drink or even bite into a piece of fruit without a tester sampling it first.

I never want to be queen. I want to go home.

As the afternoon became evening, the inadequacies of the staff became more obvious. Avery grew weary of the stares, whispers, and formalities and longed to return to her room. Time was running out on her deadline, and she needed to get back to the dungeon.

A jester appeared, signaling the end of the festivities, but he delivered his few pathetic jokes in a harsh monotone and skipped away to jeers and boos.

The king turned to Avery. “I apologize, my dear. This has been a nightmare. What has happened to the quality of the staff?”

“It was a nice event, Majesty,” she said, gathering herself for the recessional. Avery wished she could tell him the castle was better served when secretly staffed by thirteen-year-olds.

Just as the king planted his cane, the Great Hall went quiet. All eyes seemed to turn to the double doors. A woman had entered and stopped, badly underdressed in a dark, floor-length cloak, face hidden under a heavy hood, hands clasped, head down.

The room came alive with a buzz of whispers. Even the king appeared puzzled. “What’s happening, Daughter?” he said. “Is this part of the entertainment?”

“I don’t think so,” Avery said.

Something about the woman looked familiar. She was thinner than Avery expected, but her posture…

Could it be?


Chapter 26

Mystery Guest

The old woman in the tower prison had said Avery’s mother was alive. “Alive and well,” she’d said. “You’ll see!”

Whoever this was, for some reason the guards had let her pass.

The king appeared as transfixed as everyone else and whispered, “Am I going mad?”

“I see what you see,” Avery said.

He rose and called out, “You’ve intruded upon a royal occasion unannounced, m’lady. Show yourself!”

When the woman pulled back the hood and slowly raised her head, the hall erupted in shrieks and shouts.

“A vision!”

“Can it be?”

“A spirit!”

“She lives!”

“Sorcery!”

Gaunt and pale, yet still regal and bearing an aged beauty, there was no doubt. Queen Elizabeth stood before them.

Could it be the old woman had been referring to her, Avery’s mother by blood? Then what of the woman she knew as her mother, the woman who raised her?

Here Avery sat—in the same room with her real father and mother—yet she felt not an iota of love for either of them. Stunned that Elizabeth was alive, she prayed the same was true for her own mother.

The king looked stricken. Trembling, he began making his way—cane tapping the marble—toward his first wife, the woman everyone had assumed dead.

He extended a hand, and when she took it, he pressed a kiss onto her knuckles and, clearly shaken, turned back to the crowd.

“Rejoice with me! I am beyond words and shall now take my leave.”

Surrounded by guards, the king and queen left the hall, and—like everyone else, she assumed—Avery wished she could eavesdrop on the conversation that would ensue.

But though this event had been staged for her, the princess had suddenly become an afterthought, abandoned. Had the queen not known her long-lost daughter was there? Was she not curious what had become of her? Or did she already know?

In the chaos, Avery slipped out of the Great Hall unnoticed, fled to her room, and locked herself in. A couple of her ladies-in-waiting knocked at the door, but she assured them she needed nothing and dismissed them for the evening. If word came that she had suddenly again come to the minds of her so-called parents, she planned to ignore any summons till morning.
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In the twilight of sleep, Avery was awakened by that telltale click in the lock. Footsteps approached, and she dreaded having to tell Thomas’s brother she had failed him so far. But she didn’t have to speak or even move.

He said, “Remember, midnight tomorrow. Last warning.”

And he was gone.


Chapter 27

The Match

Just before dawn, Avery bolted upright in bed at a faint knock on her door. Enough was enough!

“Leave me alone!” she said. “I’m working on it!”

Silence. Then another gentle knock. Thomas’s brother had a key—who was this?

Avery moved close to the door. “Who’s there?”

“I apologize, Your Highness,” came a young female voice. Avery opened the door to a small servant girl, who looked petrified.

“Sorry,” Avery mumbled, “what is it?”

“The king wishes to speak to you.”

“I’m sleeping.”

“He says it’s urgent.”

Her resolve evaporated. Avery couldn’t deny she was curious, even if she had become an afterthought. She had to admit, Elizabeth’s dramatic reappearance threw protocol out the window. Avery knew she would probably act the same if she were reunited with her family.

As she dressed, Avery thought now might be the time to tell the king that she did not want to ever be queen.

The servant girl led her along the private gallery to the royal rooms, where they found the king wrapped in layers of lambskin and sitting in an ancient chair before a roaring fireplace. He was bent over a small table bearing a chessboard. In the glow of the flames he looked smaller—not at all the way he had appeared in the Great Hall the evening before.

The girl tapped on the doorframe with a fingernail. “Your Grace,” she said, “the princess.”

“Thank you, that’s all,” he said, nodding to a chair next to him.

“Can’t sleep,” he said as Avery sat. “I was up all night thinking.”

“I’m sorry, Highness,” she said, dumbfounded at no mention of Queen Elizabeth or their having left her in the Great Hall. There was so much she needed to know, but one was not to interrogate her sovereign, blood or not.

“Do you play?” he asked, nodding to the chessboard.

“I’ve dabbled.” She and Tuck had watched countless tournaments in the kids’ quarters, which was how she learned the basics. “I’d be no match for you.”

“Indulge me,” he said, sliding the table between them and rearranging the pieces.

Avery shrugged, trying to hide her pique. He had sent for her in the wee hours of the morning, saying it was urgent, to have someone to play chess with?

The king moved first. “Tell me,” he said, “why is it so important to you that I pardon the rebels?”

What was this? He’d gone from “I have spoken. No pardons” to revisiting the idea? Does he know about Thomas and the threat? Avery bought herself time to think by making her first move.

The king studied the board. “Do you support them waging war on me? Forget that I am your father. They attacked your king.”

“Of course not,” she said quietly. “It’s not right to disobey the man God has placed in authority.”

He smiled but fell silent for several minutes as they played. Then he said, “So why ask me to release them?”

He must have been thinking more about his question than the game, because his last move left his rook open and several other pieces in jeopardy. She studied his face to see whether he realized it. He stared into the fireplace, eyes wide, clearly agitated. She knew he was impatient for her reply, no longer engaged in the game. Avery spoke carefully. “Releasing the rebels would demonstrate your mercy, Majesty. Imagine the whole realm seeing that you’re willing to forgive a group of misguided kids—children, really. They’re thirteen years old.”

He grunted. “Which means only that they might rebel again as soon as they are released. How could I be certain they wouldn’t?”

“You couldn’t,” Avery said, moving her bishop but not taking his exposed rook. “You’d just have to hope they would respond to mercy with peace.”

The king quickly moved. “Hope is not much of a defense strategy, Daughter.”

The longer they discussed the rebels, the sloppier the king played. He hardly thought before moving, and he seemed to grow more agitated by the minute.

Avery knew she was on dangerous ground, but he had raised the subject. “Give them something they need, and they’ll remain loyal.”

“Like what?” he said, laughing. “Gold? So they can build their own army?”

She shook her head. “Purpose. Find work for them.”

The king fumbled another move. “Your turn,” he said.

“Some of the best cooks, seamstresses, and builders in the realm are in the dungeon with nothing to do,” Avery said. “Why not put them to work? You wouldn’t have to pay much if you gave them a place to stay and publicly recognized them once in a while. I doubt they’d rebel against that.” Avery moved her knight to a space the king should not have left open. “You could make your castle wonderful again.”

Avery hoped the mention of his castle would prompt the king to notice his rook was in danger. Otherwise, she could beat him at his own game, one at which she was but a novice.

He missed the opportunity, advancing a pawn instead, and Avery reached for her queen, which could checkmate him. But she reconsidered it. The key is knowing when to advance and when to retreat.

“Hiring all those children could improve my image,” the king said, settling back in his chair. “No more fiascoes like last night. That jester…humiliating.”

As was the music, the food, and the service. But Avery knew it wouldn’t be prudent to agree. “It was a fine event,” she said.

“Were I barbaric, a jester would lose his life for a performance like that.”

Avery flinched and looked sharply at the king.

“What is it?” he said.

“All due respect, Your Highness—may I speak freely?”

“Please.”

“To be frank,” she said, “would you not look barbaric sending to the gallows a group of thirteen-year-olds who dared attack a popular king and his vast army?”

The king cocked his head and sighed.

“Forgive me if I overstepped,” Avery said. “I didn’t mean to ques—”

“Not at all,” he said. “If I weren’t reconsidering, I would not have raised the subject.”

Avery hid her excitement. “I appreciate that, Your Grace.” Perhaps Elizabeth’s return had prompted this rethinking. But all that talk of the banquet and still no mention of her reappearance.

Avery moved a meaningless pawn, and the king sprang forward and laughed. “Your queen could have had me right there,” he said, pointing. “You still have much to learn about this game.” He moved out of harm’s way and added, “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you all you need to know about winning and about being my heir.”

That Avery did not want, but now was not the time to say so.

Cheerily, the king went on to win the match. “Congratulations, Your Highness,” Avery said.

He stretched and smiled. “You do my heart good, Daughter. My physicians tell me I should fully recovery, and I attribute that to you. And you’ll be happy to know your mother should also be restored by a few days’ rest, and we will be a family again. She’s been through a terrible ordeal.”

“Oh?” Avery said, hoping for details.

“You should go back to bed, Daughter. This afternoon we start discussing matters of state!”

Avery stood and thanked him, wishing the time felt right to tell him how she really felt.

“Something on your mind, Daughter?”

She wished he’d quit calling her that, but he had spoken so tenderly. Having his first wife back was plainly good for him. “It’ll keep, Your Majesty,” she said, turning to go. “Good night—well, good morning.”

The king chuckled and reached to stop her. “If it means that much to you that I extend mercy to the rebels…”

“It does.”

“…I will grant the pardon before noon.”

“Oh, sir! I—”

“You are not without responsibility, however,” he said. “I will task you with assigning them jobs and finding them lodging.”

“Absolutely, Your Grace. I’ll work with your staff and—”

“And I will hold you personally responsible for any breach of loyalty.” Avery couldn’t hide her excitement. “May I tell them?”

He seemed to weigh this. Then, “Yes. But with one exception. I cannot pardon their leader.”

“But Your Grace, Edward is no older than the rest. He—”

“Don’t push this. I’ll not entertain arguments.”

“But need he hang, sir? He’s just a boy, really. Surely you can find it in your heart to—”

The king stopped her with a gesture. “Very well. His punishment will fall short of execution.”

Avery threw her arms around the king’s neck before realizing what she’d done. She quickly stepped back and curtsied.

The king laughed. “No need for drama.”

Next stop: the dungeon.


Chapter 28

The Telltale Scent

Avery raced through the maze of halls and balconies and down the stairs. She remembered the route to the dungeon but not how endless the journey seemed. Grateful her ankle was finally up to it, she did not stop to catch her breath until she cut through the dank passageway and arrived at the exit that led to the half-submerged stone steps.

As she leaned over, panting against the thick wooden door, the strange and terrible roar of the Salt Sea reminded her that timing was vital if she was to make it to the dungeon entrance. Had Babs not been with her the first time, she’d have surely drowned.

On her own now, Avery didn’t know when to open the door, and she wouldn’t be able to save herself if she guessed wrong. But neither could she risk waiting for the king’s pardon to release Thomas. He had been plainly near death when she first tried to spring him. She couldn’t imagine his brother’s rage if Thomas died hours before he would have been pardoned anyway.

Fighting to remember what Babs had done, she pressed her ear against the door and waited until the roar grew distant, and then she pushed through it.

From the stone-carved steps she could see the entry door below, nearly submerged. She would wait near the top till that door was clear of the tide then make a run for it. But as she readied herself, a wave bore down on her, massive enough to knock her twenty feet into the sea.

Avery dashed back up the steps and yanked open the door, sprawling inside and kicking it shut just as the wall of water crashed into it. The salty deluge sprayed through the frame and underneath the door as she struggled to her feet. Maybe Babs had made his move when the water was surging in, hurtling down the steps as the sea rolled back out. Again she watched and waited, trying to time her dash to the dungeon.

Soon all went silent.

When the roar and the surging waves returned, Avery waited till they appeared to peak then flew out the door as they receded, bounding down the steps and pushing her way into the dungeon. She slammed the door just as the roar began again and the sea rushed to flood the steps.

Overwhelmed anew by the stench and discordant din—like she imagined hell might sound—she slid to the floor with her back to the wall. Gasping until her breathing evened out, Avery peeked down the corridor to the inner entrance with a slim hope that someone new was on guard duty today.

No such luck. The vicious-looking sentry gazed back at her the way he might a cockroach. When she had caught her breath, Avery pulled herself up and strode toward him with all the confidence she could muster.

“I’ve come to take custody of an ill prisoner!” she shouted over the racket.

The guard slowly raised his chin and looked her in the eyes. He shook his head. “I ’eard nothin’ of that.”

“His name is Thomas, and he’s in the same cell as the rebel leader, Edward.”

“That changes nothin’. I’m not told, it doesn’t ’appen.”

“But I’m telling you, and I represent the crown.”

“For all I know, you coulda been washed up here by a storm. You don’t look like no royalty to me.”

“But you saw me here before! I’m the king’s daughter!”

He shook his head and turned away.

“If you value your job, sir, don’t refuse me. The king will not take kindly to—”

“The boy you want ain’t with us anymore.”

Avery’s knees went weak. Did he mean—?

“Where is he?”

The guard shrugged. “I don’t keep track of ‘em once they leave ’ere.”

In the near darkness, with frigid air swirling around her, Avery marched up the center corridor. “I’m looking for Thomas!” she hollered, and countless voices screamed back.

“Will I do?”

“Take me, Your Highness!”

“I can be Thomas!”

She headed for Edward’s cell. The prisoners across the hall and on either side quieted when she stopped. Edward stood at the door, arms folded, feet spread.

“Too late,” he said.

“Where is he?” Avery asked, peering past him at every face and every space in the crowded box.

Gone. But where?
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As the time drew near for Avery’s lesson with the king on matters of state, she paced her room, wracking her brain for a plan to find Thomas. She could tell the king the whole story, but who knew how he’d respond, let alone what Thomas’s brother would do?

Angry as she was about how he had threatened her, she could hardly fault him. If she could blackmail someone in power to get Henry back, she might do the same. Thomas’s brother was doing the only thing he knew to do.

Kate knocked at her door. “Queen Elizabeth wishes to see you.”

Avery reeled. It was about time. She’d begun to wonder whether her birth mother even knew she existed. “Really? I—I—uh—am scheduled with the king for—”

“Avery! Forgive the informality, but this takes precedence.”

“Does it?”

“You’re all she’s talked about since she awoke this morning.”

“But I’m a mess!”

“Well, you’ve no time for a bath. Let’s get you freshened up.”

Kate dug through closets for powders and creams and lotions, and then she circled Avery, helping her rinse off and change clothes.

On the way to the queen’s chamber, Avery wondered aloud, “What will I say?”

“Whatever you need to.”

Kate tapped on the queen’s door, said, “Queen Elizabeth, your daughter, the princess,” and squeezed Avery’s shoulders before she hurried off.

Being identified that way so repulsed Avery that her nervousness turned to anger. She didn’t know what Elizabeth expected, but she wasn’t about to greet her as if she had been pining for her her whole life. Because she hadn’t.

Avery was curious, sure. She wanted to know where the assumed dead queen had been all this time and why she had never heard from her.

In fact, she had a wagonload of questions, one of which was wondering what the classic beauty would look like after a night’s rest and staff attending to her. The night before, Elizabeth bore only a hint of her once dignified bearing. Otherwise she might have been mistaken for an aged vagabond.

Somehow Avery was not surprised that the woman who ignored her for thirteen years and never even looked her way the night before now made her wait. Maybe she was hard of hearing. Avery knocked louder than Kate had.

After another minute, she threw gentility to the wind and knocked long and hard. “Your Royal Highness, it’s Avery! You sent for me?”

Finally, she tried the knob, no doubt violating every custom of the kingdom—entering royal quarters on her own. But she could plead ignorance. She was the queen’s natural-born daughter, after all. If she couldn’t enter her own mother’s room—to check on her well-being, if nothing else—who could?

The door was not locked, so Avery gently pushed it open. A privacy partition stood just inside, apparently serving to also block sound. She peeked around it to find the queen’s sleep chamber arranged much like her own. And there she lay, propped up by pillows, attended to by a medic.

“Pardon me,” Avery said. “Should I return at a more conven—?”

The queen peered past the doctor and smiled weakly, waving her in.

Avery slowly approached the woman who should be as familiar to her as anyone in the world, yet who was every bit a stranger face-to-face.

The medic bowed and quickly left.

Avery curtsied deeply, but the queen shook her head. “No need to do that for me,” she rasped. She looked so frail and sounded so weak, Avery’s anger evaporated.

The queen patted the mattress as if she should sit, but that didn’t seem right. Avery moved closer but remained standing.

“Light a candelabra so I can see you,” Elizabeth said.

Avery used a phosphorous match to light four wicks in the silver lamp holder beside the bed. The candlesticks illuminated the ceiling and cast a glow down through the queen’s sheer canopy, bathing her in light.

Avery was stunned at the woman’s beauty. Though the years had not been kind to her, and her hair was gray and her face lined, Elizabeth’s classic structure defined her face with high cheekbones and dramatic symmetry.

“You look well, Your Grace,” Avery said.

Elizabeth smiled weakly and took Avery’s hand. “I’m much better now, knowing you are alive and well. You are well, aren’t you? I understand you’ve suffered quite the trials here.”

“I’m being well cared for now, Your Highness, but I—”

“Please dispense with the formality, dear. Family need not encumber itself with titles. Surely your father does not expect you to use such.”

Yes, the king did, but Avery would not have wanted to address him any more informally anyway. He felt like anything but her father. She felt no attachment to the queen either, but the woman was so kind, tenderness seemed to ooze from her.

“And if it takes time for you to call me Mother, you may call me whatever you wish. But you were about to ask me something, were you not?”

Avery hesitated. “I don’t mean to imply anything, but I was just wondering if you did not see me last night?”

“Why, no! I only learned later that the festivities were in your honor. I’m so sorry to have spoiled your party.”

“Oh, not at all. I just—”

“Naturally you had to wonder,” the queen said. “Truth is, I was barely conscious and could hardly see, and I don’t know what I would have done had your father not intercepted me when he did.”

“Think no more of it, ma’am,” Avery said, deciding now was not the time to tell the queen that she didn’t want to be here. How she wanted to ask Elizabeth about Kendrick!

“Oh, how precious! You’re wearing the ruby flower necklace. Your father gave that to me the day you were born.” Her eyes clouded. “That day began as the best of my life and ended as the worst.”

“You should have the necklace back,” Avery said, but the queen shook her head.

“It is right that you have it. Tell me, Avery, are you happy?”

Though she nodded and mustered the best smile she could, Avery knew she had not responded quickly enough for this perceptive woman. Elizabeth whispered, “It’s all right. I wasn’t happy here either. Why do you think I waited so long to return?”

You waited? You could have come back sooner?

As if reading Avery’s thoughts, Elizabeth said, “My life was in danger every day. Even my midwives were spies. Angelina, my own sister, wanted me dead and threatened to kill me herself. When she assigned the wise old woman the task of poisoning me, the woman gave me sleeping powder instead and transported me into the village.

“I vowed never to return to the castle until Angelina was dead. I created a new identity and life for myself—selling fish in the market. When my dearest friend told me Angelina was no more, it was time.”

“You knew my mother,” Avery said.

The queen smiled. “The only person I trusted here. When I learned she was raising you, I was so relieved to know you were in good hands, far from the prying eyes of the court. Your mother spun the most wonderful stories.”

“I miss her so,” Avery said, quickly realizing how that might sound. “I’m sorry.”

Elizabeth squeezed her hand tighter. “I do, too, but missing her is a good thing.”

“Why?”

“Not everyone has someone worth missing in their lives.”

Elizabeth’s eyes filled and she let go of Avery’s hand, closing her eyes. “You should go…”

Avery turned to leave, but the queen added, “…home.”

Avery turned back. “What did you say?”

“Forgive me,” the queen slurred. “The medic gave me something, and my eyes are heavy.”

“May I ask one more thing?”

“Mm-hm.”

Avery worried she had fallen asleep. “How did you get back here? Who brought you?”

Barely above a whisper, eyes still closed, she mumbled, “Dearest friend…long protected me…kept me…informed about you. Ever need help…should go to him. Babs.”

When Avery was sure the queen was asleep, she bent to kiss the back of her hand. And recognized the faint scent.

Fish. Just like the fishwife.


Chapter 29

The Announcement

Avery had her attendants put out the word that she wanted to see Babs at his earliest convenience.

In the meantime, she sent out her first—and she hoped last—royal decree. Official court criers announced throughout the castle that all thirteen-year-olds—the rebels about to be pardoned as well as those still living in the tunnels—were to convene in the Great Hall for their last midnight court.

When she met with the king in the war room for what he called her tutorial, she had still heard nothing from Babs. But the announcement of the meeting of the kids had already created a genuine stir. Because of the pardon and the fact that the invitation had come from Avery herself, even those still in hiding were planning on coming. For many it would be their first time showing themselves outside the confines of the kids’ area or—now—the tunnels.

Avery thanked the king again for releasing all the thirteen-year-old rebels, except Edward.

“That proved good counsel from you, Daughter. I have been accepting gratitude and congratulations from throughout the realm since it was announced. The only detractors are among my advisors, but they know better than to oppose me.”

“What are they worried about? Surely they know that putting a bunch of kids to death would send a terrible signal.”

“They don’t trust the kids, that’s all. And they seriously don’t trust Edward. They think I should banish him to solitary confinement so he has no way of communicating to his comrades.”

“They think he could stage another rebellion from inside the dungeon?”

The king shrugged. “They’re just insulted for me at the rebels’ impudence. They’ll come to see that the pardon itself shows strength because it’s dismissive. It says these kids are nothing to worry about.”

“And have you decided on Edward’s sentence?”

“I have not. He could be charged with treason, of course, punishable by death, but I’ve instructed prosecutors to lessen the offense to insubordination.”

“That is most generous, Your Majesty. What’s the penalty for that?”

“I’ll let the court decide, and if it still sounds excessive, I’ll personally plead for leniency.”

Avery studied him. “You have more than changed your stance on this, Excellency. You’ve revolutionized it.”

“Let’s just say I trust my two closest advisors—of whom you are one.”

“And the other?”

“Your mother. When I laid out the scenario to the queen, including the fact that I granted your wishes for the pardon, the lesser charge and the leniency were her ideas. You two do have a lot in common and will reflect wonderfully on my legacy.”

Well, she might, but I won’t. But this was hardly the time to say so.

“You’ll be happy to know,” he said, “that your throne is finished and will be in place for your gathering tonight.”

The tutorial on matters of state was as boring as it sounded, and Avery found herself antsy to prepare for her meeting with Babs and then the midnight court. She was already memorizing an address she hoped would impress her friends. What a wonderful reunion it would be!
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Avery didn’t know whether Babs was avoiding her—not a prudent thing to do, though he had to know she would not make him suffer for it—or if he was in hiding, afraid for his life. It would only make sense that he feared his taking the princess to the dungeon would get back to the king.

Avery hoped he didn’t think that her asking for a meeting was a trap and that he would be thrown into the tower prison. He had to know she pushed for the pardon of the rebels. That should tell him she would also protect him.

But by that evening, Babs was still nowhere to be found. Avery was able to push that from her mind as her ladies-in-waiting spent hours in her quarters making sure she was even more striking than she had been the night before. Though she still believed she would never rival her birth mother’s beauty, even she had to admit—she had never felt so pretty from head to toe as when they were finished.

Kate said, “You do look like your mother. The queen, I mean. You could be mistaken for her in some of those old portraits.”

“I wish I could believe that,” Avery said. “I just want the rest of the kids to be proud of me. I can’t wait to see them all again.”

A few minutes before midnight, the ladies walked her down to the Great Hall, and she stood before the entrance as she had with the king the night before. The room had been redecorated and rearranged for the kids, and she could hear their boisterous conversations from inside the double doors. She was more nervous now than last evening, but there was no time to stress over it.

A uniformed announcer bowed as he passed her, and guards swept the doors open simultaneously. The announcer called out, “Ladies and gentlemen!” and the room hushed as the kids seemed to turn as one. “Her Royal Highness, Princess Avery!”

She felt as if she were gliding as the many friends she had known so long bowed or curtseyed as she passed. They had only played at this before, choosing junior kings and queens who pretended they had grown up to become royalty.

Avery could hardly believe this was real. She felt self-conscious about all the formality, but the kids were doing what was expected of them, just as she was. Avery knew this was temporary, so she would play the role.

As she strode toward the front of the Hall, she passed the girls who had been patient when she nearly burned down the kitchen. She greeted them, and they looked shy, perhaps not yet knowing what to make of all this.

There was the mousy chaplain who had led the kids in the beautiful chapel upstairs.

Next, the seamstresses who had worked with Kate to perfect Angelina’s wedding gown.

Ilsa stood in a small group, her eyes downcast.

Avery kept scanning for Thomas. Her deadline had just passed. His older brother was sure to visit her that very night, demanding results. And I will be ready.

She mounted the steps to the dais that led to the king’s throne. Interesting. Queen Elizabeth’s throne had been brought out of storage and sat next to his. And next to hers, about three-quarters its size, stood Avery’s exact replica.

She positioned herself in the center before the three thrones, her stomach in knots, and hoped she could remember the speech she had spent hours on.

When Avery turned to face the crowd, Tuck smiled at her from way in the back, which relaxed her and gave her confidence.

Suddenly, looking into the faces of all these fellow thirteen-year-olds she had come to love, Avery changed her mind about the formal speech. She would just speak from her heart. She might now be their princess, and she would play that to the hilt for their enjoyment, but they also needed to know she would never let it come between them.

Avery had used her position to gain their freedom, but she wanted it to be clear from the start that she would never treat them as less than equals. If they wanted to put her on a pedestal—hopefully just for the fun of it—fine. But that she had suddenly become royalty—or had been discovered to be royal—was an accident of birth. Lucky perhaps, and no doubt many a kid’s dream, but an accident all the same.

“It is good to see you all again,” she began, and it seemed to her the rebels cheered the loudest. The day before, they would not have expected to be here. “Thank you for coming.”

With humor in his tone, someone called out, “Like we had a choice!” and the kids burst into laughter. Avery affected an overdone shrug, and they howled.

She became aware of her power when she raised a hand and they all immediately fell so silent that she believed she could hear a feather hit the floor.

“We’ve been through a lot together, haven’t we? Good and bad, we’ll carry it all in our hearts the rest of our lives. We celebrated birthdays and holidays; we observed a wedding. Though we laughed often and ate well, we suffered loss and grief. We witnessed a grand spectacle that erupted into an inferno.

“We protected each other from danger—from being discovered—and we accomplished a mass relocation against all odds. Above all, we built friendships—bonds that will never break. I hope our time within these walls has strengthened our courage and deepened our resolve to continue making a difference, regardless our age.”

Though an ocean of tears welled up inside, Avery forged ahead. “It gives me great pleasure to announce that as of right now, this very night, you are free. All of you. The king’s pardon, which freed all who had been confined to the dungeon, applies to all the rest of you in the castle.”

Cheers tore through the crowd, but Avery didn’t slow down. “No more hiding! No more looking over your shoulders! No more wondering whom you can trust!”

She let the ovation continue until the kids were ready for more. “That means you’re free to go, to leave the castle and never come back—if that’s your choice. And no one will stop you.”

Again they erupted, and she waited. Someone began the chant, “Long live the princess!” and the rest picked it up, shouting until she finally had to quiet them again.

“But if you stay choose to stay…”

“Why would we stay?” someone demanded, and others shouted over each other in agreement.

“Now hear me out—I’m about to tell you. If you choose to stay, it will be as family.”

“What are you saying?”

“What do you mean, stay?”

“Family?”

“Let her speak!”

“Look around!” Avery said. “These are your brothers and sisters. You will be given places to stay and food to eat. You will be assigned jobs—responsibilities. And while you may not get rich here, you won’t ever have to wonder if you play an important role. Everyone who stays will become a member of the royal staff.”

Bedlam broke out. Those who weren’t applauding were embracing, and it seemed everyone was shrieking. Avery wondered if some of these friends had ever been made to feel they belonged somewhere. Tuck raised a fist to her, smiling and nodding, and she was pleased to have not let him down. She only wished Kendrick were alive to see this.

Avery concluded, “Let me or my staff know your decision so we can assign you a job and find you a place to stay.”

Most of the kids remained in the Hall, excitedly talking. Only a few exited—Ilsa among them.

Avery was surprised by her own reaction to this. It made her sad. She wished Ilsa would stay and find work and see that her peers accepted her—all of them, not just her small entourage. What could be waiting for her outside?

Many kids crowded around to talk to Avery, but she hurried off to find Ilsa. Her ladies-in-waiting had to run to keep up.

“Ilsa, wait!” Avery called, following her into the long gallery.

Ilsa picked up her pace.

“I know you hear me!” Avery yelled, gathering her skirts. “I will catch you.”

Finally, Ilsa stopped and spun. “What do you want from me?”

Avery stayed an appropriate distance away and told her ladies-in-waiting, “Leave us, please.”

“From the first day,” Ilsa said, “you’ve taken everything of mine: my bed, my friends, my boyfriend, my brother, my freedom—”

Avery shook her head. “That’s not fair. I didn’t intentionally take anything from you. And I definitely didn’t take Edward. He made his choices. I wanted only to be your friend.”

“Ha!”

Avery straightened. “And didn’t I just give you your freedom?”

“Why do you think I’m leaving? I’m not staying someplace where you can force me to be your friend. I’m not your friend, Avery. Or should I say, ‘Your Royal Highness?’”

Avery threw her hands up in surrender. “Suit yourself.”

As Avery headed back to her ladies, Ilsa muttered, “At least not everyone I meet wants me dead.”

Avery turned back. “What did you say?”

Ilsa glared at her. “Just watch your back. Royalty comes with a terrible price.”

A guard stepped from behind a pillar and grabbed Ilsa.

“What are you doing?” she cried. “Let me go! I was just granted my freedom!”

“No one is free to threaten a royal,” he said, looking expectantly to Avery. Ilsa’s fate was in her hands.

She belongs in the dungeon.

Avery approached her and spoke quietly. “Ilsa, you and I have something in common that sometimes makes us say and do things we shouldn’t. We both love our brothers.”

“You love no one but yourself!” Ilsa spat.

The guard said, “You will address the princess with the proper—”

“Let her go,” Avery said. Ilsa yanked herself away from the guard. “Ilsa, you’re free to hate me, but I am also free not to hate you back.”


Chapter 30

The Walk

Avery sat before the mirror and brushed her hair before bed, having released her attendants for the night. One reappeared a few minutes later with a message.

Avery hoped it was from Babs—she so needed to talk to him before Thomas’s brother accosted her again.

“A friend has asked to meet you in the royal gardens before breakfast,” the girl said.

“Babs?”

She shook her head. “We still haven’t been able to find him, Highness.”

“I’ll be there,” Avery said.

Babs’s disappearance baffled her. It wasn’t like him to abandon her, and he had to know she needed him. Certainly he was aware everyone was looking for him.

Avery locked her door and left the key in it. Maybe that would block anyone else’s key. She latched the windows. And she took a knife to bed with her and slipped it under her pillow.

Avery lay on her back until she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. She rolled onto her side and wrapped one hand around the knife’s handle as she fell asleep.
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When her key hit the floor and she heard the click of the lock, Avery bolted up, realizing her trick had not worked.

As a dark figure approached, she said, “Stay right where you are.” But he kept coming. “I have a knife!” she said.

“You realize I ’ave a sword,” he said. “Anyway, I just come to thank you.”

“For…?”

“For Thomas. I ’preciate it, and ’m glad I don’t have to do nothin’ more.”

Oh, no! Did he assume Thomas was among the pardoned? Surely he’d demand proof the boy was free. Was this some sort of a trick?

“G’night, ’ighness. I won’t be troublin’ you no more.”

He locked the door when he left.
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At dawn, Avery called one of her ladies to style her hair and accompany her to the gardens. “Stay out of sight but within earshot. I don’t expect trouble, but I don’t know for sure.”

This was the first time she’d left the castle since the Olympiad, and it felt wonderful to be outside in the sunshine again. The scent of new flowers and freshly turned earth met her as she moved into the lush grounds. And what a relief to find Tuck at the far end of a long path that led to a complex maze of every imaginable beautiful bloom.

She called out to dismiss her attendant, and as she ran toward Tuck, he bowed.

Avery laughed. “Now stop it! I feel silly enough when people I don’t know do that. I feel like I’m pretending to be someone I’m not.”

“But you are that someone, Your Highn—”

“Now I’m not going to allow that. One thing I’ve been taught is that family members don’t have to use titles—we don’t have to encumber ourselves that way is what I was told.”

“I’m not family.”

“Well, you’re closer than my new family, that’s for sure. And if you believe I’m really your princess, then I hereby decree you family and forbid you to address me with titles.”

“Now, see,” he said, “that’s the Avery I know. Being royalty is not your problem. Trying to be who you think you should be is holding you back. Just embrace this. Be yourself!”

Avery took his arm and they walked, talking about life in the castle and how much they missed Kendrick. They rehashed cherished memories and shared jokes.

Suddenly Tuck stopped and idly pawed at the ground with his foot.

“What is it?” Avery said. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t like good-byes,” he said.

“You’d better be joking,” she said, but when he finally met her gaze she could tell he was serious. “What do you mean?” she said. “I can put you in just about any room in the castle and find you a great job. We’re understaffed.”

Tuck laughed. “I’m not desperate.”

“I didn’t mean that. I—”

“With you in the royal living quarters, Kate ran out of people to manage, so she taught me to read and write. I’m not good yet, but I’m not useless anymore.”

“You know that’s not what I was saying. You’ve never been useless.”

He smiled. “Did you know I sent you that note in the Tower about taking courage because Kendrick was bringing back someone from the Forbidden City who would make everything right?”

“I had no idea,” Avery said. She wanted to ask whom Kendrick had tried to bring back, but Tuck grew serious again.

“I don’t belong here,” he said. And though his words came quiet as a breeze, to Avery they clanged like discordant tower bells. “And we both know you and I—a royal and a commoner—would soon be forbidden from being friends. I couldn’t handle that.”

Avery pulled her hand from the crook of Tuck’s elbow, crossed her arms, and shook her head. It had been a long time since she’d lost her temper, but somehow royal blood couldn’t stem her anger.

“Stop!” she shouted. “We’re not going to talk like this! You’re not going anywhere!”

“Avery, is this really how you want to part, with an argument—our last meeting so much like our first?”

“Don’t say that, Tuck!” she said, tears brimming, but she refused to let them fall. “I need you now more than ever. What will I do without your smile, your words, your kindness? Your friendship has been a gift from the beginning.”

“You know I feel the same,” Tuck said, squinting into the rising sun.

Why can’t he look at me?

“They’ll be looking for you soon,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “The king and queen will take good care of you. I wouldn’t leave if I weren’t sure of it.” He took her hand and pressed something into her palm before closing her fingers around it.

Avery knew it had to be the crown ring.

“And one more gift,” he said. He tugged her around a corner and whistled. A dog came bounding out, all golden paws and bright eyes.

“He looks like Bronte!” Avery said.

“It’s one of her puppies. I thought you might like him.”

Avery bent to scratch the dog’s back then rose to hug Tuck tight. “Thank you,” she murmured into his neck. “I don’t want a castle that doesn’t include you.”

“You’re here for a reason,” Tuck said. “Figure out what it is.”

He backed away, and she watched him until he was out of sight.

In tears she started back through the maze of flowers, hoping to either clear her head or get herself so lost no one could ever find her. How she hated losing the people who meant the most! The angrier she got, the faster she walked, the dog right behind her.

Avery took a sharp curve and brushed past someone. “Sorry,” she said, looking up. “My fault.” Realizing it was the advisor in crimson, she stepped around him and kept moving.

“Wait, Your Highness!” he called. “I came here looking for you.”


Chapter 31

An Offer

Avery kept going, eager to get out of the garden but not sure how. Tuck hadn’t been gone more than a few minutes and already she needed him. She wished she hadn’t dismissed her attendant. When people came searching for her, at least the girl would know she was likely somewhere in the maze.

“I’m not here to hurt you, Princess!” the advisor in crimson called after her.

Avery spun to face him, her back to the sun. “Then what do you want?”

The advisor folded his hands and said cheerfully, “Just a moment to talk with you. I overheard you and your friend. Pity he broke your heart.”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but he didn’t break my heart.”

The man smiled sympathetically, as if he knew better. “How would you like to see your family again?”

Fearing a trap, Avery could just see him racing to tell the king she considered someone else her true family.

“That’s a ridiculous question,” she said. He could take that in many ways.

“I’m sure your father would love to tend his garden again. And your mother could return to her sewing. And your brother could play outside again on mornings like this one.”

He’s guessing. Most families have a father who gardens, a mother who sews, and a son who plays outside.

The advisor smiled. “And you would have your castle tree house back.”

Avery recoiled. “How do you know my family?”

Again, the response was only a smile.

“Anyway, the king would never let me go.”

“I’m not asking the king. I’m asking you. And I urge you to think carefully. You may never have this opportunity again.”

“I’m listening.”

“Walk with me.”

Avery paid attention to every step so she could find her way out in a hurry if necessary. The puppy weaved in and out of the shrubs, scampering ahead and then lagging behind.

“You and I share something,” he began.

“I doubt that.”

He snorted. “Think about it. Neither of us has what we most want. You miss your family more than anything, and I want who I want on the throne.”

Avery stopped. “You’re a threat to the king?”

“No, no, no,” he said. “That would be treason. But assume the king has no suitable heir. Even if he precedes Elizabeth in death, she’s not likely to reign long before she passes. I want to see the crown go to someone—how should I say this?—someone…”

“Other than me.”

“I envy your way with words,” he said.

“And whom do you have in mind?”

“Who is irrelevant. There is more than one suitable candidate, but naturally I am keen to retain my role in the royal court.”

“You’re suggesting I abandon my place in succession to the throne to search for a family I don’t even know is still alive?”

Avery would have given almost anything for that, but not knowing whom he had in mind for the crown, she couldn’t admit it. Regardless, his scheming was a flagrant overstepping of his role as former spiritual advisor to Queen Angelina and confidant to the king.

“Tell me,” Avery said, “do you think I’m so young and foolish that I would give up everything at the risk of finding out you’re lying?”

“Trust me, your family is healthy and safe—at least for now.”

Avery studied his eyes, angered by the subtle threat. Still, if it were possible he was telling the truth…“Can you prove that?”

“Smart girl,” he said. “I’m impressed. And yes, I can provide evidence.”

They walked on, and she asked, “Assuming you’re telling the truth, what exactly would you expect me to do?”

“Here is the agreement I am willing to make: if you return home and abdicate your right to the throne, I will personally guarantee you and your family against all royal threats—as long as you and your family stay clear of the castle.”

“And if I come back…?”

The advisor shook his head. “I wouldn’t advise it.”

Avery was relieved when they stopped at an exit from the garden that led back to the castle.

“Do we have an agreement?” the advisor asked.

She stalled. It was tempting, but would it be reckless? If he proved her family was alive and safe, there was nothing more she would rather do than reunite with them.

But was that selfish? By surrendering her right to the throne, she could be paving the way for a monarch she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy.

One thrust into power through such maneuvers—and by a man like this—could be the vilest evil ever foisted upon the realm. Avery couldn’t be responsible for that.

“Could you answer something for me?”

“I’ll try.”

“Where is the Forbidden City?”

The advisor’s shoulders shook with laughter.

“It isn’t funny. It may seem off the subject to you, but I want to know. Where is it?”

“I can’t believe the daughter of the king and queen doesn’t know!”

“Laugh all you want—I’m new to this. Now where is it?”

“My dear, the Forbidden City exists only in people’s imaginations.”

She shot him a look. He had to be toying with her. “Impossible!”

“Know anyone who has been there and returned?”

Queen Elizabeth? Come to think of it, she’d said nothing about going there. And Edward and the other missing thirteen-year-olds had run away. It turned out they hadn’t been banished to the dreaded destination.

“Thomas,” she said.

“I’m not familiar…”

“He finished second to me in a race during the Olympiad.”

“Ah, yes,” the advisor said. “No, he wasn’t sent anywhere. He suffered another way.”

A chill slid down Avery’s spine. She hated life as a royal more with every minute.

The advisor leaned close. “The mind will believe what it’s told to believe. We didn’t need an actual Forbidden City. We merely suggested it, and people fell in line. What they fear most is fear.”

“And when you say we,” Avery said, “you mean you, don’t you? You’re the one who’s been behind all this from the beginning, moving people like chess pieces. You orchestrated Queen Elizabeth’s disappearance and the capture of the thirteen-year-olds. Did you kill Kendrick, too?”

The advisor smiled. “It doesn’t matter what I say. Your mind will believe what you tell it to believe.”

“You maneuvered Angelina onto the throne. No wonder you’re desperate to replace her.”

Avery was repelled by his sudden cheeriness as he said, “You know where to find me once you’ve decided. But I would not recommend waiting long. Remember, your family is safe for now.”

“I told you I need proof.”

“Swear to follow through if I prove it, and you will have your evidence.”

“I’ll let you know,” Avery said. She couldn’t help feeling as if she were dancing with the devil.


Chapter 32

A Familiar Face

With her new dog napping on the floor next to her, that afternoon Avery sat on her new throne in the Great Hall, acting in the king’s stead to hear and settle the complaints of commoners throughout the realm. No wonder he hated it. Typical grievances were missing chickens—blamed on pilfering neighbors; noise violations—most often against hungover defendants; and broken promises—which could have been settled easily if memorialized on paper.

Avery took this duty seriously and determined to fairly rule on each dispute before moving on to the next. She was pleasantly surprised that no one questioned her youth. These people believed in the royal bloodline, and as she had been affirmed by the king himself, that was apparently good enough for them.

Avery learned quickly that the loudest complainers typically had the least to complain about. Some cases she had to sort out between individuals. Others were claims against the castle, and she prayed she would be fair and wise.

Avery found the work exhausting. What had begun with about twenty people in line soon stretched out the door, and she couldn’t see its end. She collected taxes, settled arguments, and promised restitution.

After a brief break for a tea cake and water—and a little water for the pup, too—she longed to be done with petty disputes forever. Avery returned to hear a man who appeared haggard. He bowed and approached alone, hat in hand.

“I come on behalf of my missing family,” he said, his voice timid and faint but familiar.

Avery leaned forward. “Come closer,” she said. He took one tentative step. Beneath the grime, she recognized him. Though thinner and older, still he looked like her father!

Was this the crimson advisor’s proof?

Desperate to maintain her composure, Avery whispered, “Tell me more, sir,” and fought the urge to gather him in her arms and flee the castle forever.

Eyes sad and shoulders slumped, he maintained the posture of a beggar.

“I had a wife and two children,” he said. “Two years ago my wife traveled here to inquire about our daughter, but she never returned.”

This made no sense. Why would her mother have come to the castle to ask about her before the old woman snatched Avery from the woods?

People in line began grumbling, and one shouted, “Hurry, old man! The princess is not interested!”

Avery sprang to her feet and shouted, “I am, too!” causing the dog to peer at her, bright-eyed.

The room hushed, and everyone seemed to be watching to see what she did next. Didn’t her own father recognize her? Maybe my clothes and hair have truly transformed me.

She sat back down and said gently, “Did you search for your wife?” He shook his head and looked down.

“Why not, sir?”

What had happened to him since she last saw him? Grief could destroy even the strongest man.

His shoulders shook. “She had made me promise when she left that I would stay home and protect our daughter and son, no matter what. It was as if she knew something might happen to her. I swore I would do what she asked, but I failed.”

Avery’s eyes widened. If she left him home with two children, I wasn’t the daughter she came to inquire about.

Avery dared not identify her father, knowing it would be reported to the king. And the line grew restless again. She motioned him even closer and whispered, “Are you familiar with a tiny cottage on the other side of the Salt Sea, small and plain and separated from the woods by a field of tall grass?”

That description fit most of the dwellings in the area, but no one seemed the wiser.

He looked puzzled. “I am, mum.”

Avery beckoned a scribe, specified the home and property in question, and announced, “Have the cottage rid of any vagrants, squatters, or trespassers, and deed ownership of it and the land to this man free and clear.

“Sir, you are to live there and prepare it for the return of your family. And my prayers will be with you.”

Avery thought she saw a flash of recognition. He came to life at last, trembling, lips quivering. “Thank you, Your Highness!”

“Was I clear?”

He nodded heartily. “I’m to wait for my family.”

“Come with me, sir.”

With the dog watching, head cocked, the man followed her down the steps from the platform to a guard who kept the cashbox used to collect taxes and fines. “Open it, please,” she told the guard. When he did, she reached in and took a handful of the gold and silver.

Her father quickly tucked his hat under his arm and cupped his hands. She filled them with more than enough coins to cover his needs for a long time.

From the line someone shouted, “My family is missing, too!” and several laughed.

“Mine, too!”

“That’s true for me as well!”

“Mine isn’t missing, but I can arrange it!”

“Wait at home,” Avery whispered in his ear.

“I miss you, sweetheart,” he whispered.

Avery bit her lip to keep from smiling and pulled back to look deeply into his eyes, hoping to silently convey the same.

Brimming with joy and fighting to keep from alternately bursting out laughing or weeping, Avery was distracted for the rest of the session. An old woman complained about her neighbor’s cows, but Avery had to keep asking her to repeat herself. And when court closed, she couldn’t remember how she had ruled.

She had finally found her father, or rather he had found her, and that was all that mattered.


Chapter 33

Hard Questions

When Avery finally trudged to her room, the dog at her heels, she found Kate sitting by the window.

Avery pulled the rolled painting from the trunk full of baby things sent by the king, sat on her bed, and patted the spot beside her.

Kate joined her as the dog settled below.

“You knew my mother,” Avery said.

“The queen?” Kate said. “Well, sure—I mean, I knew of her, but I—”

“My mother,” Avery said, looking Kate in the eye. “You knew my mother.”

Kate looked away. “Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you’d have had a million questions I couldn’t answer.”

“Two years ago, my mother came here to the castle looking for her daughter, but she knew well I was safely home with my father and brother, so…”

Kate—apparently schooled in the art of looking unfazed—didn’t respond.

Avery unrolled the painting and smoothed it out on the bed. She pointed to one of Queen Elizabeth’s ladies. “The first time I saw this, I wasn’t sure if that was my mother or you.”

Kate’s face reddened, and she looked down.

“Are you my mother’s daughter?”

Almost imperceptibly, Kate nodded.

Avery flopped back against her pillows and stared at the ceiling. “Start at the beginning.”

And Kate—disregarding royal decorum—lay back next to her. “The mother you’ve always known was a country bride and gave birth to me shortly before my father died. My grandmother agreed to raise me to give my mother a—her words—‘fighting chance in the world.’ When my grandmother was hired by Queen Elizabeth, my mother was made her lady-in-waiting.”

Avery held up a hand, trying to wrap her mind around it. “So, if you are my mother’s birth daughter—”

“Your birth mother is our queen, Elizabeth.”

“Does that make us sort of sisters?” Avery said.

“More than sisters. When you were born, my grandmother took two of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting down to the Sea—”

“Giving each enough gold to flee and never be seen again,” Avery finished, thinking of the old woman in the tower prison.

Kate nodded. “Two years ago, your mother came back to the castle to speak privately to my grandmother.”

“Why?”

“To tell her about your life and progress and to take me back to your family cottage to live with a real family.”

“What happened?” Avery said.

“They were overheard.”

“By the advisor in scarlet?”

Kate nodded. “He went straight to Angelina, who seized your mother and demanded to know where you were. Of course, your mother wouldn’t tell Angelina, so she ordered her advisor to eliminate all children your age in the kingdom. He knew my grandmother had originally been charged with destroying the babies, so he forced her to find the king’s heirs or pay with her life.”

“So where is my mother?”

“Our mother, you mean?” Kate asked.

Avery nodded. Kate might be her birth daughter, but Kate’s mother was also the only mother Avery had ever known.

“I really don’t know,” Kate said. “But she’s still alive. My grandmother insists she is.”

Avery slipped her arm into Kate’s. “So who told you your job was to protect me?”

“Did you have to be told to protect Henry?”

Avery smiled. She liked having a sister, and she liked that it was Kate.


Chapter 34

The Chapel Prayer

Early the next morning Avery sat on her bed, pages of parchment spread around her and the dog curled on the floor beside her. She was busy assigning jobs to the thirteen-year-olds, her part of the pardon bargain with the king.

Kate appeared. “Walk with me.”

Avery took her arm, and they moved along the privy gallery and through the maze of halls. “Where are we going?” she said, but Kate just shook her head.

They descended the stairs to a wing of less formal chambers Avery recognized immediately. Kate approached one of the doors and didn’t even bother to knock. Avery followed her into an airy space lined with shelves of bottles. Dried plants hung from the ceiling, and a breeze swept in from where curtains had been brushed aside.

“The wise woman’s chamber,” Avery said, and Kate shushed her. Avery soon realized why. Someone lay on a threadbare mattress in a corner.

“Thomas!” she said, and Kate again held a finger to her lips. “How did he get here?” Avery whispered.

“Brought him here myself,” came a voice behind them, and Avery whirled. Babs came in, balancing a stack of blankets and a plate of food. “I could tell it was important to you to help him.”

Relief flooded Avery. “So that’s why his brother thanked me.” Once again, Babs had come to the rescue.

Babs looked puzzled. “His brother?”

“Yes, his older brother. One of the guards assigned to my new wing.”

He shook his head. “Must be some mistake. Thomas has no brother.”

What? For as long as Avery stayed in the castle, she knew she would never solve all its mysteries.
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Kate and Avery climbed the stairwell to the tiny, beautiful chapel. The last time Avery had been here, the advisor in scarlet had tricked her, and she had wound up in the tower prison.

“Why are we here?” Avery asked.

“This is the only place we can really talk privately.” Kate led her down the center aisle to the foot of the altar. Kneeling, hands clasped and head bowed, Kate whispered, “I have a plan that will get you out of here, but we need to act quickly.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Do you want this life, Avery?”

“No! I mean, I want to make a difference here, but I want to go home, too. I miss my family.”

“Were you made for this life?” Kate asked.

“No, but how can I go anywhere? Staying is my duty.”

But the faces of her father, mother, and brother crowded her mind, and she remembered Queen Elizabeth telling her to go home.

“Kate, say a person were to leave—how might they do it?”

“Hmm…Nobility rarely pays attention to peasants. I would recommend plain clothes. That way he, or she, could more easily sneak out of the castle unnoticed.”

Avery nodded. “Anything else?”

“This person would probably be wise to do this at night and find their way to the Salt Sea, where a young boatman might already be prepared to take him, or her, to the other side, near his, or her, village.”

Avery held Kate’s gaze.

“Not that one would do such a thing,” Kate added. “But if one did…”
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Late that night, the king sent word to Avery that he was commissioning a painting of his recently reunited family. He told her to wear gold and scarlet and to come for the sitting first thing after breakfast the next morning.

Avery paced, the dog watching.

“If I sit for that painting,” she said to the dog, “and then choose to leave, people may recognize me outside. If I leave before the sitting, I might be able to leave in plain clothes and return to a common life. No one will see my face on a gallery wall or in the theater district.”

The dog tilted his head.

“I don’t have long to decide.” Avery scratched his ears. “I also need to give you a name.”

What if I trade the kingdom for my family and they are long gone?

She might be able to do some good in the castle—being kind to the people—but she loved her family more than life.

And who’s to say serving the kingdom is more important than serving my family?
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When Avery finally crawled into bed, she lay staring at the magnificent dome ceiling, hoping Kate could be trusted.

The old woman claimed she had told Kate to kill the king’s heirs.

This could all be a trap. Still, I have to try.


Chapter 35

The Dress

Avery awoke to the growling of the dog and a dark silhouette slipping into her room. The growl grew more urgent as the figure approached, and she sat up.

“It’s just me,” Kate said. Avery sighed with relief.

Kate pushed a folded dress into Avery’s arms. “We don’t have much time if you’re going to leave.”

“Right now?”

“The king has spies everywhere. Your best chance is in the dark, especially if you want to do it before the portrait sitting.”

How did she know about that?

Avery rose, still in a fog, and stepped behind the dressing panel. Kate had brought her the white linen dress she’d worn in the woods so long ago. The ruffles were torn and the hem destroyed, but she buried her face in the material and breathed in the scent of earth and woods and home.

Thud! Her muddy black boots.

When she had changed, she realized Kate was wearing one of her new gowns from the Hall of Mirrors. “To distract anyone on our trail,” Kate said. “I need to look like you.”

“But—”

Kate held up a hand. “We have a long walk. Save your questions. We should go.”

Avery considered the room, all she had, and everything she would forfeit. “Let’s go.”

The dog followed them into the maze of halls and balconies. Avery noticed a figure step out from behind a marble column and settle in a safe distance behind.

And then another did the same.

And another.

Soon, it seemed, an entire fleet trailed them.

Avery whispered, “They’re clearly onto us. We should go back.”

“Keep walking.”

Up in the gallery the advisor in scarlet met her eyes and nodded slowly. He’ll control the throne someday, she thought.

When they reached the great double doors that led outside, Avery turned and saw that the crowd behind her looked as young as she was. They bowed.

“Scouts,” Kate said with a smile.


Chapter 36

The Road Home

Kate and Avery walked arm in arm over the craggy hills and steep declines, stopping only to catch their breath.

“I’ll name him Babs,” Avery said, as they watched the dog lap from a stream.

Kate laughed. “Why?”

“It’s his job to protect me now.”

As they continued, Kate said, “My grandmother wasn’t a bad person. She came to the castle to provide for her family. Queen Elizabeth generously appointed my grandmother’s two daughters their own ladies-in-waiting, unheard of for untitled girls. My grandmother was named the castle’s wise woman, and she studied until she could identify every herb and its medicinal benefits at a glance.”

“So what went wrong?”

“Greed. Grandmother always wanted more, wanted her daughters and granddaughters to become influential. If she had just lived out her days with the provision already afforded her by Queen Elizabeth, all would have been well. Many now dead would still be alive. But she swore on her life allegiance to Angelina in the hope that she and her family would be given more.”

Every snap of a twig or flutter of a bird made Avery jump. “Tell me more,” she said, hoping to keep her mind occupied.

“My grandmother never dreamed Angelina would command her to destroy Queen Elizabeth’s children. Trying to obtain it all, she lost it all.”

“So why did she fake her death when we were living in the children’s quarters?”

“She knew Angelina and her advisors were on her trail and would hold her responsible for not doing away with the king’s heirs at birth. So she forged a plot with some of her fellow workers and took an herb that made her sleep as if dead, and they sneaked her into the tunnels.”

Avery nodded. So the old woman was the one who had communicated with her in the underworld. She smelled like fish.

“And how did she actually die?”

“When the guards raided the tunnels for you, they found her. Angelina accused her of poisoning the king and sent her to the tower prison.”

“But Angelina herself poisoned the king!” Avery said. “Why didn’t your grandmother deny it?”

Kate stopped and shook her head. “Because she was guilty of poisoning Angelina.”
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Avery’s mother had been right that “the road home is always longest,” but the path to the boathouse was too short.

“Here is where we part ways,” Kate said.

“I don’t think I can say one more good-bye.”

“Then don’t. This is only temporary. I know where to find you, and I will.”

“Come with me, Kate. We could rebuild our lives together. We both love our mother, and she loves us. We could find her and bring her home. Be a real family.”

Kate smiled sadly. “I can’t. You weren’t made for my world, and I wasn’t made for yours. But promise you’ll send word to the castle if ever you need me.”

Avery’s voice was full of emotion. “I will,” she said, and they embraced. “Please tell Queen Elizabeth I’m safe and happy. She of all people will understand.”

Kate stepped back. “So, do I look like a queen?” She twirled in the dress made for Avery. “Will I fool anyone?”

“Almost,” Avery said with a smile. “But you’re missing something.” She lifted the ruby flower necklace over her head and placed it around Kate’s neck.

“Oh, you can’t do this! It’s your favorite…”

“I’m lending it to you. I’ll expect it back.”

Kate smiled and pointed to the simple craft—more raft that boat—bobbing in the water. “You’d better go.”

Avery stepped aboard and nodded to the pilot, who tipped the bill of his hat, pulled low over his eyes. She made her way aft to a bench, little Babs settling at her feet. As the raft pushed away, Avery raised a hand to Kate, who raised hers in return. Did Kate eye titles and fortunes just like her grandmother? Avery just hoped her adoptive sister wouldn’t trade everything and risk losing it all.
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Avery was grateful to sail in silence under a net of stars and a brilliant moon, large and lavender. It would take a lifetime to sort her memories.

With Edward’s rebel army disbanded, her family cottage should be unoccupied, and she hoped that in the morning she and her father could start putting it back in shape.

But this time Avery had no horse for a fast getaway, and she wasn’t about to risk approaching home on foot in darkness. She would spend the rest of the night in her beloved castle tree house.

Avery turned to watch the real castle fade into the distance like a pile of puffy clouds.
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Much later, the boat avoided a thick tree trunk and glided through the suddenly still water. Ahead she made out a hulking obstacle, and a huge ship came into view, on its side like an injured bird.

Kendrick’s? Had it been sabotaged? And if so, by whom? The advisor in scarlet?

Avery stood and scanned the glassy surface of the water. Her pilot wordlessly maneuvered around the wreckage, and she stared until it disappeared in the heavy darkness.
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Finally, the pilot guided his craft to the water’s edge and tied off on a weathered post. Eager to get to her tree house, Avery accepted his hand and disembarked, Babs right behind her. She patted her white peasant’s dress for a gold coin but found neither pockets nor coins. “I’m sorry,” she said, helplessly looking into the young man’s bespectacled face.

Avery gasped.


Chapter 37

A Reunion

One of his eyes was brown and the other blue.

“Kendrick!” Avery cried as he leapt ashore, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. “How did I miss that it was you?”

He laughed, untangling himself and straightening his glasses. “I wanted to surprise you.”

“But I don’t understand. Tuck told me—”

“I know what Tuck said. But I wanted out of castle life as much as you did.”

“Does Tuck know you’re alive?”

He nodded. “And so does Kate. She arranged your trip tonight.”

“So where have you been?”

“Home. My mother was glad to have me back. It didn’t hurt that I brought enough gold to take care of us for the rest of our lives.”

Avery laughed, swatting at her tears. “I so want to see my mother again.”

“Don’t lose heart. Hold on a little longer.”

“Have you heard anything of Henry?”

Kendrick shook his head. “There were rumors that one of your father’s customers saw him wander by the shop and took him in.”

“Oh, I hope so!”

“Your father’s been searching for him. May I walk with you?”

“Yes! I have so much to tell you, Kendrick. So much happened after you left. Did you hear about Queen Elizabeth coming back?”

“I did. And she knows I’m here.”

So that’s why she never mentioned him.

Avery filled Kendrick in on all he had missed as they walked all the way to her village. The heavenly fragrance of woodsmoke and roasting meat made Avery’s stomach growl. They cut through the woods where Avery had encountered the peddler, and they passed the peasants’ huts and the camp of tents.

Avery stopped at the edge of the forest. “I can manage the rest of the way.”

“Then I’ll check on you in the morning, Sister,” he said.

“Good night, Brother.”
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Avery ran as fast as she could through the moonlit woods, Babs right behind. It made no sense, but she called out for Henry as she ran, just in case. Exhausted, the hope of finding her family kept her going.

Finally, she arrived at the clearing that led to her tree house. It was a good thing, because Avery couldn’t have run another step.


Chapter 38

Stories for Another Day

A chapel bell clanged in the distance.

Avery’s back ached and her muscles burned as the morning light shone through the windows of her play castle. Beyond the arched doorway of the thick tree trunk the sun began to bathe the woods. All around her were watercolor scenes plastered to the walls of her castle—an evil queen, a tower prison, and a ruby moon.

Footsteps in the brittle leaves made her call out, “Who’s there?”

Babs, fur matted and muddy, appeared below, panting. Avery rushed out to scratch his floppy ears. “What do you say we try to find some breakfast, boy?”

“Breakfast? What will we eat?”

Avery jerked up to see a little boy in the clearing.

In tears, she ran to him, falling to her knees and pulling Henry close, squeezing until he squealed, “Let me go!”

“Never again!” she said.

“But I have something for you,” he said, his hands full of blackberries—many squished to liquid. “I can get more.”

Avery took his face in her hands and kissed his forehead with a smack. She wondered if she would ever stop smiling, and she wanted to ask a hundred questions. But there would be plenty of time for that.

She plucked a berry from his hand, savoring the taste of home.

“We should have a party!” Henry said. “It’s your birthday!”

It was indeed. She was fourteen. “What would we serve besides blackberries?”

She reached for more, but as she did she noticed that the mysterious black star—which she had discovered on her wrist the first day at the castle—was gone. And there was no sign it had ever been there.

“Strange,” Avery whispered, and a fat blackberry splattered in her lap.

“Oh no!” Henry said, “You stained your dress!”

Avery laughed. “Who cares? I already ripped the collar and the hem.”

“Henry!” came a familiar thundering voice.

“Father wants us home,” Henry said with a sigh. “He says Mother will have stories about her trip.”

“She’s coming home? You’re sure?”

Henry nodded, hopping foot to foot.

Avery stood and took his hand. Henry turned it over. “Where’d you get this?”

Her ruby ring sparkled in the sun. “A story for another day,” she said.

“Tell me! I like stories.”

As they started home, Avery told him of the whole pig served at the king’s feast and of breakfasts unlike any she had ever had. She told of chess matches, the royal wedding, and the storage room full of treasures.

“We could serve a whole pig at your party tonight!” Henry continued.

Avery smiled. “And how would we pay for it?” Henry shrugged.

“But hey,” she said, “a whole pig could feed a lot of people. Who would we invite?”

Henry appeared to think about it. “A boy came this morning to talk to you. We could invite him!”

Avery rolled her eyes. She didn’t care about boys in the village. Besides outrunning them all, she could outthink most of them.

“His name is Tuck.”

Avery stopped. “He came to our cottage?”

Henry leapt over a branch in the path, and so did Babs. “He was nice. He and his friend helped Father with the garden.”

“Who was his friend?”

Henry shrugged. “You can ask him yourself. They’re coming back.”

Kendrick. By now Kendrick had told Tuck she was home. Maybe a party wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

“Tell me more about the pig,” Henry said with a laugh that sounded like music.

And so she did, until the tree house castle was out of sight and they reached the field separating the woods from their cottage—small and plain and glowing against the blue sky.

And in the distance a woman stood out front, watching them. Waiting.

Avery grabbed Henry’s hand and broke into a run across the field, Babs following, barking all the way.

“Tell Father and Mother about the room of treasures!” Henry called out. “And the magical breakfasts!”

She wished she could tell them everything, but her father would probably laugh and say she was only imagining things again.

Father would also want to know why Avery’s dress was stained with grass and mud and blood.

She would explain it all later.

For now, racing toward her mother—who raised her arms to gather Avery in—she would just weep with joy to finally be home, reunited with everyone she loved best.


If you missed the first book,
The Glass Castle,
the first chapter is on the following pages.
Don’t miss out on the entire story!
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Chapter 1

Captured!

Avery dragged her three-year-old brother behind a boxwood bush and listened for footsteps in the brittle leaves. She couldn’t be sure which was louder—the person on their trail or her own heart, galloping like a stallion in her ears.

With one hand over Henry’s mouth, Avery looked down at the nicest dress she owned. Not only had she torn the ruffles and destroyed the hem, but the white linen stood out in the shadowy woods, making her an easy target.

If she survived this afternoon and made it home tonight—and that felt like a giant if—her father would demand to know why her dress was stained with grass and mud and tinged with blood.

She would tell him the truth.

How could she possibly have known that a simple walk in the woods would turn dangerous? It was her thirteenth birthday, and she’d had no intention of spending the day cooped up in their small, dusty cottage, doing chores that would need to be done again tomorrow.

Now Avery was sure she heard twigs snap. Crows bolted, and she felt someone or something watching her. Her father would understand the ruined dress.

Clothes, after all, could be replaced.

People, as their family knew all too well, could not.

“Don’t let go of my hand,” Avery whispered as Henry wiggled. She squeezed his shoulder until he twisted his face and nodded.

He looked scared, and why wouldn’t he? Instead of playing with the paper boat tucked in his pocket, he was hiding in the ghostly woods while a cold wind whistled through the trees.

“I’ll figure a way to get us out of here,” Avery whispered next to Henry’s ear. “Just don’t make a sound, and do exactly what I say.”

Henry nodded, tears dotting the corners of his big brown eyes.

Normally, hiding behind a bush was a dumb idea. Tall and long legged, Avery was the fastest runner among her friends. No one laughed about her unusually big feet or made fun of her unruly inky hair, because she could outrun everyone, including the boys. She knew she could easily outpace someone in the woods—if she didn’t have Henry.

So, while the unpleasant sounds of the woods rose up around them, Avery hatched a plan.

They would move to the one place she had always felt safe.

It was now or never.

Wait, the wind seemed to whisper, but Avery didn’t obey.

Taking a deep breath and grabbing Henry’s hand, she ducked from behind the boxwood. Head bent and body low, she pulled her brother to the next bush and the next until they reached a butternut tree deep in the thickets—but not just any butternut tree. This was where their father had built the most spectacular tree house when Avery was a little girl.

Rising before them stood a castle tree house—two stories high with an open turret and stairs that wound through a trap door that led to a tiny chamber at its highest point. The castle included a sky bridge, a tower prison, a tunnel, and a library—perfect for a girl with a bright imagination and a hunger for stories.

In the castle Avery could be anybody she wanted to be. On sunny days, she pretended to be queen and made Henry one of her loyal subjects. She painted watercolor castles and wrote poetry while sending Henry to collect blackberries or fetch water from the nearby stream for their snack. At night, when the sky was as black as ink, Avery would lie on the roof and imagine the stars were diamonds in her crown.

This castle held many secrets—among them, it supposedly sat atop an intricate system of tunnels—but whether any of them were true, Avery had no idea. Most importantly, it was the last place Avery saw her mother before she left and never came back.

Today it would be a hiding place.

Avery decided she and Henry would stay in the tree house until night fell, and then they would sneak home where Avery would explain everything to their father. He would be angry at first but would eventually soften. He might even loan her the money to buy a replacement dress since she had saved her brother’s life.

Avery was just about to lead Henry into the arched doorway of the thick tree trunk when he yanked free of her grasp and raced into the open.

“Bronte!” he shouted, dropping to his knees and wrapping his pudgy arms around the mutt that was the family dog.

As Bronte’s matted fur spattered Henry with mud, Avery’s hopes of her father’s forgiveness vanished.

She had been so sure she and Henry were in danger.

Dumb dog, she thought, both relieved and ashamed.

They were not being chased as she had suspected, but she had ruined her one good dress and Henry was covered in filth. Her father would say she had let her imagination get the best of her again, and she would spend the rest of her birthday alone in her bedroom, likely without any gifts or treats.

“Oh, Bronte,” Avery said, joining Henry in scratching Bronte’s floppy ears. She couldn’t stay mad at the dog for long. They were the same age and had been best friends for as long as she could remember.

“Let’s go home.”

“But why?” Henry said, his voice rising to a whine the way it did when he was made to eat his vegetables or take a bath. “You said we were going to play hide-and-seek. Nobody found us.”

“Good thing,” Avery said. “But now it’s time to go home for supper.”

This news made Henry smile. “We’ll have apple sausages and cheese,” he said.

Avery was about to tell him they didn’t know what their father had planned but that they would be grateful for whatever they were given. But then she heard it—

The snapping of twigs.

And she saw it—

The crows bolting.

And she felt it—

Someone or something was watching them.

And this time, Avery knew it wasn’t the dog.

She grabbed Henry around the waist and ran as fast as she could move toward the tree house. But just as she leapt inside and shouted, “Hang on!” everything went dark.

All that remained was a bell clanging in the distance.


Did You Miss the First Books in the Series?
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The Glass Castle

The king is growing old and is concerned about who will replace him. His new wife wants to produce an heir to the throne. The only problem? Thirteen years ago, the king’s first wife gave birth to a son, and no one knows for sure what happened to him. Rumors swirl throughout the castle. The solution is simple: dispose of all thirteen-year-olds in the kingdom. Except, it isn’t that easy. Avery and her friends won’t go quietly. And what they’ve discovered could blow the kingdom apart.

Hardback / $14.99
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The Ruby Moon

In this delightful sequel to The Glass Castle, The Ruby Moon opens as preparations begin for the upcoming Olympiads. When Avery learns that a male runner is needed for an important race, she volunteers so she can get close to the action…but can she hide her own identity? One slip-up could mean a trip to the dungeon—or worse. Much is at stake while the kingdom enjoys the greatest games on earth.

Hardback / $14.99
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It All Matters to Jesus…
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It All Matters to Jesus Devotional for Boys

Ever wonder if Jesus really cares about your new bike, your favorite app, or how you treat your little sister? Each of the 40 brief devotional chapters in It All Matters to Jesus offers reassurance that He does care whether or not you told a “little white lie” at school…how you treat Mom and Dad…how you spend your free time…your daily struggles and cares…He cares about every little—and BIG!—thing. Find the heavenly Father in life’s daily details and come to know just how much He cares for you!

Paperback / 978-1-63058-921-9 / $5.99
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It All Matters to Jesus Devotional for Girls

Each of the 40 brief devotional chapters offers girls reassurance that it all really does matters to Jesus! How girls treat their siblings…What they write about in their journals…How they treat Mom and Dad…How they spend their free time—painting, drawing, dancing, spending time in God’s Word…Their daily struggles and cares…He cares about every little—and BIG!—thing.

Paperback / 978-1-63058-933-2 / $5.99
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