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Chapter One

The bright sun streams into the window of Starr’s bedroom, and she watches two bluebirds chase through the trees outside. A carriage rumbles by on the dirt road beneath her window, sending up a bunch of dust in the air. They desperately need rain to dampen the dry earth.

In one more minute Melinda will be done with Starr’s hair, and she must go downstairs to join the queen for breakfast. But as with any meal, Starr would rather not.

A permanent ache rests in her heart for her father, who died two years ago. His kingdom was strong once, but now Queen Ivy is driving it into the ground, taking advantage of her people and others. Starr has never been particularly fond of the woman, but her father’s death changed the queen into something unrecognizable, someone who cares not for others’ feelings, someone with an unquenchable thirst for power.

“I’m done.” Melinda hands Starr a mirror and steps back so Starr can view her long black hair.

She ambles to her dressing table and holds the mirror up to admire her maid’s handiwork. Two smaller braids weave around the back and join with a larger braid at the nape of her neck. “It’s perfect, Melinda. Thank you.” She glances at the clock on the wall. Exactly eight. “I suppose I’d better get down to breakfast.”

“Your room will be clean, and your bags will be ready once you return, m’lady.”

Starr scans her room: the unmade bed, her dressing table in disarray, and the pile of books on the floor from last night when she couldn’t figure out what to read next.

“Thank you.” Starr must put her things away at night so Melinda doesn’t have to do it in the morning. Melinda has enough to do.

Starr sweeps out of the room. She doesn’t want to accompany Queen Ivy on the four-hour train ride to Laddais, but Ivy didn’t give her a choice.

Only the queen sits at the dining table, a maid behind her and the kitchen staff bringing out food. Too much to feed the two of them.

“You’re late?” Ivy snipes. She sits like a stiff board in her silky red dress and that ridiculous crown. It’s not the size of the one she wears for official functions, but still—the small headband encrusted with diamonds rests on her head to tell the world who she is, as if nobody knows she is the queen. Her blonde hair is coiled tightly in the braided bun she always wears, but her blue eyes glare at Starr.

“I’m sorry.” Starr lowers her head and sits. It’s only eight-oh-three. “Melinda was finishing my hair.”

Oh no. She shouldn’t have said that. Starr doesn’t want the queen scolding her maid.

“Breakfast is at eight.” Ivy holds her juice glass in front of her lips, her eyes narrowed in on Starr. “It is the duty of a princess to be on time.”

“I know, I know. I’m sorry.”

“That woman is too slow. We should find you another maid. Are your bags prepared?”

What? Melinda is a dream, so helpful and polite. “No. It was my fault. Halfway through doing my hair, I asked her to switch to a different style.” The story is a lie, but she can’t let Melinda get blamed. “And yes, my bags are ready.”

A servant piles food on Starr’s plate, and Ivy picks up her biscuit, poised to take a bite with her blood-red lips. “Next time, don’t be late.”

“It won’t happen again.” Starr doesn’t know what her father saw in this woman. They met a year after her mother died, and Ivy and Father were so very different, but somehow he fell in love with her.

“Your Majesty.” The steward steps into the room and waits for Queen Ivy to respond. “Lady Montgomery and her daughter have arrived.”

“Send them in, Oliver. And place their bags into the carriage.” Ivy gives Starr a pointed look. Hopefully Ivy won’t send Oliver to get Starr’s bags—they might not be ready for another fifteen minutes or so.

Ivy tells Abigail Montgomery and Liliana to sit after they greet her and curtsey. “Bring a plate out for our guests,” Ivy commands a servant and smiles at the two ladies.

Liliana is sixteen, four years younger than Starr, and is usually quiet around the princess. Starr would try to engage her in conversation, but it’ll be best to wait until they are on the train. Starr is pretty sure that Ivy intimidates Liliana, and that is why she keeps her mouth shut around her.

“You are looking stunning today.” Abigail’s eyes sweep over the queen. “Such a pretty dress. Is it new?”

“Of course it is. This is an important trip.” Ivy huffs.

“Yes, it is, Your Majesty.” Abigail pauses for a moment before pulling a paper out of her bag and sliding it over to Ivy. “I have a list for you.”

Abigail is perhaps the closest thing to a best friend that Ivy has, but Starr wouldn’t exactly use those words. Nobody is as high on the pedestal as Ivy.

“Finally. I told Oliver of the festivities, so he is working on it.” Ivy peruses the list, her lips pursed.

“What festivities?” Starr asks.

Ivy gives her an annoyed look. “I am throwing a ball in a few weeks, and the night before will be a grand feast as well.”

Now what? Ivy holds way too many extravagant affairs for Starr’s tastes. So much food gets thrown away after these parties, despite the hundreds of guests she has attending them.

“What for?”

“For me.” Ivy shakes her head like Starr has no sense.

Six months ago, the queen started on a journey to find a mate. Starr has seen so many good men visit the castle, but Ivy’s expectations are very high. A prince from another kingdom has shown interest in her, but she only spoke to him for an hour before deciding he was too annoying. And she’s dismissed others just as quickly.

“You should meet all of them,” Abigail says, “but there are two especially that I think would be a proper match. Lord Emery, Duke of Hillshire, and the Duke of Nawick, Lord Millane. I’ve heard Lord Emery is especially fetching.”

“Well, it is a requirement.” Ivy sighs. “I could not have an ugly king by my side.”

A servant swishes by Starr and adds more food to Ivy’s plate. She doesn’t acknowledge it and keeps eating. Starr hates that the servants do that because she always ends up with half a plate full of food she does not finish, but Ivy’s rule is to refill a plate when it gets half empty.

“Are there many eligible nobles in Laddais?” Abigail takes a small bite of food, like a proper woman. Starr stuffs a forkful into her mouth, hoping Ivy will see her and get annoyed, but Ivy isn’t looking, too busy considering the trip they’re about to take.

“There are a few I might consider. I was so disappointed with the Duke of Covington.”

“And why’s that?”

“He didn’t see the value in the merging of our countries.” Ivy scoffs. “But he is no longer a duke.”

Starr lets out a laugh, and both ladies stare at her, so she covers it with a fake coughing fit. “Swallowed wrong,” she says, and Ivy turns to Abigail. Starr busies herself with another bite of food even though she is full.

The so-called merging was more of an acquisition, by force, that joined the duke’s kingdom, Laddais, with Starr’s. Ivy had sent the delegation over to offer the merger, but they refused, and so she sent the royal forces to take control and oust the duke. Hundreds of years ago, that small kingdom had gotten rid of its king and royal family and had been fine. Now it’s under the rule of a queen again, and many are unhappy about it.

Hence the trip so she could greet her new subjects.

The women talk a bit longer, and Ivy finally excuses Starr to retrieve her bags. Everything is packed as Melinda said it would be, and Starr gives her a quick thank you and grabs more things.

The carriage ride will only be twenty minutes, but the train ride will be four hours. Starr brings several books for their three-day trip and hopes Liliana will at least talk with her, or this will be a long and boring journey.

Starr stands in front of the main entrance to the castle, peering down the steps and over the green grass of the grounds. During Father’s reign, townspeople were welcome on the castle grounds in front. The king would sometimes walk among those people and speak with them, bringing Starr with him. He would take time to hear their complaints, although more often they gushed over him.

That all ended once he died, and Ivy took over. She erected the guard house and very rarely allows townspeople on the grounds. Starr misses the days of walking among her people and getting to know them.

Ivy has control of the workings of the castle and kingdom and has changed so much. And unfortunately, this trip will be one filled with those rules of decorum and boring people who only want to impress Starr and the queen. She can’t wait until it’s done.

 


Chapter Two

Starr stares out the window as they leave the towering mountains behind. Father wasn’t much of a traveler, and when he did, he didn’t bring her along. The snow-capped mountains rise high into the clouds like they never end, and the trees seem to stretch on for miles as they descend the mountain pass of the range separating Reoli from Laddais.

An idyllic lake comes into view, and she can’t wait to return home and share this all with her friend David. The lake probably holds some big fish, the perfect location for a day of fishing. Not that it would happen on this trip or any other trip she takes with Ivy.

Starr studies Ivy, who sits at the front of the car with Abigail. Ivy would be horrified to find out Starr sometimes sneaks off to fish with David because fishing is not a lady-like activity. But, also, David is one of the castle huntsmen, and according to Ivy, a princess must not associate with someone below her status.

Everybody in the castle knows Queen Ivy invites the older squires into her bed when she is lonely, but she will never admit that aloud, and if Ivy discovers Starr’s friendship with David, she will receive a serious scolding.

Liliana gasps, and Starr turns to see what she’s looking at. The sunlight sparkles off the water in the endless sea before them, a mystery to explore. Waves roll in and break across the shore in a way she never imagined. Access to the sea is a top reason Ivy wants the two countries to be one. That, and the mines in the mountains that produce precious metals. The mines in Starr’s homeland don’t have as big of a bounty as these.

“Isn’t it magnificent?” Liliana says. “I’ve never seen the sea before.”

“Neither have I. A trip in a boat or a swim would be nice.” She has been told that the sea tastes salty and holds different creatures than their lakes and ponds at home. The women up front laugh, drawing Starr’s attention. “But she probably won’t let us go. This trip is not about fun, she told me.”

“Well, at least I get to see it.” Liliana slumps into her seat but pops up again a moment later. “Have you traveled to the Norwest Estate yet? Queen Ivy told my mother how heavenly it is.”

“Norwest Estate?” Starr has no idea where that is. “What are you talking about?”

“The queen’s new residence.” Liliana gives her a strange look. “The old Nicoll residence on Lake Mead.”

Starr glances over to the queen, who hasn’t mentioned any new residence, and Liliana couldn’t be referring to Eldric Nicoll’s home. She knows quite well that the family would not move from their manor on the lake. They sold their home in town to take permanent residence there.

“Queen Ivy did not mention this to me.” She can’t hide the irritation in her voice. This isn’t the first time she’s heard information like this second-hand.

“Eldric Nicoll gave the queen their lake home. It will make a wonderful retreat for the summers. The house is large and the beach fantastic. Maybe the queen will invite Mother and me to stay sometime.”

Starr is hung up on the word gave. Why would the Nicolls give their home to Ivy? She stands and strides over to the queen and waits for Ivy to look at her. 

“Queen Ivy, what is this I heard about you acquiring the Nicoll residence?”

“Oh yes,” Ivy gushes. “I have already visited once, and we shall have much fun there.”

“We will,” Abigail agrees. “Once you update it to your standards. Hanna Nicoll has the most dreadful taste.”

“Eldric Nicoll gave it to you?” Starr asks, an uneasy prickle creeping up her neck.

Ivy huffs. “Yes, he gave it to me. I reminded him that we need to make sacrifices for the good of the kingdom. This home is in a strategic location and will be used for many state functions.”

Sacrifices. Like all the bakeries, butcher shops, and others that were forced to lower their prices to what Ivy demanded. Like the mines that are now required to be open twenty-four hours a day. Even the servants at the castle who have to work twelve to fifteen-hour days, seven days a week. Everybody in her kingdom is making so-called sacrifices.

Everybody except Ivy.

“You stole it from them?” Starr sets her hands on her hips and glares at Ivy.

“I did not steal it,” Ivy spits. “He gave it up willingly.”

“And where are they living now?” The Nicolls have four children, and although Eldric is quite wealthy, could he afford a home comparable to the one they had?

“They will find another home somewhere, and if not, they can live with his brother.”

Starr spins around and stalks to her seat. She has no doubt that Ivy has taken that house from the family and given them no recompense.

Ivy and Abigail return to their conversation as if nothing has happened, and Starr stews in her seat. Father did not act like the kingdom was his playground, and he did not over-work or underpay his servants. He treated the subjects well and did not believe they were only there to serve him.

Starr says nothing more to Liliana, and both keep their eyes glued to the windows as the train continues its journey. Pretty soon, it enters the outer edges of the town and begins to slow. Swarms of waiting crowds stand on the platform, and Starr wanders to the front again.

“What are all the people here for?” she asks. Are they waiting for another train? Ivy’s private train won’t be taking them anywhere.

“For their queen.” Ivy gives Starr a look like she’s a dunce. “They’re excited to have a queen after all these years. They are curious and want to welcome me too.” Ivy gazes out with a dreamy look at the crowd clustered outside in the heat.

People are cheering and clapping, and Starr doesn’t know quite what to make of the scene. Nobody behaves like this at home.

Oliver marches into the car. “Your Majesty, we are ready for you.”

Ivy stands. A maid runs over with Ivy’s official crown and switches the smaller one out. She makes sure every hair is in place and holds a mirror out for Ivy to look at herself, and Ivy nods.

“You look absolutely stunning, Your Majesty.” Abigail smiles fondly upon Ivy, and Starr rolls her eyes inwardly. The queen needs nobody to stroke her ego.

“Is everybody outside?” Ivy asks Oliver. “All the ladies and others?”

Several cars in the train are filled with maids and the queen’s ladies, and men to escort those ladies, and so many other servants. Starr wonders if they are staying for a month rather than a few days.

“Everybody is ready for you.” Oliver offers his arm, and she slips hers through his, and they parade to the doorway, Abigail scooting after them.

“What do I do?” Starr asks, but the only person left is Liliana, who will not have any answers. When Father was alive, she was always by his side when meeting new dignitaries or royalty, but not anymore.

Starr moves to the exit and stops in the doorway. The whole crowd is facing the other way, watching as Ivy marches to a stage escorted by a man Starr doesn’t recognize. The gaggle of Ivy’s ladies follow behind but stop next to the edge of the stage and gaze at their queen. Ivy appears to be the perfect queen: pretty, intelligent, and poised.

Instead of stepping down from the train car after Liliana, Starr remains, studying the crowd. Most of the people closest to her wear ratty and worn clothing with the area in front of the stage reserved for the better-dressed subjects.

The crowd begins to quiet, and the man claps his hands together. “Welcome, everybody. I’d like to introduce you to your new queen. Our new queen. Queen Ivy.” He steps back as she does her queenly wave to the adoring crowds with the biggest smile on her face. The noise level rises again and tapers off.

“Thank you,” Ivy gushes. “Thank you so much for this wonderful welcome. For so long our kingdoms have been neighbors, but now we are one, united under my rule. I am so happy to be your queen, and I look forward to meeting all of you.”

Starr almost laughs. Ivy would have no desire to meet the man a mere twenty feet away. He shuffles closer to the others in his worn shoes, running a dirty hand through his greasy hair.

Ivy continues on about how wonderful things will be, how their little kingdom can achieve greatness now that it is linked with Reoli. Starr drifts off, studying a small child holding onto his older sister’s hand. Children. She isn’t seeing many children here. Ivy probably banned them to keep them from ruining her speech.

Ivy drones on and on, the people cheering at the right moments, and finally, she steps back. The man makes a few more remarks and then escorts Ivy down the steps and away.

Oliver appears suddenly next to Liliana. “Princess Starr, please follow me to the carriage. We have much to do.”

Starr sighs. These next few days will drag, and she’s not looking forward to them.

 

 


Chapter Three

Starr was wrong. That day and the next is a whirlwind of activity, of parties and games and feasts. They don’t get to visit the sea, but Starr is welcomed into the fold of the nobles of Laddais. Not that they have much of a choice, but they have been gracious.

The ball at Lord Wallace’s has been so fun, and Starr spends the evening dancing and drinking wine and eating all sorts of delicious foods. Lord Wallace, the man who introduced Ivy at the train station, is to be the queen’s top advisor in Laddais, and his daughter, Lottie, is an absolute dream, introducing Starr to the nobles her age.

Starr and a gaggle of other girls sit in the parlor, recounting the evening’s activities, but Starr is in the corner, lost in her own thoughts. As enjoyable as the evening has been, she is ready to retire to her room to be alone and rest her aching feet. Melinda will be ready and waiting, and Starr wants to share the details of the ball with her. She always listens to Starr’s stories and often shares her own.

A pang of regret hits Starr though. Melinda had to leave behind her children to accompany Starr on this trip. Starr would much prefer to stay at the castle when Ivy takes these mini-holidays. She hates for Melinda to have to be away from her family for days like that.

“I don’t get why she’s going.” Poppy, a friend of Lottie’s, lets out a deep sigh. “Why does she get to be one of the queen’s ladies?”

Starr covers her yawn, having missed most of their conversation. Her eyes are droopy; she should go to her room.

“Because she has nothing left here.” Lottie shrugs.

“Did you meet her, Starr?” Millie, another girl, asks.

“Meet who?” Starr has met so many people these last few days, and she can’t remember everybody.

Poppy scoffs. “Probably not. She was hiding in the corner most of the time.”
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