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            Prologue

          

          ADELINA

        

      

    

    
      “Again.” I’ve heard that word so many times throughout my training that the mantra of it has become ingrained in my subconscious, even when I sleep at night.

      “Again.” Good, but not great.

      “Again.” Great, but not perfect.

      “Again.” For the mission, it has to be perfect.

      “Again.” There are no second chances on a quest this dangerous.

      “Again.” Only the best get to go, and I’ve proven through the grit of sore muscles and achy bones that no one else but me has the tenacity to succeed and survive.

      Dario hands me my water bottle after the round of drills through the military-style obstacle course. Given the twists and turns that exist on the streets of our city, it’s not hard to imagine the types of escapes I might have to pull off for the mission. Climbing over walls isn’t out of the question for me. Some agents are sent as spies to collect information, but my training is specialized.

      The Resistance officially formed when those who were questioning the validity of the monarchy united and chose a leader. Their distrust stirred them to calculated action when King Vincenzo attacked a powerful duke’s estate. Initially, the organization was backed by an unnamed noble family, but several others have joined since. They strategically established their headquarters in the island city of Venezia on the opposite coast of the royal castle. Though I’m curious about the locations and titles of our allies, knowing wouldn’t be relevant to my current life. Given the risk that I could be captured on my mission, I shouldn’t know those details. The King of Lazio doesn’t seem to take kindly to possible betrayers. All I can guess is that my biological parents were caught in the crossfire.

      I was eight when the Resistance decided to recruit me for their school and training program. Every year, my class would undergo a strict evaluation, one that always cuts the remaining group in half. By the time I was sixteen, I was the only remaining candidate. In hindsight, that was the easy part. When all the training—all the pressure—was focused on one point, it forced me to either break or do what it took to get stronger. I quickly learned that the best way to survive is to make sure that breaking is never an option. Though he’s the last person to show me sympathy six days of the week, it’s on the seventh day, my designated rest and recovery day, that Dario transforms from my relentless coach into one of my two best friends.

      The Resistance assigned Dario as my guide, and at the same time, I was given high-level information about my ultimate mission. He was my mentor when I started the training program, but the mission demanded a new level of commitment. By choosing my close friend, they were betting that he would know exactly how to push me to my greatest potential in a way that a stranger would take months to figure out. Dario is often kind, but he’s also stubborn and resilient. Six days of strength training, cardio endurance, archery, shooting range, hand-to-hand combat, and memorizing every nook and cranny of the capital city are routinely followed by a day off. Holidays are no exception. Although I thrive under the pressure, I live for those days off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Adelina

          

        

      

    

    
      I often spend my days off near one of the many canal bridges scattered throughout the island city as Dario rows his family’s gondola. His short curls are temporarily bleached blond from the hours of constant sunlight during our summer training sessions. His sun-kissed, golden skin, honey-brown eyes, and sculpted muscles are a fan favorite among females in our age group. A few years ago, their unabashed stares were coupled with glares of jealousy in my direction. I’m the girl whose job it is to spend hours every day with the man whom they consider to be the most eligible bachelor. To me, though, he’s the closest thing I have to a brother.

      The girls who used to stand here in attempts to catch his attention all set their sights on other gondoliers when the news spread that Dario had fallen completely in love with another girl, my sister and my other best friend. Our schedule isn’t exactly conducive to normal dating and relationships; Maria slipped through the cracks of the walls he put up for years.

      Though they’re not my biological parents, Maria’s parents raised me as their own, which makes us practically sisters. With less than a year separating our ages, we were in the same classes at school before I was enrolled at the training academy. Maria was the one who always had ice packs ready for me when I got home late after a long practice session. She would set backup alarms for me whenever I had important exams and evaluations. Without her in my support system, I wouldn’t have made it through the academy’s high standards. We’re so connected that I don’t have to look to know it’s her when I sense someone sitting down next to me.

      “He looks so peaceful when he’s on the water,” she says with a lovesick sigh. My two friends being in love is both wonderful and somewhat nauseating at the same time.

      “He could be punching someone in the face and still look peaceful,” I say, diverting my eyes back to the map of the castle hidden in my book. Any innocent onlooker would think I’m an avid reader, but on a regular rotation, I frequently switch the various escape routes with different books from Maria’s small literary collection.

      After a few moments of silence, she says, “I wish you would actually read some of these books rather than using them as a cover for your extracurricular studies. I mean, you’ve spent countless hours holding and carrying around literary classics without reading any of the words. I know you don’t believe me when I tell you this, but there are things you can learn from reading those novels.” When my dark brown eyes meet her hazel ones, I can see the concern she thinks she hides well. I was eight the first time I saw that glint in her eye, the one that expresses she will always worry about me.

      My mind centers back on the present moment as Dario makes the leap from the gondola onto the small pier nearby. A smile is plastered across his face as Maria blushes. It’s a scene that seems straight out of one of the romance novels that Maria enjoys reading during holiday breaks. I only had to read one to assume that they all must be similar in plot. I divert my eyes back to the map I came here to refresh my memory on. Instead, my motivation seems to have vanished with the arrival of my friends.

      “Dario, please tell her that it’s okay to take a break from her preparation on her one day off during the week,” Maria says to him as she breaks away from his hug. She rarely tries to use him against me, so I close the book and put it back in my crossbody satchel.

      Dario merely shrugs, unable to take sides in this argument. When her attention is elsewhere, he gives me a reassuring wink. After all, he’s the one who taught me the book trick to hide my study obsession from curious stares. Most people my age don’t study maps in their free time, and I got tired of strangers asking what I was doing.

      We walk toward the plethora of restaurants that decorate the riverside of the Canal Grando. Through an unspoken agreement, the three of us regularly rotate who chooses where we eat lunch, and today is Dario’s turn. Unlike Maria and me, who have our favorites that we tend to frequent, Dario makes a habit of making us try somewhere different every third week. His attempts only go so far, though, because I’ve mastered the art of ordering the same thing from any place he brings us to. Maria used to do the same, but Dario has slowly helped encourage her out of her comfort zone. Rather than try the same tactic on me, he lets me take comfort in my routine because any day now, my mission will start, and my life will drastically change. Forever. Or maybe, finishing this mission will be when my life can finally begin.

      Many of our history books talk about a time when our city was overrun with tourists from all over the world for at least half the year. The text is supplemented by photos showing crowds so thick you would have to push your way through to get anywhere quickly. Just the idea of that is baffling to me when I think about how our small streets and canals create a maze that even local children get lost in.

      The first map I memorized was of all the streets and canal bridges, especially the general area between the Canal Grando and the Piasa San Marco. Now at the age of twenty-three, I could find my way through the city blindfolded. Literally, for a section of my training, Dario blindfolded me and tested my ability to figure out my location and navigate to the destination without using my eyes. He repeatedly told me, “If you can find your way in this city, you'll never get lost in the capital.” At least I’ve never had to find my way while also avoiding running over bumbling tourists who don’t speak our language. Looking around at the city’s beauty, I can see why it was chosen to disguise the headquarters of the Resistance.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour after I've finished the rock climbing speed drill, I wrap my sore fingers in preparation for the hour of kickboxing that awaits me. Dario and I are ten minutes into our drills when I notice the director of the Resistance standing by the door. Within seconds, Dario sees her too and stops to give her his full attention.

      “Director Verde,” Dario says to her with a nod of acknowledgement. She’s wearing the same outfit combination that she wore the last dozen times I saw her, consisting of a crisp white button-up blouse and perfectly tailored black trousers. Her shoes are the only part of her appearance that differs—blue patent leather ballet flats today, rather than the red suede loafers she has worn multiple times. The change in footwear isn’t the only difference today, though. Across her face is a bright smile, a stark contrast to her usual straight face of seriousness. It’s a sign of good news.

      “Dario, Adelina, I like what I’m seeing here,” she addresses us. I internally cringe as I try to calculate how long she must have been standing there watching before either of us picked up on her presence. Given how much it’s been drilled into me to be always aware of my surroundings, I should have been able to feel her the moment she walked in the room. My internal self-chiding stops when I remember that Dario didn’t sense her until after I had, and Dario is one of the best. Except, I’m not supposed to be just one of the best; I’m supposed to be the best. The never-ending question is whether I’ll ever feel as if I’m living up to the expectation.

      Never one to dwell on compliments from authority figures nor beat around the bush, Dario asks, “Any updates on the timing of the mission?”

      “We’ve just received word that the royal family is hosting a ball in honor of the prince’s twenty-fifth birthday,” Director Verde reports with her eyes locked on me. “Two weeks from this Friday. Will you be ready by then?”

      The you in her inquiry is singular, clearly directed at me, though Dario is the one who replies, “She’s ready.”

      “Franco is going to be your backup and partner on this mission. He’s currently making the traveling preparations,” she informs us, confirming what I had long suspected. Originally, before Dario and Maria’s romance began, Dario was meant to be my partner to the capital and into the castle. He’s never confirmed that he requested a replacement, but Maria has hinted here and there that he wouldn’t be leaving the city of Venezia on any planned assignments. While having him by my side for the majority would ease the nerves, I could never live with myself if he became a casualty. Franco is the next best option. He’s as skilled and disciplined as Dario when he chooses to be.

      Director Verde doesn’t have many details yet, besides the departure two Thursdays from now, but she leaves with the promise of bringing more information tomorrow. Once Dario is certain she’s far enough away not to overhear, he says to me with his voice thick with guilt, “I wanted to tell you sooner that I won’t be accompanying you.”

      “I assumed that you weren’t,” I tell him. “Once I could see that things were serious with my sister, I knew you couldn’t be the one to come with me. If things don’t go as planned, she can’t lose both of us.” Though I’d had that thought countless times, saying the words out loud feels like a confession and admission that I might not come out of this alive.

      “Lina, you’re going to succeed, and you’re going to come back to us,” Dario insists, his hands on my shoulders as he forces me to face him.

      How Dario can be so certain of my ability baffles me. This is everything I’ve been working toward since I was only eight, but the mission had always seemed like a lofty goal that would never arrive. The concrete reality comes crashing toward me like the waves after a storm, the tide that floods our streets during the rainy seasons. I’m leaving in two and a half weeks, and I have no idea what life looks like when I return. But I can’t comprehend the after until it’s over—until I’ve succeeded and survived. I take a deep breath before responding. “We both know that this could very well fail.”

      “You’re a survivor. You survived as a baby when your parents sacrificed their lives to get you somewhere safe.”

      No one ever talks about my biological parents, mostly because no one knows who they were or anything about them. When I was five, Maria’s parents explained to me that someone brought me to them as a baby and that my parents loved me enough to help me escape whatever danger they were in. No one ever showed up here claiming to be my parents, so after a few years, we assumed they were killed. For all I know, they may still be out there somewhere.

      “Considering how much we don’t know about them, I don’t think that’s a logical argument,” I retort as I grab my bag from the hook on the wall where I’d hung it this morning.

      “You have to return,” he insists again. “Maria is going to need a maid of honor at our wedding.” I freeze as his words register in my mind. I knew he had been acting suspiciously the past few weeks.

      “When are you proposing?” I ask him, suddenly giddy with excitement.

      “Tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      He’s sneaky; I’ll give him that. Leave it to Dario to choose a proposal idea that makes it exceedingly difficult for me to spy on them—his family’s gondola. The diverging canals are hard to follow and track from the streets and bridges, but I treat this opportunity as if it’s the penultimate challenge. It’s one thing to remain within earshot consistently enough to catch the moment, but it’s another entirely to do so without Dario seeing me. Dressed in all black, I hide out near the small pier where his family docks their gondola and wait for Maria’s voice.

      Vibrant shades of tangerine and magenta paint the sky as lights across the city begin to flicker on, their reflections mingling in a dance with the sunset’s counterpart in the canal waters. Venezia is at its most beautiful and captivating between sunset and dusk, the time when the sky isn’t completely dark, but the lights awaken for their shift. If the city during the day is full of adventure, night is when it bursts with romance. I hear Maria’s soft giggle as Dario guides her to the gondola that he’s taken her on several times before.

      I’d shown up here intending to follow them, but as Dario propels the boat away from the pier and down the narrow canal, I abort my plan in exchange for my favorite habit. I wind my way through the streets and over bridges until the small walkway opens up to reveal the Piasa San Marco. The restaurants that line the outside of the piazza all have tables set out, and live classical music drifts over the air, much like the birds in spring. My heart aches as I remember that my time here for the foreseeable future is coming to an end soon. Despite Dario’s well-meaning pep-talk, he and I both know that in the best-case scenario, I still can’t return to Venezia right away. At the risk of being followed, the route back home is drawn out so that Franco and I don’t accidentally lead one of the king’s men to the main headquarters of the Resistance. The prolonged return also acts to display our victory to our allies across various cities.

      I slow down and deepen my breath as if taking in more of the cool, crisp air will allow my body to absorb more of this feeling to take with me. The atmosphere here is almost magical every time I come at this time of day. On my days off, I frequent here at the second-best time to see the square—sunrise—and enjoy an overpriced cup of espresso. My eyes begin to water when the violinist strums the opening notes of my favorite song, a lullaby that always soothed me as a child. I’ve always imagined it was the song my birth mother would hum to me at night, back before I had this life.

      “I told you she would be here,” I hear Maria’s voice say behind me. I turn around to see the newly engaged couple beaming and practically floating in a rush to tell me the official news.

      “Let me see the ring,” I say to her without trying to act surprised. Maria pauses to pout at Dario for telling me in advance before stretching out her left hand to me. The small diamond on the family heirloom catches and refracts the light from a nearby lantern. The jewelry that’s been passed down for generations in his family looks like it was made for her, the way that she’s made for him. A perfect fit if there ever was one.

      “I thought you would try to follow us and eavesdrop on the whole proposal,” Dario admits sheepishly. “I half expected you to meet us at the pier.”

      Maria throws him a look that means, “I told you so,” which is an expression he’d better become accustomed to. I decide to bail him out this time. “That’s exactly what I was going to do. But I didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to enjoy the sunset here.”

      Maria catches something in my statement or my tone, and her confusion hits me like a knife. I didn’t want her to reschedule her date with Dario tonight, so I opted to tell her after the proposal. For the same reasons, he must not have mentioned anything to her yet either. Dario and I make eye contact as if that will help us decide how to break the news to her. Before we can communicate it nonverbally, she asks me, “How soon are you leaving?”

      “Two weeks from Thursday,” the four words escape from my mouth. I look at my sister with pleading eyes, begging her to let this go until we can talk privately later. If she delves into this now, I might cry, and I don’t cry in public. “Right now is about the two of you and your upcoming marriage and how even in a crazy world, love exists.”

      “Lina, do you want to grab dinner with us?” Dario asks me, but I know it’s out of politeness more than anything. I shouldn’t be a third wheel on their celebratory date.

      “No, go ahead without me,” I insist to both of them. “I’m going to head home and have dinner there. I want to take advantage of home-cooked meals while I can. Maria, I’ll wait up and we can talk when you get home.”
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        * * *

      

      “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” Maria says once she’s closed our bedroom door. “I’m sure one of the other agents is capable of doing the same job.”

      “Maria, you and I both know that this has to be me,” I say to her as gently as I can muster. “None of the other female operatives are skilled enough, and this has to be done by a woman. All the intel we have points to the fact that he’s likely in search of a wife soon, so someone like me is bound to be less suspecting.”

      She gives a small chuckle with a shake of her head before she responds, “That prince will take one look at you and be defenseless. Especially if he’s as secluded from the outside world as everyone claims.”

      “I doubt that, considering a prince has his choice of anyone in the Kingdom,” I say with an eye roll. “If the guys in this city don’t notice me, a prince isn’t likely to either.”

      “Lina, the reason why none of the guys in Venezia have paid you any attention is because they know you’re off-limits until after the mission, even if they don’t know what the mission is,” Maria explains. “There have been a few who aren’t intimidated by you that Dario had to ward off because none of us can afford for you to become distracted. But when you come back, you’ll be able to find what I found in him. I want that for you, you know. A partner, a family of your own. A life outside of the martial arts, rock climbing, archery, and whatever else you and Dario spend your time doing six days a week. You’ll be coming home to a new beginning.”

      Maria’s speech voiced the very fears I’ve managed to delay about what comes after. As uncertain as my assignment has been, the future is less clear. The idea of my own marriage and children seems foreign compared to the feel of the bow and arrow in my hands. It’s hard to make plans or dream about what lies ahead when the thing that lies between me and that part of my life is the assassination of the prince.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Niccolò

          

        

      

    

    
      I hate birthdays. I haven’t always despised the celebration of my birth, but since I was fifteen, it’s been the marker of time that my father uses to proclaim all the ways in which I’m failing. I was eleven when my mother passed away after weeks of illness—the moment that the innocence of childhood died with her last breath. Between eleven and fifteen, though life wasn’t the same without her warmth and kindness, it was still bearable. But the unthinkable happened when my older brother died in a freak accident. Rumors still float around about whether my brother planned it as a means to escape my father. While I can’t blame him for wanting to leave all this behind, he never would have left me alone with that man—the king.

      My father has never been forthcoming with his love for anyone but my mother, himself, and his power. I was never supposed to be the crown prince of the kingdom, but Carlo’s untimely demise left my ruthless father with only one remaining heir. His cruelty may be his strategy to toughen me, or it’s his way of grieving my mother as if my remaining existence were punishment for his crimes. When he looks at me, he sees her deep blue eyes rather than his hard gray ones that Carlo had inherited. I’m too much like her, and that’s become my burden to bear.

      This huge birthday celebration is just another way in which my father is trying to keep up appearances. The last thing he wants to do is reveal any weaknesses or flaws. Showing me off to the world in such a public way is his version of declaring that, despite the tragedies of years past, the royal line is stronger than ever. It’s a grand illusion to hide his increasing fears about the growing restlessness among the people and the rumors about the Resistance. Though he claims they are only rumors when asked, I know the truth. I suspect the Resistance will have some of their agents in attendance at the ball to either scope out the security at the castle for a future attack or to make an assassination attempt that very night. If I were them, I would choose the latter.

      At first, when he suggested a large party to commemorate my twenty-fifth birthday, I thought it was his way of encouraging me to meet eligible ladies around my age. Marry, have an heir of my own, secure the royal line once again. Logically, that strategy makes the most sense. Realistically, he should have pushed me in that direction years before now, but he never once brought up the idea of marriage in any of his conversations. Surely the importance of my producing an heir has crossed his mind.

      “Your father always has a reason for what he both does and doesn’t do,” my mother used to remind me. A month ago, I searched through the laws and records for why he would withhold that particular instruction and encouragement from me. Finally, I located a contract that had been enacted when I was two, back when I was merely the “spare prince.” My father’s signature and seal confirmed the document’s significance. I quickly scanned the pages for names and references that seemed familiar to me when my body went rigid. I read and re-read the legal jargon on repeat until I was sure that my brain or eyes hadn’t made a mistake. Words such as “Prince Niccolò Mattei of the House of Mattei of the Kingdom of Lazio” and “official betrothal.” The less familiar phrases were almost more concerning to me, though.

      When my father had deemed it appropriate for me to begin my royal studies to take my brother’s place (precisely seventy-two hours after we buried his body), my tutor insisted that I know the kingdom’s laws like the back of my hand. To this day, my memory can recall the most obscure and seemingly useless laws. For the previous few generations, betrothals have been few and far between. Rather than force their children to marry someone for political gain, the royal families use the subtle tactic of restricting their offspring’s social life to those of similar upbringing and status. In the Kingdom of Lazio, a betrothal is as legally binding as marriage and can only be annulled with proof of the death of one or both parties.

      The eldest daughter of Alessandro and Valentina Sozzini of the House of Sozzini of the Kingdom of Lazio. My legally betrothed, a woman I had never met to my knowledge, is the other party on the contract. Though the name sounds familiar, I know they’re not on the list of current noble families. I wrote down those words on a piece of paper, sensing that the only way forward from here is to find out what happened to the noble family of the House of Sozzini.

      When I was given a copy of the invitation list for the ball, I scrutinized every name, hoping that maybe they were a low-key family not worth mentioning by my tutors. I exhausted every option I could think of on my own, but the sole lead I could find was an announcement released a few months after the betrothal contract about the birth of a daughter to Alessandro and Valentina. All traces of their family seem to have vanished, almost as if they never existed beyond the moment of lifelong promise and confirmation of a daughter. I pulled some strings to search the death certificates in the Kingdom for the name Sozzini, but all were issued before her birth. Her birth certificate was also missing from the records, as if someone wanted to make sure she could never be found. I just so happened upon one of the greatest mysteries, and it is tied to my life in a way my father didn’t bother to tell me.

      At breakfast today, I consider asking him and revealing all I’ve discovered, but something in my gut tells me that there’s a reason why what little information there is has been cleverly disguised. I wouldn’t put it past that man to have been responsible for the disappearance of my betrothed and her family. Perhaps they were secretly part of the Resistance, or maybe they knew something that could cause others to question his right and ability to rule. The fact that there was even a contract between my family and hers might have been his way of trying to bribe them. After all, any noble family would be thrilled to have their daughter become a princess, even if it’s not to the crown prince. If they had that much influence, my father is the only one who could have been a threat to them. All the theories and conspiracies haunt me as speculations go unanswered within the walls of this castle.

      In two weeks, these stone walls that have been my prison will be filled with onlookers here to satiate their curiosity under the guise of celebrating me. Since the death of my brother, my father has kept me out of the public eye, perhaps to protect me—to protect his bloodline. Last year, I overheard a royal advisor inform my father that the public speculates my lack of publicity is due to an illness. Personally, I don’t care what the gossips have to say regarding my health. The truth would have come out eventually because my father can’t live forever.

      While the castle workers hustle to prepare, I make preparations of my own. This event isn’t just an opportunity for the king to show off his strong heir, but it’s an opportunity for me to make my escape from the castle when hundreds of others are leaving after the party. Each day, I mentally scour every strategy and possible route to not only escape but also remain undetected by my father for a few weeks. If I’m right about my father’s actions driving them away, my only hope to find someone from the House of Sozzini requires a carefully thought-out course.
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        * * *

      

      I inspect my tailored navy suit and take a few deep breaths. While the castle staff has been checking and double-checking that everything is in place, I’ve been ensuring that I’ve upheld my end of the preparations for the night. Though I’m in a separate wing of the castle, the low rumble of guests in the main ballroom can be heard from my usually quiet chamber. A knock sounds at the door before my father’s right-hand man, Georgio, appears.

      “Your Highness, five minutes until your introduction to your guests,” he informs me as he waits to escort me. I meet his stride as he guides me to the entrance specifically designated for the introduction of nobility. Butterflies swarm my insides as the seconds seem to inch by. Through the ornate wooden doors, I can hear the vivacious sounds of laughter and conversation accompanied by the live orchestra. The dancing isn’t scheduled to begin for another half hour, but I can already picture the dance floor filled with couples twirling and waltzing. It’s been so long since I’ve practiced a waltz that I had to ask someone to help me freshen up on it this past week. All at once, I hear the roar go silent as the doors swing open. “His Royal Highness, the Prince of Lazio,” the announcer says as all eyes focus on me.

      The first few seconds are eerily silent as the crowd takes in the appearance of their future king. Slowly, the guests resume whatever action they were in the middle of before, and I notice a few clusters of women, both young and old, whispering as they pretend not to stare. While I’m precisely what some expected, I’m sure those who were riding the theory of an ill prince are disappointed to see I’m as strong and healthy as any other man my age, maybe even stronger.

      I gracefully descend the steps onto the main floor, only to pause at the bottom. I’m at the largest and most elaborate party of the decade, and I don’t recognize anyone here apart from my father and his attendants at the table reserved for the royal family—if he and I alone can be considered much of a family anymore. It’s bizarre being a stranger at my own birthday party.

      I scan various groups near me for any hint of recognition. I wasn’t a social recluse until my brother died, so some of my friends from my childhood should be around here somewhere. Ten years can change a person, both physically and in personality.

      “Well, it looks like you grew into that big head of yours after all,” a deep voice says on my left. It’s both recognizable and unknown to me, but the features of his face instantly jog my memory when I turn to look at my former best friend.

      “It’s been much too long, Antonio,” I say as relief floods my body to see his smile. I’m surprised to find that he’s an inch shorter than me after all those years that he was the tall one among our group of friends. Despite that, though, he’s transformed into a man the same way I have over the past decade.

      He teases, “Hey, that’s Duke of Genoa now. But I’ll let you be an exception since I’d rather not call you ‘Your Highness’ every time I address you.” He extends his hand to me as a gesture of friendliness. The other three men he was talking to introduce themselves, all names that I recall, even if their faces weren’t as easy for me to remember as my closest friend’s had been. Another lifetime ago, we had adventures together the way young boys do. The last time any of them had seen me, I wasn’t the crown prince, and the difference in how they address me shows, except for Antonio.

      Gradually, they relax as they discuss the things they must talk about at all the various social events they’re obligated to attend: women. It becomes clear to me that none of them have married yet as they discuss their recent affairs and whether any of the currently single noble ladies are worth giving up their freedoms for. I stand there and listen while observing the other types of guests.

      At the corner of one of the large windows overlooking the courtyard are older ladies, likely with unmarried daughters who are also in attendance. They’re unapologetic in how they’re scrutinizing me, possibly plotting how they can force me to dance with their daughters.

      Meanwhile, my father has a long line of noblemen pretending to mingle while waiting to speak with him, although they are all clearly in line. As he’s told me, “The married men only have two reasons to come to a ball. The first is that their wives and daughters wanted to come. The second is that it allows them to gain face time with me without trying to make an appointment. I’ll usually entertain whatever need they have for a few minutes before dismissing them for whoever is next in the queue.” He wasn’t making that up.

      I decide to excuse myself to get a glass of wine and explore the food options when my body shifts and collides with another. My reflexes are quick enough to keep me upright on my feet, but not fast enough to catch the woman who falls on the floor beside me. I kneel to check on her and offer my help.

      “I’m so sorry,” I apologize, and my entire soul seems to reel at the sight of her. Her gown is a fiery red contrast against her olive skin and dark hair that cascades in voluminous curls. She’s breathtaking, and for a split second, I feel as if I were the one who had fallen on the floor. I regain my composure as I help her up.

      Her dark chocolate brown eyes meet mine as she says, “No, I’m sorry. I should have been watching where I was going.” Even the timbre of her voice is lovely. I want to hear her speak again.

      “The dancing hasn’t started yet, but would you give me the honor of a dance?” I ask her, and the conflict is evident on her face. I quickly add, “It is my birthday, after all,” with the hopes that I’ve removed any excuse running through her head.

      Resigned, she says, “Fine, one dance. Come find me when you’re ready to claim it.”

      “Wait,” I spurt out to stop her before she walks away. “I didn’t catch your name, and it’s only fair since mine was announced to the crowd.”

      She gives me a small smile and says, “Alessia. And technically, your name wasn’t announced either; your title was.”

      As I watch her wander past other guests toward the dessert table, an impossible and illogical thought occurs to me. Now I understand why a man would search his entire kingdom to find the owner of a glass slipper. It’s as if I’d never been fully alive until five minutes ago. It’s wholly monumental with the worst possible timing. Everything inside me wants to chase her down and ensure she becomes a permanent fixture in my life, but I remember the contract my father had hidden away in the kingdom records. I can’t properly pursue Alessia until I find out whether or not my betrothal is still valid. Not just that, but I don’t know who Alessia is or what family line she comes from. In addition to the noble families, the palace hosted a lottery for commoners to win invitations to the ball. The guest list is so extensive that almost anyone could have snuck their way in here. I’m not just a man who’s betrothed; I’m a prince with duties and responsibilities and a father who would get rid of anyone who stands in the way. I almost dread that I have to dance with her now that reality is sinking in.

      I sip a glass of Moscato Giallo and eat a panino in hopes of settling my stomach. The first dance will be coming to an end soon, and before I can talk myself out of it, I spot Alessia and make my way toward her. People are so aware of my presence that they move out of my way, making it easy to reach her.

      She watches me with an amused expression, taking some pleasure in how the man of the hour, the center of attention, can’t seem to take his eyes off of her. Surely, she must be used to men behaving this way around her. I don’t have to ask to know that the other unmarried guys in this room have taken notice of her. Just the idea of someone else winning her over causes jealousy to cloud my mind for a split second before I’m back in the present, my hand extended to her.

      “Alessia, may I have this dance?” I ask her with stars in my eyes. Instead of the characteristic curtsy and nod that most ladies are taught, she smiles and gently places her hand in my outstretched one before linking her arm through mine. I guide her toward the collection of couples gathered in wait for the opening chords of the waltz. If she isn’t of noble upbringing, she certainly dances as if she had been taught all her life. Something about her movements is more graceful than the others around us, smooth as if she has complete control over her body. Her eyes don’t leave mine either as she follows my lead.

      “Don’t look now, but I think we’ve piqued your father’s interest,” she whispers nonchalantly. I peek a glance in his direction to find that she’s right.

      To anyone who hasn’t spent twenty-five years deciphering that man’s facial expressions, he appears indifferent, but I can see past the outward façade to his curiosity. It’s not anger or excited curiosity, but near neutral. Rather than continue my inspection of his possible emotions, I take advantage of every second I get in Alessia’s presence.

      Faint freckles from spending time in the sun sprinkle her olive complexion. Her arms, only a quarter of which aren’t hidden beneath the red fabric of her dress, are toned and muscular, not the delicate softness of the typical noblewoman. Then again, I haven’t danced with any of the others to make a true comparison of how women are now.

      Centuries ago, it was unheard of for most women to participate in any physical training, a trend that has changed as men began to see them as equals. I didn’t know I had a preference for physically strong women until I saw Alessia. It means someone like her could keep up with me on an adventure.

      “What do you think of this ball that my father decided to throw for me?” I ask her as a way to gauge whether she’s enjoying herself or only tolerating me to appear well-mannered and gracious.

      She gives my question a thought. A girl who thinks before she speaks is very appealing to me. “I think that he wants people to believe that he cares about you and cares about them. Part of him does care about you, but not enough to let you become your own person while he’s still around. This ball is nice—don’t get me wrong—but I suspect you had nothing to do with its planning.” Bullseye. It’s as if she read my mind when she gave me her thoughts, which is impressive given we’re strangers.

      “I did choose my suit,” I point out to her. A navy velvet suit that I’ve never had any other occasion to wear until tonight. The song comes to an end. I bow as she curtsies to match the other couples participating in the waltz. Stealing what could be my last chance to make an impression, I escort her off the dance floor toward the table displaying plates of tiramisu.

      I hand her a plate and a fork before grabbing one for myself, and she looks at it the way I’ve been looking at her all evening. She doesn’t take a bite yet. “Don’t ruin what was a good moment by trying to find me later,” she says to me, almost pleading. “I’m not the kind of girl you want to have a future with. I’ll stand here and eat cake with you. Then I’ll wish you a happy birthday before I disappear. That way, you can spend time with other people here, like those friends you were talking to earlier. Take full advantage of this night.”

      I freeze at her words, the logical part of my head fully agreeing with her. It confirms my suspicion that she’s not a noble. If I’d been smart, I would have started a conversation with an older duke or lord who is less fond of my father and intoxicated enough to reveal something about the House of Sozzini accidentally. Instead, I’ve been consumed by this beautiful distraction.

      “I know you’re likely right, but part of me doesn’t want you to be,” I sigh, preparing myself for the inevitable goodbye. She finishes her dessert in a few bites, hardly savoring the flavors the way I prefer to eat sweets. For whatever reason, she’s in a rush now.

      “It was nice meeting you,” she says, and I can’t decide whether she seems sad or pities me.

      “The pleasure was all mine.” I can tangibly feel when she’s no longer in my vicinity, suddenly feeling alone in a room full of people. My good breeding takes over as I dance with a few ladies and engage with noblemen of various ages. There are subtle and obvious hints from mothers and fathers, as well as inquisitiveness regarding the mystery girl in red. By the time my father makes his exit from the party, I know I’ve fulfilled my social obligations for the night–hopefully for the year. It still takes a while to thank people for coming, and I give my old friends the promise that I’ll stay in touch before I can slip out the doors into the main hall and head back to my chamber.

      Weaving my way through the maze of hallways, I mentally run through the checklist of items I prepared. As I turn the corner that leads to my bedroom door, I pause when I see the door cracked open. Although I have a habit of closing my door, sometimes the staff forgets to close it completely. They’ve been so preoccupied with preparations for tonight that they’re off their usual schedule. I turn on the light and find everything exactly where I had left it. Still, something feels off. The Resistance must have smuggled in their assassin after all. Though I can’t be certain that someone is hiding, watching, and waiting for the opportunity to strike, I take the chance at the risk of sounding foolish.

      “You know, killing me isn’t going to stop my father from harming more innocent people,” I reason out loud to seemingly nobody. When there’s no response, I press on. “If I’m killed within the castle walls, he will stop at nothing until he’s avenged the death of his only remaining heir. He’s like a snake that only bites when he feels threatened. The kingdom will be a blood bath if he has a reason to attack. I have a better idea that delays a war the Resistance isn’t prepared to win.” I let my words hang in the air, patiently waiting for a sign that I’m not delusional.

      After what feels like hours, a voice finally says, “Go on.” But it’s not just any voice. It’s higher, more melodic, and so familiar that my head starts spinning. I shake my head to clear my thoughts. What point is charisma if you can’t use it to convince your way out of your deathbed?

      “You could take me with you,” I say, hoping to hear her again to confirm my suspicions.

      Alessia emerges out of the darkness of my connected bathroom, lowering her bow and arrow as she takes calculated steps toward me. She unsheathes the dagger at her thigh in a movement that’s both practiced and elegant. Instead of the red gown she wore a couple of hours ago, she’s now dressed in a black shirt and pants with her hair pulled back. The way her clothes fit accentuates all her curves, and the pieces and subtleties click into place. She’s with the Resistance. All her weapons are designed to kill without noise.

      “Why would I go through the trouble of kidnapping you when I can eliminate you right now?” she asks. “An assassinated heir would send a message to those who are undecided about which side they’re on. It’s one thing to take out the king in the open, but it’s another to remove the heir he works so hard to protect.”

      “Because you won’t be kidnapping me,” I explain to her. As I’m saying it, it makes more sense. “I was planning on leaving tonight anyway, so I’ll be going with you willingly. If you kill me here, soldiers will be after you within the hour, and the royal soldiers will be on high alert. But if I come with you, I’ll leave a note telling my father that I wanted to get away to our vacation home in Napoli. It could take him a few weeks to realize I’m not where I said I am.”

      She starts pacing, her footsteps nearly silent on the marble floor. “Why would you want to leave?”

      “Because I know the kind of man my father is, and I don’t want to be anything like him,” I tell her. While it is the truth, it’s not the whole truth. Given the circumstances of the evening, I don’t feel comfortable telling her about the disappearance of my betrothed. The Resistance exists because of the people who recognize that their king is corrupt. With a softer tone, I add the final reason, perhaps the most significant one of all. “I know you’re not a killer. I’ve lived with one my whole life, and you’re not like him.”

      She softens, and her shoulders relax. She sits down on the armchair near my fireplace, and I sit down in the matching one next to it. “If we’re going to do this, I need to know exactly how you plan to leave undetected. So, what’s your escape route?” she asks.

      “I was going to leave a note for my father saying that I’m going to our vacation home and then take the hidden tunnel to the garage where my car is parked,” I say simply with a shrug. “Nothing too elaborate.”

      “But wouldn’t one of the staff at the vacation home inform someone that you’re not there?”

      “There is no full-time staff at the vacation home,” I explain. “It’s why I like to go there from time to time. We know people in that area who will clean it and stock it with food when I let them know ahead of time that I’ll be staying there. It’s the only place outside the castle that my father lets me go without question. So, I was going to drive my car down to the villa, park it there, and then leave after a day or two.”

      “That could work,” she says thoughtfully. “But now, I have to be the one to drive your car because you haven’t earned my trust yet.”
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