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  November




  Chapter 1




  A forlorn, soft piano melody enveloped her as the book lay at an awkward angle in her lap. As her eyes remained closed, absorbing the musician’s brilliant performance, she had no idea her step-brother was watching her.




  “Ah, Princess Catherine—there you are!” he said, barging into the room as he had many times over the previous two years.




  Princess Catherine inhaled before his gravelly voice could release her daydreams. Sitting straight on the stiff sofa in the parlor, she placed the book next to her.




  “Yes, good afternoon, Malcolm,” she replied.




  Malcolm supplied her with a half-smirk and proceeded to lean against the sofa on which she sat. Princess Catherine couldn’t help but experience an ever-so-slight tingle when she peered into his crystal-blue eyes.




  Although her step-brother’s nose was somewhat too large, his lips thin, and his face angular, Malcolm had a strong jaw, well-groomed silver hair, and a smile that could draw women from countries away. At times, his boyish half-smirk made it difficult for Princess Catherine to recall he was seven years her senior.




  “I heard about your meeting with the suitor this afternoon, and I must say I am intrigued,” he said.




  Catherine donned an immediate scowl. “Malcolm, is this going to be another instance such as when you barged into this room as I was learning that piano and tell me I am causing a ruckus, or will it be reminiscent of when I returned home wearing rouge and you mocked me endlessly?” she demanded.




  Malcolm feigned ignorance, putting a hand to his heart. “Why, dear step-sister, I am saddened by your accusations! I merely wished to extend my…condolences that the meeting did not go as hoped.” He suppressed a half-hearted chuckle.




  “Of course,” Catherine replied, clearing her throat. “I’ll have you know our feelings were requited. I did not much care for the man.”




  “Oh? That’s not what was told to me. I was told he stifled a laugh at first sight of you, and then appeared bored and lazy the remainder of his stay,” Malcolm said, pulling on a lock of Catherine’s brown hair.




  She pulled away and supplied him with a sharp stare.




  “My, my, you certainly are a harbinger of rejection, aren’t you? Inquiring minds are dying to know, Princess—what’s that like?” he asked.




  “I suppose you should ask the multitude of women at your feet, Malcolm; perhaps they would be a more fitting choice. Tell me, how many with whom have you been?” she demanded, attempting to quell the sting of emotion forcing its way through her middle.




  Malcolm stopped for a moment and furrowed his brow. “I don’t know; I don’t count,” he replied smugly, turning his attention back to her.




  “Of course not.”




  “Oh, poor Catherine,” he continued. “No man will ever desire to be the Prince of a woman as plain as you. Why, your ridiculous freckles and mousy brown hair will never draw in a man of merit.”




  Catherine inhaled a sharp breath and straightened her back. “How dare you! I am an educated woman, I speak three languages fluently, and I am heir to the Cannary throne!”




  “Oh come now, you’re seventeen and still have yet to find a husband. How many suitors does that man make, anyway?”




  At his words, Catherine stood and clenched her fists at her sides. “I will not stoop to your level of…affectionate teasing, Malcolm!”




  For a moment, her step-brother said nothing, seeming to be surprised by her sudden outburst. However, after regaining his composure, he was hit with a fit of laughter so powerful he was forced to double over and clutch his belly.




  “Affectionate! Oh, you are much too entertaining!” he said between chuckles.




  Wanting no more of his belligerent behavior, Catherine stormed from the parlor and down the hall to the Queen’s study, the familiar twinge of despondency trying to force tears from the well behind her eyes.




  “Princesses do not cry!” she told herself before knocking on her mother’s door.




  Once she heard the unmistakable soft voice of her mother granting her entrance, she pushed the door open and barged into the room.




  “Oh, Catherine, dear!” her mother said, a warm smile on her face. She pushed aside a pile of papers and supplied her daughter with her full attention. “I apologize about that abysmal meeting between you and Mr. Elgar this afternoon.”




  “It is fine, Mother,” Catherine replied, seating herself in a plush chair across from the large maple desk at which the Queen worked. She straightened her back and folded her hands in her lap.




  “You must understand that I feel you are at an age where you must find a husband.” The Queen smiled again, gentle wrinkles creasing into the skin around her eyes and mouth.




  “It is no bother, Mother. However…”




  Queen Victoria leaned forward, awaiting her daughter’s next words. “What is it, dear?”




  “Well...there is this...man…” she stumbled with unease.




  “Ah ha!” her mother cried, standing from her desk. “I knew it! I would recognize that look anywhere!”




  “Mother, please…”




  “Nonsense! Why did you not tell me of this man sooner?” Queen Victoria demanded, rounding the corner and embracing her daughter.




  “He does not share my feelings,” Catherine replied with a sigh. With purpose, she omitted the fact that this man was also her step-brother.




  Her mother pulled away and looked deep into her daughter’s emerald eyes. “Any man who does not find you perfect is utterly mad,” she said with a smile.




  Catherine returned her mother’s gesture with a strained smile of her own. “But, I am convinced he is the only man I desire, Mother.”




  The Queen took a seat in the other plush chair adjacent to her large desk and sighed.




  “Catherine, I’d like to tell you a story,” she began.




  The Princess nodded and allowed her mother to continue.




  “When I was not much younger than you, I married your father. I believed he was the handsomest man in the world. I doubted I would ever find another love such as he gave me. But…” she paused, a frown creasing into her long face, “when he died...well...I was torn, you know this.”




  “Yes, but I would rather not speak of Father,” Catherine replied, her voice tight with decade-old anger.




  “Of course, I understand. At any rate, when I met Malcolm’s father two years ago, my belief in love was renewed; Callum is a wonderful man. Catherine, I am sure one day you will find a man who will return all the affection and love you hold in your heart.”




  * * * *




  After a late supper that night, Catherine was studying her books in a small den across from the castle’s dungeon. Many of the words and phrases in the books were familiar to the Princess, and she found herself submitting to a brief chuckle at the Cannary License Act of 1872, which prohibited civilians to operate bovine while intoxicated.




  Soon, as often happened on late nights when studying, she found herself intimidated by a particular clause in one of Cannary’s oldest policies. Placing a piece of parchment between the pages to mark her place, she stood from the plush sofa and made her way down the hall toward the bedroom of the Queen and Prince.




  “Mother?” she called, knocking on the door.




  Silence followed, so the Princess rapped again.




  “Mother?” she said with more force.




  When no one answered, she turned the brass door handle and peeked into the room. What she saw was unimaginable.




  Blood was spattered on the painting of her great grandfather and the pink striped wall above the four-poster bed. The sheets were soaked with the sticky red substance as it dripped off of the bed skirt into a puddle on the floor. The Queen and Prince of Cannary lay motionless, bathed in the crimson fluid. Catherine stared unmoving at the scene before her in utter terror.




  Her lungs froze as she tried to call for help. All her prior schooling and instincts left her as she stared at her mother and step-father’s lifeless bodies before her. She was unable to remember whom she was to call in a situation such as this. At last, when her head began to swim, she pulled in a labored breath and opened her mouth.




  “Malcolm!”




  Her step-brother was the first person who had come to mind, and she shouted his name with all the strength left in her body.




  By chance, his room was just across the hall and he emerged a moment later, raking a hand through his tousled silver hair.




  “For what reason are you shouting, Catherine?” he demanded, yawning wide.




  “Moth...mother…” she stuttered.




  Malcolm let out a sigh and trudged across the hallway to Catherine’s side. She was vaguely aware of his presence, but couldn’t tear her gaze away from her poor mother.




  After what seemed like an eternity of silence, Malcolm pushed Catherine away and pointed down the hallway.




  “Go, Catherine! Go to your room! Whoever’s done this may still be here!” he shouted at her.




  Startled by the force of his voice, Catherine’s composure returned, and she scampered toward the end of the long hall, followed by her step-brother’s shouts for the guards.




  Chapter 2




  Catherine paced about her room, wearing a track in the embroidered rug. The two guards positioned at her door watched her with curiosity. She was so involved in her own thoughts she didn’t even hear the creak when her servant entered.




  “Your Majesty, a Ms. Shepherd to see you,” he said.




  Catherine wheeled around, staring down at the man who had been serving the Royal Family for twenty years of his life.




  “Yes, thank you, Fore. Send her in, please,” she said.




  Fore stepped aside and a petite blond woman no older than Catherine rushed into the room.




  “Rose! Where on Earth have you been? I sent for you an hour ago!” Catherine replied.




  “Oh, Catherine, I apologize. My sister is visiting, and—”




  “No bother, Rose.” Catherine cut her off, beginning to pace again. “There’s much to be done.”




  Rose tucked her hands underneath her chin. “Catherine…” she said, reaching out and touching the Queen’s arm with the softness of a concerned friend.




  “This entire investigation is driving me mad! The Chief of Cannary Police refuses to allow me anywhere near it! I have given a statement, but there is nothing more I can do!”




  “Catherine, I am sure they will find who has done this,” Rose replied.




  “I have faith in them as well. At any rate, I sent for you to ask if you remember the promise we made to each other when we were young,” Catherine said, moving the discussion forward to keep her thoughts in motion.




  “You mean…” Rose trailed off.




  “Yes. I’d like for you to be my Lady-in-Waiting,” Catherine said.




  “But...what about Elizabeth?”




  “I never wished for Elizabeth to be my maid; that was mother’s choice. She has taken up company with Malcolm for these past few weeks, and I will be more than happy to terminate her,” Catherine replied.




  “I see…” Rose said.




  “Do you accept, Rose?” Catherine demanded in haste.




  “I do…”




  “Good, then. Jackson!” Catherine gestured to her youngest guard. “Please show Ms. Shepherd to her quarters.”




  The tall guard named Jackson bowed and held a hand out to Rose. However, Rose didn’t move.




  “Catherine! Have you cried?” she demanded.




  “I beg your pardon?”




  Rose’s eyebrows knitted together as she took her friend’s hands in hers. “You must grieve for your mother,” she said.




  Catherine inhaled a deep breath, ignoring the hitch in her breath. “I do not have time to cry, Rose! I need to sort out mother’s things and make arrangements! What’s more, queens do not cry!” she protested.




  “Catherine, you have lost your mother,” Rose said.




  Without warning, Catherine’s heart felt as though it had dropped into her stomach. It was as if a pit had opened beneath her and enveloped her in darkness. Over the course of the past few hours since she had found her mother and step-father, no one had expressed it in such plain terms. Catherine had lost her mother. Through the vast shroud of despair, she could feel the first tears trickle down her cheeks.




  “Mother…” she whispered.




  Rose sank to her knees with the Queen and hugged her close, smoothing her hair as she cried. The two friends remained in a tight embrace for what seemed like hours. At last, when the Queen’s tears shifted into dry sobs, Rose pulled away.




  “There, there, Catherine,” she whispered. “Do you remember what I did after the death of my mother?”




  Catherine sniffed and thought for a few moments. “I do not…”




  “I was so angry. Just like you. I blamed God for taking her away, I blamed my father for not finding more doctors to cure her sickness, and I blamed myself for not telling her I loved her more often,” Rose explained, breathing deep to quell tears of her own. “But you were there for me. Remember?”




  Catherine nodded and swiped at her eyes. “I do.”




  “And after her funeral, we spent the entire night talking about how thankful I was to have her in my life,” Rose said, giving her best friend a sad smile. “So, that is what we are going to do. You can begin sorting through things tomorrow. Right now, we are going to paint our faces, treat our hair, and talk about all the happy times you spent with your mother.”




  * * * *




  An orange tabby cat vaulted onto the four-poster bed between Catherine and Rose. The two of them watched and shared a giggle as he flopped onto his side and began to purr.




  “I remember when mother gave Kitty to me,” Catherine said, stroking the cat’s fur.




  “It was your seventeenth birthday, wasn’t it?” Rose asked.




  Catherine nodded. “Only half a year ago.” She sighed and fell back against her pillow. The two friends had spent hours pampering each other, and, although the makeup had covered Catherine’s freckles, filled her lips, and enhanced the green of her eyes, the Queen felt somehow over-encumbered.




  Rose tucked a strand of blond hair behind one ear. “You’ll make her proud, Catherine. You’ll be a magnificent Queen,” she said.




  Catherine smiled at her friend. After a moment of silence, a great yawn escaped her, and she felt her eyelids growing heavy under the strain of emotion.




  “Perhaps it’s time for you to rest,” Rose replied.




  “Yes,” Catherine said, hefting herself into a sitting position. “Jackson, please escort Rose.”




  Jackson nodded and left with Rose after Catherine supplied her best friend with one last quick hug.




  * * * *




  Queen Victoria stood over her daughter’s bed, watching the Princess in a sound sleep. She sat and brushed the brown hair from the face of the slumbering girl. Catherine stirred and her eyes fluttered open.




  “Mummy!” she said, smiling wide and reaching out her little arms.




  Her mother lifted her from the bed, and Catherine realized that the muscles in her stomach were weak, and her mother seemed much larger than she remembered.




  “How is my little girl this morning?” Queen Victoria asked, cradling the Princess in her arms.




  “Good, Mummy!” Catherine squeaked, hearing her tiny voice for the first time.




  “Are you ready for your lesson?” she asked.




  “No school, Mummy!” Catherine protested.




  “Ah, but this school is important! You must learn how to be the Queen!” Her mother set her down, and Catherine could feel the strength gradually returning to her legs. She wobbled, but was soon able to stand straight, feeling even bigger than before.




  She wheeled around on her mother, now level with her midsection, and looked up into her smiling eyes.




  “But, why do I have to learn to be Queen?” Catherine demanded, her voice beginning to sound more like her own.




  “Because one day you will be Queen,” her mother replied, stooping down to embrace her daughter. “And that day will come sooner than you think, for I will not be here forever.”




  Catherine felt her mother’s grip tighten around her, and she wondered why the Queen’s voice sounded so far away and sad.




  “Mummy…” Catherine squeaked. “You’re...hurting me…”




  But Queen Victoria ignored her daughter and hugged her tighter, rendering the Princess gasping for breath.




  “Mother!” Catherine managed to cry. She slipped her arms between them, and pushed her mother away as hard as she could. And when she looked into the Queen’s face, she had to stomp out the urge to scream.




  Crimson blood was seeping through her mother’s eyes and flowing from her mouth. Her once shining dark hair was matted and colorless, with a few patches missing here and there. Catherine desperately wanted to look away, but could not.




  “Mother, no!” she cried.




  “Catherine, my Princess, you shall be Queen one day,” a voice that was not her mother’s croaked from the monster’s throat.




  “No!” Catherine screamed. She turned around and scampered toward the door of her room, her legs feeling like nothing more than pudding. “I don’t want to be Queen! I want my mother back!”




  She pulled open the door and sprinted down the hallway as fast as her gelatinous legs could carry her. The monster followed close behind her, its breathing rasping and wheezing. Catherine tried to call out, but her throat was numb, uttering nothing more than a hoarse cry.




  The hall stretched out before her, becoming longer and longer with each labored step. Unaware of how to outrun the monster, Catherine could feel terror ripping at her heart, pushing her in only one direction.




  Out of nowhere, a hand reached out and pulled her into one of the bedrooms. The door slammed behind her and she could hear the monster that used to be her mother pounding, attempting to gain entrance and devour the Princess whole.




  It was then that Catherine felt strong arms wrap around her, and a feeling of safety and warmth seeped into her very core.




  “Everything will be all right,” he whispered in her ear. “Just trust me.”




  “Malcolm…” Catherine whimpered. “What has happened?”




  “Your mother is gone,” he said, his voice soft and soothing.




  “No!” she cried, struggling. But Malcolm only held her tighter.




  “My father is gone, too! This cannot be changed. All we have now is each other.”




  * * * *




  Catherine’s eyes snapped open. She sat up straight in her bed and looked around in panic. Two guards stood watch at her door, but, other than that, her room was empty; her mother was still gone. She took a deep breath and thought of how alone she felt. She thought of the comfort she’d experienced in Malcolm’s arms, even though it had only been a dream.




  Throwing back the bedclothes, Catherine stepped out onto the embroidered rug. “Jackson,” she whispered.




  “Yes, Your Majesty?”




  “I’ll be going to my step-brother’s temporary chamber. Please escort me.”




  She took hold of Jackson’s arm and he pulled open the door. They walked down the hallway in silence, stopping outside of the room to which Malcolm had been moved soon after the investigation had begun.




  “I shall stay watch outside the door, Your Majesty,” Jackson replied.




  “Of course, thank you.”




  With caution, Catherine opened the door and slipped inside Malcolm’s room. She couldn’t believe how selfish she’d been as to not even inquire about her step-brother’s well-being. She tiptoed to his bed and watched as the oil lamp threw his long shadow over the far wall. After she had slipped beneath the sheets, she studied his face, wondering if his dreams were as terrible as hers.




  “Elizabeth,” he mumbled.




  Catherine narrowed her eyes in the darkness. She could not wait until she had the chance to terminate that maid!




  “I thought I told you to leave me alone an hour ago,” he growled.




  All at once, she realized he wasn’t sleeping. He thought she was the maid! Her fingers reached out and brushed across his forearm.




  “Malcolm…” she said.




  Malcolm’s eyes opened in an instant. He turned his head and studied Catherine’s face as she lay next to him.




  “Catherine,” he said, “what on Earth are you doing in my room?”




  “I was unable to sleep,” she replied.




  “That is no concern of mine. Please, go back to your bed.” His words were terse as he turned over to face away from her.




  “There’s no need to be rude!” Catherine replied, sitting up in the bed.




  Malcolm sighed and flopped onto his back once more.




  “I had a terrible nightmare about my mother and your father. I realized I hadn’t taken the time to ensure you were all right,” she explained.




  “I’m fine, Catherine. I’ve been through the loss of a parent before; I can handle myself,” he said.




  “I don’t believe you,” she replied, refusing to back down.




  Malcolm let out a heavy sigh, tugging her down onto the bed. “If it is comfort you desire, then so be it; you can stay. But, please, don’t push me for what I’m feeling,” he said.




  He settled on his back once again and closed his eyes; in effect, ignoring her. Catherine swallowed hard and scooted closer to him under the sheets. Her hand made a gradual trip to his chest as she laid her head on his shoulder. Malcolm opened one eye and inspected her in detail.




  “What are you doing?” he demanded.




  “I’m cold,” she lied.




  Malcolm rolled his eyes and threaded his arm around her, pulling her close into his body. Catherine’s breath hitched as her heart pounded in her chest. She breathed in Malcolm’s earthy scent and allowed her lips to brush the skin of his neck. She felt him shift around for a moment.




  “Catherine...why are you shivering?” he demanded, reaching up to rub his hand across hers.




  “I need you, Malcolm,” she replied, pressing her body tighter against his.




  “Catherine…” he said, rolling onto his side to face her. “You’re grieving.”




  “What does that have to do with my feelings for you?” she asked, pulling at the buttons on his nightclothes.




  Malcolm tried to catch her hands before they slid into the coiled white hair on his chest, but he was too slow. She explored the muscles of his chest and stomach, wanting with every fiber of her being to be his for just one night.




  “Kiss me, Malcolm,” she begged.




  “Catherine, I—”




  Before he could finish his protest, Catherine forced her mouth against his and they shared a hungry kiss. It was something she’d wanted for far too long, and she wasn’t disappointed. Although she did not have anything to which to compare, she enjoyed his taste.




  And when she felt his hands begin to unbutton her nightgown, she reached for the tie holding his night clothes at his waist. In haste, he pushed them down and lifted her nightgown to her middle.




  When Catherine felt the burn between her legs, she tried her best to ignore it and enjoy the feeling of being in Malcolm’s arms. Even though his touch was gentle, his movements were gruff and forceful, causing her more pain each time their bodies came together.




  After what seemed like hours, Malcolm let out a primal growl and rolled over onto his back, breathing in heavy gasps. Catherine shut her eyes tight and pushed her nightgown back into place.




  “It...hurt…” she whispered into the dim room.




  “The first time always does,” he said, shifting onto his side to face away from her.




  Chapter 3




  The loud thump which awakened Rose in the middle of the night rang in her ears long after she’d sat straight in the bed. Throwing back the bedclothes, she stole a glance at the guard stationed at the door.




  “Did you hear that noise?” she whispered in the pale light of the bedroom.




  “Yes, Ms. Shepherd. I am sure it was nothing; I’ve been working in this castle for quite some time, and it always makes a ruckus at night,” he assured her.




  “Are you sure it is not the intruder?” Rose demanded, standing and pacing to the window.




  “I personally searched every corner of this castle with the help of the detectives. I am sure the Chief of Cannary Police would not have recommended we stay if the intruder was still here. You may sleep without incident, Ms. Shepherd.”




  Rose huffed and peered out the large window before her. The night was cold and dark; the full moon cast the green hillsides in an eerie, silver glow. She thought for a moment that opening the window to let in some of the fresh air would help, but decided against it at the last moment.




  “Well, now I won’t be able to sleep,” Rose stated, placing both hands on her hips. “I never can get back to bed after being woken so suddenly. I should hope this will not be commonplace while staying at the castle.”




  “Some warm cream always helps me back to sleep, Ms. Shepherd,” the guard suggested.




  “That sounds like a fine idea,” she replied with a tight smile. She turned on her heel and made for the bedroom door.




  “I shall escort you,” the guard said.




  “Well...I don’t suppose that will be necessary, seeing as how you’ve searched the entire castle,” she replied.




  “It is an order of the Queen, Ms. Shepherd.”




  Rose smiled and shook her head. “The kitchen is just down the hall, I’m sure I will be fine.”




  “If you so insist, Ms. Shepherd. The chef is three doors down on your left,” the guard replied.




  “I am perfectly capable of making warm cream on my own, thank you,” Rose said, pulling the door open and stepping into the hall.




  “Of course, Ms. Shepherd,” the guard returned as the door shut with a click.




  The hallway was colder than her room, and Rose pulled her nightgown tighter to her body. Digging her bare toes into the soft rug, she stole a glance up the hall. There were two or three guards all the way down to her right, as they were watching over the bedroom of the former Queen and Prince. To her left, just four or so doors away, the kitchen beckoned. Rose turned in that direction and began the trek down the long, cold corridor.




  She was just about ten paces away when she heard the thump again. Rose spun around, having forgotten about the noise which had woken her from a deep sleep. From where had it come? What was causing the sound? The guard had told her that it was just the castle settling, but it sounded as though it were a blow, not a creak.




  Then, it happened again. Rose turned to her left, pinpointing that it had come from behind the bedroom door of the late Queen Victoria’s maid. At first, she decided whatever the noise had been was none of her business. However, she’d inherited the officiousness of her mother, and one more thump was all it took to push her curiosity over the edge.




  Rose approached the door with caution, unaware of her dangerous interest, and grasped the brass handle. She turned it, the icy metal freezing her fingers to the bone. The door slid open and she peeked through the crack.




  The room was well lit and garnished from top to bottom with the obvious touch of a woman. The curtains, bedclothes, and rugs bared garish frills, and each piece of furniture was draped with doilies. However, Rose’s eyes were not focused on the embellishments, but rather the still form of the maid lying in the center of her rug.




  The thump sounded again and Rose was unable to suppress the sharp intake of a panicked breath when Malcolm came down upon the poor woman for the last time, the toe of his shoe slamming into her ribs. Rose heard the crack and winced, letting a sob escape from her throat.




  When Malcolm’s back straightened and he cocked his head, Rose recoiled in horror; he had heard her. He turned in a slow circle, and she saw his profile—strong jaw set in anger, thin lips twisted into a scowl, and one crystal blue eye locked on the door. In three long strides, he was across the room.




  Before Rose could command her feet to run, he threw the door open all the way. A squeak escaped the young girl as he stood before her, taller than she remembered. He grabbed her arm with brute force and began to drag her into the maid’s room.




  “No!” Rose cried, surprised when she was able to twist from his grasp. Malcolm wheeled around and stared hard at her. When she backed up, her gaze flicked between him and the lifeless body of his former lover. “You...you are the murderer…” she whispered in realization.




  Malcolm glanced at the maid on the floor and frowned, deep lines creasing into his forehead. When he looked back at Rose, more tension flooded into his thin features.




  “You listen here…” he began, his gruff voice low and quiet.




  Rose backed away further. She felt as though the door was miles behind her. “Don’t come near me…” she begged in the strongest voice she could muster.




  When Malcolm lunged, that was all the incentive she needed to spin around and push herself through the door. However, as soon as she was in the hallway, she was unable to remember at which end she’d seen the guards. Even though she should have swiveled to the right, Rose went left—in the direction of the kitchen.




  Malcolm was close on her heels, his footfalls pounding in her ears louder than her own heartbeat. And when she reached the open door where meals were prepared every day, she dashed inside, looking about for something with which to protect herself.




  Malcolm skidded to a stop and approached her little by little. She held out both hands and backed away from him.




  “Stay away!” she cried.




  “Be quiet!” he growled.




  “You’re a murderer!” Rose glanced to her right to see the wall rack where the knives were stored. Malcolm followed her gaze.




  “Don’t!” he commanded in a harsh whisper.




  Without a second thought, Rose snatched the largest knife from the bunch. Bringing it around to her front, she held it out like a sword, ready to strike at him if he came too close.




  “Stay away from me!” she screamed. “Murderer!”




  The last thing Rose saw was her best friend’s step-brother close in on her, his ragged breath hot in her face.




  Chapter 4




  Catherine awoke the next morning in a daze. At first, she wasn’t able to remember where she was or what transpired the night before. The morning sunlight streamed in through the window, impairing her vision. Bit by bit, her brain cleared and her amnesia released.




  “Malcolm!” she cried, sitting up straight. She winced as a headache began pounding behind her eyes, and searched the room in desperation. There was no sign of Malcolm. She looked down at herself and noticed her nightgown was stained red between her legs, and she threw the bedclothes around herself with haste. She covered her face in the sheets, feeling outright filthy and weak.




  It was then Catherine realized the pounding was coming from the bedroom door, not her own head; a shouting accompanied the frantic plea for entrance.




  “Your Majesty, open the door!” the voice cried. Catherine gathered herself and climbed out of the bed. Her legs felt weak, but she made it to the bedroom door in due course. She opened it to find her youngest guard, Jackson. “Oh, Your Majesty, thank the Lord! Are you all right? Has he hurt you?” he asked.




  “What the devil is happening? Who do you mean?” she asked, attempting to clear the fog from her mind.




  “Your Majesty, you may want to sit,” Jackson replied.




  “What do you mean? Why? Tell me what’s happening!” she demanded.




  “Your Majesty...Rose Shepherd has been...murdered.”




  “What!” Catherine cried. “Murdered?! Are you certain? Who’s done this?”




  “One of your councilmen witnessed your step-brother standing over her body in the kitchen. We’ve also found the body of the Late Queen Victoria’s maid.”




  “No!”




  “The Chief of Cannary Police believes Mr. Malcolm is also the culprit for the murder of the former Queen and Prince,” Jackson explained.




  Catherine stumbled backward into the room. When her legs hit the large bed, she sank down onto her knees and buried her face in her hands. She couldn’t believe she’d been so foolish as to be weakened by his charms. When she was at last able to realize what needed to be done, she brought up her head.




  “Where is he, the bastard!?” she demanded in outrage.




  “We weren’t able to catch him, Your Majesty. By the time the council member informed us, Mr. Malcolm had already run away,” he replied.




  Catherine stood on shaky legs. Although she was still stunned, her anger burned hot in her veins.




  “Search high and low. Bring him to me a soon as you locate him,” she said. Jackson nodded and left her.




  * * * *




  In the weeks following the funeral of the former Queen and Prince, Catherine busied herself with the demands of governance. She found she was beginning to grasp the day-to-day tasks, but when larger issues presented themselves, she would, on occasion, fumble over her words and decisions.




  A few days before her coronation was to take place, Catherine was sorting through paperwork in her study when a knock came at the door. Her back straightened with eager tension.




  “Yes?”




  The door opened and Jackson stepped inside the study. “Your Majesty, there is a Ms. Shepherd to see you.”




  Catherine’s breath caught in her throat. “Send her in, please, Jackson.”




  A woman whom Catherine assumed was Rose’s older sister entered the study a moment later. Jackson left, shutting the door tight behind him.




  “Your Majesty,” she said, bowing.




  “You must be Mary,” Catherine replied, gesturing for the woman to sit.




  Mary nodded her petite, blond head and sat in the plush chair before the Queen’s maple desk.




  “What can I do for you, Mary?”




  “Your Majesty, you and my sister were very close, were you not?” Mary wondered, folding her hands in her lap.




  “Yes. I am very sorry for your loss, Mary,” Catherine replied.




  “Thank you, Your Majesty...I came here today to ask what efforts you are putting forth to find her murderer.”




  Catherine stared at Mary for several moments. The woman averted her gaze, keeping her eyes on the floor.




  “Mary, I can assure you we are doing everything we can to locate Malcolm. Trust me; I desire to find him just as deeply as you do.”




  Mary sniffed and a tear made its way down her cheek. “Promise me you’ll find him, Your Majesty…” she said.




  “I promise, Mary.”




  Mary brought her face up to look at the Queen. Her dark eyes were rimmed in red; despair a heavy weight on her features.




  “Thank you.” she said.




  Catherine nodded and stood, ready to show Mary to the door. However, as soon as she was upright, her head began to swim with sudden vertigo and she clutched the desk for support. Mary jumped out of her seat and called for the guard.




  Jackson sailed into the room and rushed to Catherine’s side. “Your Majesty, what is the matter?” he asked.




  “Call the doctor, Jackson,” she said through a sudden wave of nausea.




  * * * *




  The Royal physician dropped his instruments into his bag and straightened to look at the Queen.




  “I have completed my evaluation,” he replied.




  “It is just stress, then,” Catherine said, although her statement was closer to an inquiry.




  “I’m afraid not, Your Majesty,” he said and sighed.




  “Then, what it is, Doctor?” Without warning, Catherine felt her heart begin to beat in haste, pounding against her chest. She wasn’t ready to hear that she may be ill, diseased, or...dying…




  “Your Majesty,” the physician began, “you are pregnant.”




  Chapter 5




  “Your Majesty.” Jackson bowed to her.




  Catherine was startled and spun around to face him.




  “Are you ready?”




  She inhaled and nodded, allowing him to lead her into the main hall of the Cannary Church. Catherine was unable to keep her mind on the ceremony at hand, feeling weighted down by her heavy crimson surcoat.




  She began the trek down the aisle, knowing all eyes were boring into her. The Cannary Church was stuffed to the brim with Dukes, Barons, and Lords of Parliament, and the guests had hardly any room around which to move.




  She kept her eyes straight ahead and her head parallel to the floor the way she’d been taught. Her thoughts drifted to her unborn child, and she resisted the urge to stroke her belly. Without delay, the news of her pregnancy had traveled. In order to preserve her eminence, she was left with just one alternative—she claimed she’d been raped by Malcolm. Although she believed he was wicked and deserved to be punished, she was unable to quell the guilt stemming from her lie.




  Catherine stopped in front of the Coronation Chair and took in the daunting throne before her. She stepped up to it, adjusting her robes and shifting until she found a comfortable position. The silence which ensued was deafening, but her eyes remained staring straight ahead.




  The Archbishop of Cannary waited for several moments before addressing the people. He stopped at each corner of the Church on his way to the Queen, providing the same oath at each rest.




  “Sirs, I here present unto you your undoubted Queen. Wherefore all you who are come this day to do your homage and service, are you willing to do the same?”
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