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1: Dani

 

“This night has been amazing,” Colin said.

I shook my head and forced my attention back to Colin. My boyfriend. Right. I was at prom with my boyfriend and we were supposed to be having a magical night under the fake stars hanging from the gym ceiling. Even though I was pretty sure most of those stars were made from aluminum foil which kinda ruined the effect.

“Yeah, sure it is,” I muttered and pressed into him again which he seemed to take as a good sign.

The only problem? I wasn’t pressing against him like that because I enjoyed how he felt so much as because I didn’t want him to see my wandering eye. Or to notice the decidedly unenthusiastic tone when I confirmed how magical this was.

I looked out across the gym floor that had been converted into a dance floor for the evening. My eyes drifted to Sarah for a moment and she gave me a thumbs up from her spot with her arms wrapped around Devon Anderson. I gave her a thumbs up right back, but I wasn’t feeling it.

“I’ve dreamed about this moment since we first got together, you know,” Colin said.

A response. That sounded like it needed a response. I grunted. Hey, can you blame a girl? I was in a difficult situation here and I couldn’t think of words to deal with my boyfriend going on about how great this was when I was to the point of chewing my foot off to get away from the awkward.

The poor bastard had no idea he was getting dumped before the end of the night.

My eyes drifted over the dance floor again. This time they fell on Kara Thompson and I found myself distracted. I also pressed into Colin with something approaching interest as I gave the bubbly head cheerleader a thorough once over. She looked damn good no matter what she wore, she was just that kind of girl, but tonight in that sparkly black number that shimmered under the DJ’s lights she was looking particularly yummy.

She’d shown me pictures of the thing in math class. Apparently taking selfies of trying on prom dresses was a thing with her crowd, but I was more than happy to have a look if she was willing to show off. The pictures didn’t do justice to the reality, though.

Yeah, and there we came to the big problem of the evening. Colin might be going on about how this was a magical moment and everything, and I suppose in a way it was. For him.

The issue? Well, you’re a smart person. I was just checking out the head cheerleader. You figure it out.

“The drum majorette and the leader of the drum line. You keep the tempo up front and I keep the beat in the back. We were meant to be.”

I muttered something that he seemed to take for an affirmative. I figured it was better than telling him the band would be a hell of a lot better off if we put a metronome on a loudspeaker and had someone cart it around in the middle of the band. I was already dumping him tonight. Why add insult to injury?

Hey, I realized I was into girls. I wasn’t completely heartless or anything.

Blessedly the song came to an end before I had to give any sort of opinion on my soon—to-be-ex-boyfriend’s drum abilities. Colin removed his hands from my midsection. Which also meant I wouldn’t have to keep reaching down to try and keep his hands from moving forward for him, backwards for me, so they were touching a piece of anatomy that was slightly posterior to my midsection. He looked like he wanted to stay on the dance floor as a fast song started up, no doubt hoping for a bit of the old bump and grind, but I took his hand and pulled him back to our table.

Thankfully Sarah was waiting there.

“Having fun out there Dani?” she asked.

I fixed her with my best glare. She knew full well what was going down tonight, and she apparently couldn’t resist giving me a hard time about it. I would’ve stuck my tongue out, but that would’ve been a little too obvious.

“So I was wondering what the plans were for when this thing is over?” Devon asked. “We’ve got the lame after prom we can go to at the bowling alley, or…”

“I heard there’s a party out at Kara’s house tonight,” I said.

Three confused faces turned to look at me.

“Kara?” Colin asked.

“Thompson?” I said.

All three of them burst into laughter. Okay then. I guess I just told a great joke. Maybe I needed to put on a tie and grab a microphone from the DJ if I was doing so well. I could tell a couple of other zingers that would have everyone rolling around on the gym floor. “Hey everyone! I’m actually a lesbian and I’m dumping my boyfriend tonight because I couldn’t think of a good way to break his heart before prom and by the time I realized doing it on prom night was even bitchier it was too late!”

Yeah, that would have them rolling.

“Since when do any of us ever roll in the same social circle as Kara Thompson?” Colin asked.

“Well I talk to her in math class, and we did go shopping together one time a few months back,” I said.

Now all three of them were looking at me like I’d suddenly transformed into some strange creature. I mean I felt a little different with my hair done up in some ridiculous prom weave, but they were looking at me more like I’d sprouted hair and fangs or something like that.

“Funny joke,” Sarah said. “But don’t you think it might be a better idea to go to the  party out at Joe’s place?”

I sighed. Joe’s place. That meant a party with our fellow band geeks. I probably should’ve expected that. Sarah and I were the drum majors, after all. Or majorettes. Whatever. Not going to the band party would be sacrilege, even if there were times I wished I could break free of that whole scene. Not that I didn’t like those parties. They were fun. There were just times I thought it might be interesting to break free and try something different.

I looked over to Colin who was laughing right along with them. I was going to make one major break tonight, that was for sure. I looked down at my watch. There was still technically a half hour to go, but I figured it was time to get out of here. I could only deal with so many group dances before I went insane, and I really wanted to be out of here before one of the drama kids requested the Time Warp and they all got up and started doing the dance while everyone else stared like it was the gorilla exhibit at the zoo and someone just started flinging poo.

“What would you say to heading out a little early?” I asked.

Colin grinned and looked at his own watch. “Sounds great! It’ll be nice to have a little time alone before we head out to Joe’s house.”

“Yeah. Alone time,” I muttered, again sinking into a funk. This wasn’t going to be fun, but I knew what I had to do.

I felt a hand on my own. Feminine. That felt nice. Of course it was Sarah’s hand, so it’s not like there was a chance in hell anything was ever going to happen there. She gave my hand a squeeze and locked eyes with me for a moment. Nodded. I smiled.

It was nice of her to try and lend me some strength. Not that it was going to help me all that much. Stuck in a car alone with a boyfriend who probably thought we were going to have some “private time” together before we hit the party.

Ugh.

Still, nothing for it but to go through with it. It was time to rip off the bandage. Colin offered me his hand but I didn’t take it. Doing something that familiar seemed just wrong considering what I was about to do. I stopped to give Sarah one last look, but she was already making goo-goo eyes at Devon.

No doubt what they were going to do between here and the party.

The feeling of impending doom that had been hanging over me all evening got even worse once we were in the car. I couldn’t believe I was going to do this. I couldn’t believe I was breaking up with Colin. He was the perfect guy. We were the perfect couple. I was living the high school sweetheart dream.

Only it was the wrong dream.

“Something wrong Dani?” he asked.

I jumped. I’d been hypnotized by rows of corn going past the car in the darkness. I could die happy if I managed to find a place where I didn’t ever have to see corn outside of a supermarket for the rest of my life.

“Sorry, just thinking,” I said.

“What about?”

“The future.”

Colin reached out and tried to take my hand, but I quickly clasped my hands together between my legs and squeezed them shut. That seemed like an appropriate metaphor considering he wasn’t going to hold my hand or get between my legs tonight. Or ever, for that matter.

“I’ve been thinking about that a lot too,” Colin said. “I know it’s going to be tough that we’re going to different schools, but I figure we still have the trip out to Royal Realms over the summer and after that I figure we can go back and forth on the weekend.”

“I want to break up,” I said.

I couldn’t take it anymore. He was talking about being together on the band’s trip to Royal Realms, the biggest amusement park in the country, and I couldn’t stand the idea of still being together in a couple of months and having to feel the same over a week-long vacation as I did right now. It was already torture pretending to be something I wasn’t for one night.

An entire week of that? No thank you.

“I’m sorry. What was that?” he asked. “Is this another joke?”

I took in a deep breath and forced myself to look at him. This was one moment when the corn would’ve been preferable, but I needed to face this head on. I’d already said the words. There was nothing for it but to forge ahead.

“I want to break up,” I said. “I’ve felt this way for awhile now. I’m sorry.”

Colin blinked and his grip tightened on the steering wheel. For a terrified moment I had visions of him running the car off the road and into a telephone pole or something, though he didn’t do anything of the sort. He did seem to be grinding his teeth, though. I could hear it even over the sound of his car’s ancient engine.

“Why?” he asked.

I was afraid he’d ask why, and I didn’t have any good answers. How to explain that I’d been lying to myself about who I was for years? That I’d been terrified of telling people the truth? That I still had no plans on letting the truth out until I was at college next year?

“I’m a lesbian.”

Okay. So much for the plans to keep the truth on the down low until I was off at college. Damn it. Why did I suddenly have diarrhea of the mouth? Why couldn’t my brain just shut the fuck up already?

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me, Colin. You’re a great guy. Just not for me, for obvious reasons.”

I trailed off into muttering by the time I was finished. It sounded stupid even though it was the truth. I felt stupid for doing this. Why couldn’t I just dump him and be done with it?

“And you felt like waiting until prom night to break my heart would be a good idea? Is this some sick game to you or something?”

“Listen, Colin, I only wanted what’s best for you.”

“Dumping me on prom night is what’s best for me? Telling me that our whole relationship meant nothing to you is what’s best for me?” He barked out a short laugh. “Yeah, that’s really rich, Danielle. So glad you’re looking out for me.”

I fell back into my seat. What else was there to say? He was being a first rate asshole, to be sure, but at the same time there was some truth to what he said. If he wanted to get angry then he could get angry.

He turned onto a side road and we moved out into the country.

“Where are we going?”

“To Joe’s house,” he said.

“You still want to go to the party?”

“Doesn’t seem like we’re doing anything else tonight,” he said.

Well that was sure as hell true. It was a relief to realize that we both agreed on that point, at least. That relief lasted until we got out to Joe’s house and Colin got out of the car without a single word to me, marched over to a crowd, and started gesturing wildly back to the car. Everyone turned and stared. Some laughed. Some looked pissed, though whether that was because they were pissed for what I’d done to Colin or they were pissed because I’d just come out was anyone’s guess in a town this small.

One thing was for certain. The next couple of months before I went off to college were going to suck. Suddenly I wasn’t looking forward to that big trip to Royal Realms as much as I had been.

I reached up and touched my cheek. Huh. Something wet there. Why was I crying, damn it? Oh, right. Because I had the perfect guy and I just broke his heart because he wasn’t what I wanted. Like I even asked for any of this in the first place.

I was still rocking back and forth in his car, crying and avoiding the judgmental crowd out there, when Sarah showed up and wrapped me in a huge hug. At least the night sort of had a happy ending if you squinted and looked at it just right.

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: Amelia

 

Light streamed into the dark room and the sound of violins intruded on my thoughts. I fought the urge to sigh. Someone had found me. Not that I ever got much time to myself. I just hoped it wasn’t Felix.

“Amelia? What are you doing in here?”

A soft feminine voice that made me shiver. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. I looked up from my contemplation of a glass of wine I wasn’t supposed to have. Father would be annoyed if he knew I had this. Mother would be livid.

I smiled. Definitely not Felix come to escort me back out to the ballroom where I was expected to be the good little princess playing nice in front of the gathered nobility. Though the person at the door was far more dangerous than Felix in her own way, even if she didn’t know it.

“Just sitting here thinking about some things,” I said.

Jacqueline giggled as she moved in. I realized she had a glass of wine as well. A glass of wine she most certainly wasn’t supposed to have. I raised mine in a conspiratorial toast and she returned the gesture.

“I thought I’d never get away from all those boys asking me to dance,” she said as she moved across the room to join me on a couch that managed to be uncomfortable despite being overstuffed. She wobbled a bit as she made her way across the room.

I arched an eyebrow. It looked as though Jacqueline had been in the sauce a bit more than I had this evening, and that was saying something. Still, she was offering someone to commiserate with, and that was something. She was probably one of the few people who understood how I felt.

Well, mostly how I felt. She probably wasn’t feeling a sudden flush of heat as she sat next to me. I wasn’t the only girl in the world who got heated when another girl sat next to me, but I was probably one of the few princesses and heirs to a kingdom who felt that way.

“At least you can look on the bright side,” I said.

“What bright side is that?” Jacqueline asked.

She leaned in closer. Maybe she was just trying to hear me over the sound of string music drifting in from the open door, but I couldn’t help but notice the way she felt pressed against me. I felt a thrill that was far more intense than anything I felt dancing with any of the gentlemen I was supposed to be cozying up to because they were a good match for a girl of my stature.

Never mind that I wanted nothing to do with any of them.

“Well you might have to worry about a string of suitors trying to get your attention, but at least you don’t have to worry about the cameras,” I said.

“I don’t know about that. I had a few of them chasing me down the red carpet when I got here,” she said.

I sighed. I know it was one of those ‘poor little rich girl’ thoughts that I often had, but there were times that I wondered what it would be like to be able to go out and about without having a retinue of people with cameras following my every step. At least I didn’t have to worry about that in the palace. At least not too much. Only official photographers in here. None of the leeches.

“So have you run into any good prospects tonight? I saw Maximilian giving you the eye earlier,” I said, elbowing Jacqueline in the side.

I’m not sure why I brought up Allora’s most eligible bachelor. Probably because being this close to Jacqueline, smelling her perfume, feeling the heat radiating off of her body as she leaned in so close to mine, smelling the wine on her breath, had my head swirling.

I’d never thought of Jacqueline like this before. Sure I’d enjoyed her company. I thought she was beautiful, who wouldn’t? I’d just never considered her like this. The thought never occurred to me.

It was certainly occurring to me now!

“I don’t know about that. Something tells me he’s holding out for someone who’s more in his league,” she sighed. “Though that would be nice.”

I giggled and this time I leaned against her rather than elbowing her. Leaning against her felt nice. Very nice. I could get used to feeling her up close and personal like this, even if it would cause a minor scandal if word got out.

We were in a private room, though, and so I figured there wasn’t much harm in indulging myself. Especially when Jacqueline most likely thought I was just being friendly.

Friendly. Yes. That’s all I was doing.

“What on earth are you talking about? You’re easily one of the most beautiful girls out there,” I said. “Not to mention your family is easily the third most powerful in the country behind his.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence in my family,” she said with an eye roll.

“You know what I mean. Beauty and breeding. A girl like you should have no trouble drawing the attention of a handsome Dukeling!”

Jacqueline snorted at my joke and very nearly sent some of the wine she’d been sipping flying. “Little Dukeling! I like that.”

“Came up with that myself,” I said.

I came up with it myself and I’d tried it out on Maximilian who didn’t particularly care for the comparison. The boy might be handsome, not that I particularly cared about that sort of thing, but handsome and noble was a bad combination in this case that resulted in a bad case of vanity to go along with.

“Did you really mean that?”

I turned to Jacqueline and backed away. She was right there. Like right in front of me. Inches from my face. Something clutched at my stomach. Like this weird mixed up ball of anticipation and nervousness that was all coming together and making me feel more than a little giddy. It was a good feeling even if it was a little confusing.

Yeah, I might’ve realized I was into girls, but the whole royal thing meant I didn’t have any practical experience even if I was all about it in the theoretical sense.

“What do you mean?”

“You said I was beautiful,” she said. “Did you mean that?”

Oh crap. She was leaning in even closer. Why was she leaning in that close to me? Did she have any idea what she was doing to me by being that close? Could she possibly be interested in the fairer sex as well? Or maybe she was just looking to cause some waves and irritate her parents.

Now there was a noble cause I could get behind, and not just for my own selfish reasons. I’d been known to do the occasional crazy thing just to irritate father and mother, but Jacqueline had never been like that and damn it my mind was racing and I needed to get it back on track because there was something happening here that was making me feel all warm and fuzzy and funny inside and…

I stopped. Squeezed my eyes shut. Took a deep breath and counted to ten before letting it out. That got things back under control. Sort of. Maybe.

Okay, not really.

“Well of course you’re beautiful,” I said. “Any guy would be lucky to have you!”

I’d be lucky to have her. I thought about the odds that we might get up to a little more than leaning in close to one another. It wouldn’t be the first time a noble debutante had gotten a little hot and heavy in one of the side rooms at this ball, though hundreds of years of tradition dictated that sort of thing happen between fluttery simpering girls and guys like Maximilian. Not between the debutantes themselves.

I was venturing into uncharted territory here. Both personally and historically.

“You know you’re not so bed yourself, Princess Amelia,” she said.

Oh dear. This was getting out of control. I could see what was going to happen. Her eyes were lidded and her lips were parted. I might not have much experience, but I knew what that meant. This was happening. I couldn’t believe it but this was happening.

Well then. Was I a princess, heir to the throne, or was I a timid shrinking violet?

The answer to that became pretty obvious as I felt my lips press against Jacqueline’s. Her eyes widened and I felt her lips turn to a smile as she didn’t pull away, but she didn’t exactly return the kiss either. I pulled away, suddenly unsure of myself. Had I read the situation completely wrong?

Still, even if I had read the situation wrong I couldn’t help but feel just a little giddy. My first kiss, and it had been fun. It certainly confirmed that I was interested in kissing girls. It was something I could see myself doing more of!

“What was that for?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know? It felt right, I guess.”

“I don’t know. I mean I’ve never, but maybe this…”

Jacqueline held up her wine glass to let me know exactly what she was talking about. Well then. Maybe she wasn’t making a lifestyle choice so much as she was using alcohol as an excuse to do a little exploring. I was reminded of stories of the Americans going off to college and doing this sort of thing.

Those girls didn’t know how lucky they were.

“So what did you think?”

Jacqueline looked at me and blinked. “What did I think of what?”

I suppressed the urge to growl in frustration. That would just ruin the moment even more than it already had been. Already thoughts of us carrying on a secret relationship were being dashed, but I thought maybe I could salvage something. Yet with every passing moment it was becoming more and more obvious that Jacqueline was maybe a little farther into the drink than I’d thought.

How many of those wine glasses had she snuck away?

Then it hit me. Maximilian. If he was interested in her then I figured it was a safe bet that he’d kept her up with a steady supply of drinks. Not that he needed that to catch a girl’s interest, but he had just enough of a slimy veneer that it was the sort of thing he’d do anyways.

Which meant I was likely tilting at windmills with the next question, but there was a hope, a fire, that had kindled inside me after that kiss and I couldn’t help but plow forward even if I also couldn’t shake the feeling that I was somehow heading for disaster.

“The kiss? What did you think of that?”

Jacqueline blinked again and she got a faraway look in her eyes. Then she was back and she grinned a sloshed grin. Max must’ve had his eye on her for a good chunk of the night. Damn him.

“I think it was nice?” she said. “I don’t know. It was so fast.”

I knew it was stupid even as I did it, but I couldn’t resist. I pulled her against me again and pressed my lips against hers. In that moment I felt as though I was truly no better than Max, but at the same time I couldn’t help myself. I was a woman possessed, and her lips felt so good.

This time I got more of a response. Her mouth opened to mine and her tongue darted out which sent an electric thrill dancing down every nerve ending in my body. I sighed into her mouth and I knew in that moment that my theoretical interest in girls was definitely a practical interest as well.

It was nice to have that confirmation. To know that my desire for the fairer sex went beyond a desire to try something that I knew would irritate my parents to no end.

Assuming word ever got out. I had no intention of that happening any time soon.

At least that was the plan right until a series of flashes went off. I blinked both because I was surprised and because the light was blinding in the otherwise dark room. I pulled away from the kiss and Jacqueline looked very confused.

“What was that?”

I zeroed in on the door. Some man I didn’t recognize stood there with a camera in hand. That explained where the flashes of light came from. Instantly the nervousness and desire I felt kissing Jacqueline changed to fury.

Who did this man think he was? He was in a tuxedo to blend in with everyone at the ball, but if he had that camera he must be working for the palace. Only if he worked for the palace then he should know he wasn’t supposed to leave the ballroom. And that smile on his face. Not a pleasant smile at all. No, that was the smile of someone who knew they were going to get very rich if they could get out of the palace with pictures of the Crown Princess kissing another woman.

He raised the camera again. More flashes. I held a hand up to block the light but it was too late.

Also too late I realized my mistake. When we were kissing my face was blocked by Jacqueline’s head. Now that I’d pulled away my face would likely be visible in some of those pictures. Before he had nothing. Now he had a series of photos linking the two women kissing to the Crown Princess and the heiress to one of the most powerful families in Allora.

Damn it.

“You! Come here!”

I didn’t expect it to work. The man shrugged and looked almost apologetic.

“Sorry, Princess Amelia, but business is business,” he said.

And with that the man ducked out of the room leaving me sitting there stunned for a moment. I finally had the presence of mind to dash for the door, though I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I could call security, but it was a big palace and if the photographer was wily enough to get in here in a tuxedo and past security then he was also probably wily enough to have an escape route planned out ahead of time.

Damn it, damn it, damn it!

“That guy didn’t act like one of the palace photographers,” Jacqueline said, stumbling up next to me. I looked her up and down and wondered how I hadn’t recognized how sloshed she was earlier. Suddenly I felt a stab of guilt to go along with the fear settling into the pit of my stomach.

I’d been the aggressor in that little kiss. Jacqueline had just been a little tipsy and amiably along for the ride, but I had no doubt she was going to get caught up in the gossip firestorm when those pictures were published. That they would be published was never in question. The subject matter was too salacious.

In short, I was screwed and I might’ve just brought Jacqueline down with me. Suddenly I felt like I had more in common with Maximilian than I would’ve liked, and it wasn’t a very nice feeling at all.

“This is going to cause some trouble,” I muttered.

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: Dani

 

“We’re almost to the park, and I want to remind everyone that you need to be on your best behavior while you’re out here,” Mr. Fredericks said.

He glowered at everyone gathered on the bus, but it wasn’t very effective. Mr. Fredericks was a good decade out of college, but he still had a baby face that made him look less than intimidating. There were times I almost felt bad for him. Except for the part where he compensated for being less than intimidating by being more than a jerk.

“I’ll remind all of you that you’re representing our school out there in the park. You have an international audience! I want them to feel the Tiger pride so much that they go back home and tell everyone about us!”

“Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” Sarah muttered.

“Shh! You’re going to get us caught,” I whispered back.

“Is there something amusing you’d like to share with us Danielle? Sarah?”

Damn it. Speaking of the man being a dick. He’d zeroed in on us. I shrugged.

“Go Tigers?”

Mr. Fredericks shook his head and sat down. His pep talks every time the bus stopped for a bathroom break or just when he felt like it were enough to make me wish I’d gotten a seat on the other bus. The main certainly loved the sound of his own voice.

Not that I had much of a chance of getting on the other bus. Mr. Fredericks wanted his drum majorettes handy so we could go over critical strategies for making sure the band marched in a straight line and turned just when they were supposed to.

Not exactly rocket surgery, but I suppose if that was everything in your life it could seem like a big deal. Remind me not to go into band teaching.

“Hey Danielle!”

I turned around and regarded the girl kneeling down next to me in the bus aisle. I glanced forward to where Mr. Fredericks sat, but he didn’t seem to notice her there. Yet. He wouldn’t be happy that someone was out of their seats if he did turn around though.

I tried to remember the girl’s name. With every passing year I knew fewer and fewer people in the younger classes. It seemed to matter less as I got older and my friends graduated and went off to college. Like I was about to.

It hit me. Melissa. A sophomore, or maybe a junior now. It was weird thinking in those terms since it was the summer and I’d be going off to college instead of back to the old school in the fall. We hadn’t really talked all that much but I knew who she was. Pretty enough, but I had no idea why she’d want to get my attention.

“What’s up?” I whispered. “You know Old Fred isn’t going to like it if he finds you out of your seat.”

Melissa bit her lip and blushed. She looked up to Mr. Fredericks and then back to me. Smiled. Now that was odd. Why the hell was she doing that routine?

I was immediately on guard. Given the year I’d been having since prom I didn’t trust anything that seemed to be going my way.

“Well I was wondering if maybe you’d want to hang out when we got to the park?” she asked.

Okay then. This was very odd. Was this girl trying to flirt with me? It was silly, but I found myself hoping against hope that maybe my luck was finally turning around. I risked a smile. I felt like I hadn’t been doing much in the way of smiling lately, and it felt good.

“Are you feeling okay Melissa?”

Maybe not the best response to a pretty girl coming up and flirting with me, but I couldn’t help but be a little suspicious. My brain told me something had to be up. After all, what was more likely? That a pretty girl found out about my interest in girls through the rumor mill and decided to join me in being ostracized, or that this was just another in a long line of people screwing with me?

Probably the latter, as much as I hated thinking that way. God I couldn’t wait to get to college.

“Well I’ve just been doing some thinking, and I thought it might be nice to hang out with you,” she said.

Oh hell. Maybe the universe was finally throwing me a bone. Besides, she just looked so darn cute as she squatted there on her knees rocking with the motion of the bus. Even the baggy band shirt she wore, wrinkled from sleeping overnight on the bus trip, added to the cuteness factor. I finally allowed myself to smile.

“I think that could be fun,” I said.

Melissa grinned. Alarm bells went off in my head. That wasn’t a pleasant grin. No, that seemed more like the sort of grin you might see on a shark right before it devoured a particularly tasty and gullible fish it had invited back to its place for dinner. Immediately I knew I’d made a mistake.

The universe wasn’t throwing me a karmic bone. I wasn’t that lucky, damn it.

“Oh yeah? Well that’s too bad, isn’t it, because it’s not happening!” she said with a giggle.

I sighed and slammed my head against my seat. And immediately regretted it. These giant buses really weren’t designed with comfort in mind, and there was something distinctly hard just under the cushion that had been thinned out by who knew how many people sitting here. Not for the first time I found myself hoping they gave these things a thorough scrub down between rides even as I knew that probably wasn’t true.

I also found myself wishing I wasn’t on this trip. I almost hadn’t come, but Sarah had begged me. Not to mention my parents put their feet down yelling about how much it cost. I thought I was free from this bullshit after graduation, but it was like I was being drawn back for one last week of social pariah hell.

“Very funny Melissa,” I said. “Did he put you up to that?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, putting that cute sweet and innocent look to good use.

Well. We’ll see about that.

“And I don’t know what you’re doing out of your seat! You should go back before you get in trouble!”

Melissa looked confused for a moment. Only a moment. Her eyes went wide and I didn’t need to turn around to know that Old Fred had turned around in his seat and was giving her the old stink-eye. The best part was she still had two years to deal with him and probably couldn’t afford to get on his bad side like I could.

Oops.

“What are you doing out of your seat?” he asked.

“I… um… I mean…”

“Get back to your seat now!” Mr. Fredericks snapped.

I fought down the urge to giggle as she scrambled towards the back of the bus. Right back to a seat that was conveniently located right in front of Colin. As soon as she was back there the terror of having Mr. Fredericks yell at her seemed to leave her, and she was all smiles and giggles as she whispered with my ex and they both looked up here as though they’d played the greatest joke in the world.

The jerks. Not that I was surprised.

“Colin again?” Sarah asked.

I turned around and regarded her as she stared out the window. At least it looked like she was staring out the window. I could see her eyes staring at me in the reflection instead of watching the palm trees blurring past outside.

“You were watching that?”

Sarah turned to me and smiled, but it was a sad smile. “What did you expect to happen? You thought some girl was randomly interested in you? After what’s gone down since prom?”

“I… Well…”

I looked down. When she put it that way it did seem pretty damn stupid. Colin might be playing some nasty jokes on me, damn could he hold a grudge, but I was the one still falling for them. This week couldn’t be over soon enough.

I sat back in my uncomfortable bus seat and crossed my arms. I was sure there was a pout developing on my face, but I didn’t care. It wasn’t fair.

“I know you’re going to say it isn’t fair, but no one ever said life was fair. At least they’re not after you because you like girls or something stupid like that.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, everyone just hates me because I broke up with the most eligible guy in the band and shattered everyone’s fantasy of the band geek power couple.”

It still surprised me how many people were invested in my relationship with Colin. Some even more so than Colin himself. The conversation with Fredericks the Annoying had been particularly drawn out and frustrating. I knew the guy meant well, but let’s face it. He was a band teacher. He wasn’t exactly hip or with it when he was my age, and he certainly hadn’t gained much in the way of relationship wisdom in the years since.

“I still hate the asshole for doing this to me,” I said. “These were supposed to be good times. I’m supposed to enjoy graduating from high school, and now all I can think about is how I can’t get the hell away from here fast enough.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing,” Sarah said. “Everyone else is getting all weepy and sad about high school being over, but thanks to Colin you can’t wait to leave!”

“Yeah, some small consolation that is,” I muttered.

I felt the bus shift under me. We were slowing down. Now that was something. We’d only slowed down a couple of other times on the trip. One for a bathroom break when we were making our way through Georgia and once when we got stuck in the never ending traffic jam that was Atlanta.

Driving through that nightmare made me sympathize with Sherman. He probably got stuck in traffic on I285 and decided it would be faster to burn the place to the ground than wait around.

Not that I’d ever utter those dirty Yankee thoughts to anyone in that fair city. I might be feeling snarky on this trip, but I wasn’t suicidal.

“Looks like we’re getting close,” Sarah said, looking out the window.

“What makes you think that? It could just be more traffic,” I replied.

“Yeah? Then what’s that?”

She pointed out the window and I leaned over her to have a look. A lean that put me in very close proximity, but for some reason even after coming out I didn’t think of Sarah like that. I’d heard stories of girls who fell hard for their best friend, but for me lusting after Sarah felt like lusting after a brother or sister.

Talk about gross.

“What am I…” and then I saw it and my breath caught. “Is that?”

“Yup. It is,” she said.

I stared at none other than the Royal Palace. The centerpiece of the main park at Royal Realms. Modeled after one of the palaces from their numerous royalty-themed movies, it was something that I was aware of via pop culture saturation, but let me tell you seeing something on TV and in the movies and actually seeing it in person were two very different things. There was something about seeing that palace live and in person that took my breath away, even viewing it through a dirty bus window from the Interstate.

“Damn,” I said. “We’re really going to Royal Realms!”

“You know it,” Sarah replied, a bit of awe creeping into her voice as well. All across the bus it seemed other people were having the same experience. I thought I could almost feel it shifting as everyone tried to move to one side of the bus to get a good look.

It was enough that Mr. Fredericks stood from where he was craning to get a good look out the side of the bus and cast an irritated look at everyone else doing exactly the same thing. “All right everyone. Back to your seats. You’re all going to be in the park soon enough. I hope all of you got plenty of sleep on the overnight too.”

He shot a look towards the back of the bus in particular. I didn’t even want to think about what had gone on back there in the middle of the night when the chaperones all went to sleep.

The bus passed through what looked like a toll booth, but it was branded with the park’s logo so I figured they were probably extorting people for parking or something. Either way we were moving again.

“We’ll be at the hotel in no time,” Sarah said. “I can’t wait. I’ve been waiting my whole life to see this place!”

“I know. This is going to be awesome!”

I couldn’t help myself. I suppose it was a testament to how thoroughly this place had wormed its way into every aspect of my pop culture childhood, but it felt like not being able to visit this place as a kid was one of the great disappointments in life. I figured if not getting to visit a theme park was one of the bigger disappointments in my life then I was probably doing pretty good for myself.

“So what are you going to ride first?” I asked. “I was thinking the Crazy Mine Train looks like fun.”

“Are you kidding? I’m going to the Royal Palace to meet some of the princesses. It’ll be awesome!”

I rolled my eyes. Of course Sarah would go for that. “You know they’re not real princesses, right?”

Sarah fixed me with a flat “no shit” stare and I blushed. Okay, so maybe that was a stupid thing to say.

“Oh yeah? So would you rather hold out for all the real princesses walking around the park?”

I opened my mouth to give her a piece of my mind when the bus lurched to a sudden halt. I was thrown forward and very nearly slammed my forehead into the seat in front of me which would’ve been pretty uncomfortable considering it was a solid hunk of plastic. Judging from how people were suddenly cursing up and down the length of the bus it seemed that some people hadn’t been as lucky as I was.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

I looked up in time to see Mr. Fredericks fix me with an irritated look, but he didn’t say anything about language. Instead he looked around to see what the problem was.

The problem became evident soon enough. A bunch of cop cars went rushing past the bus on our side so I got a good look at them. Not local cops, either. I’m talking state dudes. They were followed by a string of SUVs that were black as night and rushing past just as quickly.

“Who do you think that is?” I asked.

“Maybe a celebrity or something?” Sarah asked. “I suppose they have to get special treatment when they come out here.”

“I don’t know. Doesn’t seem like many celebrities would get cops to escort them,” I said.

“Maybe it’s some president or something,” Sarah said.

“Yeah, well whoever they are they’re holding us up. The jerk,” I muttered.

I leaned back in my chair. I could hear other people chattering and speculating about who might be rushing past us in those cars, but I didn’t care. Whoever they were, it was just some rich asshole who probably thought they were better than all the poor people they were holding up.

The jerks.

Still, living like that must be nice. I sighed. Not like I was ever going to see anything approaching that life, but it was nice to dream sometimes.

I was still lost in that improbable daydream when the bus finally lurched forward again to take us to our discount hotel that was probably as far from whatever resort Richy McFancypants was staying at as was possible within the massive confines of the resort.

And as I thought about that an idea started forming in my head that was crazy and could very well get me in trouble, but it suddenly seemed a hell of a lot more fun than going to the park with a bunch of people who hated me.

I just had to figure out how to sneak away when we got to the hotel. No big deal. Yeah, right.

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: Amelia

 

“I’ll be meeting with park security when we get to the resort to go over arrangements for making sure that you’re safe for the duration of the trip,” Felix said.

I sighed as I looked out the window at the cars and buses passing by. I barely felt the SUV moving as we brushed past all those people at high speed in a fast lane created by the local police. I wondered what it felt like being out there in one of those cars visiting the park with the family.

No such luck here. Not that I’d want to be around mom or dad anyways considering how they’d been acting since the little incident. Speaking of.

“You don’t have to use polite euphemisms, Felix,” I said. “I know very well what you mean when you say you’re making sure I’m safe.”

“Sometimes polite fictions are all we have, highness,” Felix said. “Regardless. Your father told me to make sure you stay safe and out of trouble, and I fully intend to do both.”

I looked out the window again just in time to pass a couple of large buses lined up in traffic. I stared up through the tinted windows and saw excited faces of people who looked to be about my age, maybe a little younger, staring down eagerly at the passing cars. No doubt wondering what all the fuss was about or fantasizing about what it would be like to be the person being whisked around in an overpriced SUV by a police escort.

I’d like to say I looked up at those faces and wished I was on that bus, but I wasn’t willing to go that far. It seemed like being crammed into a metal tube like that with a bunch of other people dealing with uncomfortable seating wouldn’t be the best experience. Still, there was a part of me that very much wondered what it would feel like to experience the park like they were. Away from home, mostly on their own, getting to visit a strange new place.

I glanced across the SUV to where Felix sat smiling that smug smile that I hated so much. Those people on the bus might not be as comfortable as me, but they certainly had the advantage of no smarmy security guard watching their every move.

“Safe and out of trouble is all well and good, Felix, but is all this really necessary?”

Felix leaned forward and the smile was gone. Great. Serious Felix was coming out to play.

“You’re the heir to the throne of Allora and you will have to learn to live with security like this. The sooner you get used to that the happier your life will be, highness.”

“Whatever you say, Felix,” I replied. 

I didn’t see the point of all the security, but no doubt he would think I was just complaining for the sake of complaining. The heir to a small European country that was so out of the way that it didn’t even get mentioned in the history books because everyone forgot about us?

I mean sure I’d done my share of getting Allora noticed. It seemed the gossip rags couldn’t get enough of me, and I’d been more than happy to use that media fascination to annoy father, but it still seemed ridiculous to do all of this. I knew the real reason I was surrounded by security.

Father was doing his best, via Felix, to make sure I didn’t get my name in the papers anymore. Why else would he have me spirited off to a resort in America at the height of a scandal that was starting to get international attention?

“I don’t know why you fight this, highness,” Felix said. Amazing how he could make ‘highness’ sound like a four letter word. Sometimes I thought the man needed to remember who would be cutting the paychecks someday. “Life isn’t a fairytale like one of the movies this park is based on. You have obligations to your country, you know. Life isn’t one big party.”

As though to punctuate his line about life not being a fairytale we came around a bend and then I could see the Royal Palace off in the distance. Odd. I lived in the real thing back home, and yet still I felt a thrill seeing the palace for the first time, even at a distance. Sure I knew it was fake, but I suppose it was a testament to just how pervasive American culture was around the world that I literally grew up in a real palace and yet the sight of a fake palace sent a thrill running through me.

Maybe it was because the fictional version of royal life depicted in all those movies the park was based on was so much more appealing than the stifling reality.

I know. Poor little rich girl. Well being rich didn’t mean you were immune from having problems. They were just different.

Then we rounded a bend in the road, these super wide roads with all the cars bunched up together were another thing about my visits to America that never ceased to amaze me, and the palace was out of sight.

“Are we going to the park today, Felix?” I asked.

He grunted. A decidedly noncommittal grunt. I turned from the window and frowned at him, though the frown rolled off him like it was nothing. I really needed to learn how to frown with the full weight of my station in life like father did. It would probably help if I actually had all the power like father did, though.

“We’re going to the park, right? I thought that was the whole point of this trip?”

“We’ll go to the park if they’ve made the appropriate security arrangements,” Felix said. “And never forget that the whole point of this trip is to get you out of town for a little while until things blow over.”

I sighed and fell back in my seat. “You know this really seems like an overreaction for me getting caught in a side room kissing someone.”

I purposely didn’t mention that the person I was kissing was a girl. I refused to make that a big deal in this day and age, even if it seemed to be the only thing the gossip rags could go on about. I guess a little girl on girl action was salacious enough that everyone wanted a piece of the story, but it disgusted me that my sexuality was being trotted out on the front page of every hack job gossip website in the world because the idea of a princess snogging another royal was titillating.

“Perhaps you should think twice before doing something like that in such a public venue,” Felix said.

His tone said that he clearly thought this was just another one of my attempts to rock the boat. To cause a headache for father via those gossip rags. Gossip rags that couldn’t be bothered to give me more than a third page story. Until now. Oh yeah, I’d definitely brought the world’s attention down on Allora with that one.

“It seems to me that the fault should be with the security personnel working at the palace that night,” I said.

Felix leaned forward again, a sudden glint in his eye. “Oh? And why would you think that, highness?”

“The story never would have happened if that photographer hadn’t managed to sneak past everyone working security that evening,” I replied.

“Perhaps, but your father didn’t place the blame on the hard working security people, and so here we are trying our best to avoid media attention,” Felix said. “Another thing you would do well to remember, highness.”

“It’s not fair. The world wouldn’t care if it was a guy I was kissing,” I muttered.

“No one ever said the world was fair,” Felix sighed. “If it was then I wouldn’t be stuck babysitting a petulant child who refuses to accept that she has certain responsibilities.”

I blinked. Had he really just said that? Certainly Felix took liberties when speaking with me, but that was the closest he’d come to outright impertinence since I was a child.

“You will remember who you are talking to and who you are, Felix,” I said, every bit of the haughty princess coming out. I wanted to wince. I hated it when I did this, but at the same time it was like a monster lurking inside me that roared every once in awhile. I couldn’t help myself.

Felix, for his part, didn’t seem bothered in the least that the princess had come out to play. He simply leaned back and shrugged, the implied threat rolling off of him just like everything else I ever said.

“I’ll do that when you bother to remember who you are long enough to stop causing trouble for you and your parents, and for me by extension.”

I crossed my arms and looked out the window again. It was a damn good thing the windows were tinted, because otherwise the bright sunlight streaming in would’ve been blinding. I’d have to get a pair of sunglasses before I ventured out into the park. I couldn’t help but feel that those tinted windows, dark enough that we could see out but no one else could see in, were just another example of how I was separated from the real world in my royal bubble decreed by father and zealously maintained by Felix.

“I still don’t understand why you make such a big deal out of this anyways. The whole royal thing is mostly ceremonial in Allora. It’s not like anything I do really matters.”

A sigh. “You’re part of the royal family, and that means you’re important and we have to do this. You know my life would be so much easier if you would take yourself half as seriously as everyone around you does.”

I didn’t have anything else to say to that. I’d lived my life in a gilded cage that I didn’t feel like I deserved. Maybe that was part of the reason I spent so much time acting out and doing my best to infuriate father and mother. Or maybe I was just the black sheep of the family.

The whole thing was a farce anyways. Our family hadn’t wielded real power in Allora in well over a century, no matter what Felix said about us being important. Great-granddad giving up most of his power to parliament was probably part of the reason why our family got to keep their heads while so many others were wiped off the face of the continent. That and we’d never been as unpopular as some other monarchies to begin with.

It was nice to know my family, at least, wasn’t the type of crazy that inspired popular revolutions.

I thought back to those buses. To all the eager faces I saw staring down at our tinted windows. All those kids around my age who were no doubt wondering what it would be like to live my life. The fact that this amusement park did so much business solely on selling the royalty fantasy to Americans was proof enough that the fantasy had staying power. If only they knew what they were getting into wanting that life.

“You know I sometimes wonder what it would be like to have a normal life like that,” I said.

Felix chuckled. “You’re defining ‘normal’ based on what American television tells you normal is. That’s not a good way to lead your life.”

I stuck my tongue out at him to let him know exactly what I thought of that. Was it a little immature? Sure, but it summed up exactly how I felt in that moment. I hated it when he said something that sounded close to being true. It made it that much more difficult to ignore him other times when I thought he was definitely wrong.

Though as I stuck my tongue out at him an idea occurred to me. One that seemed crazy, and I’m pretty sure it was the plot of at least one of the movies that had built this park, but sometimes crazy worked.

“Have you ever thought about just letting me go out looking like one of those people out there?” I asked.

Felix arched an eyebrow, but it wasn’t an incredulous eyebrow arch. More like he was curious. I got more hopeful.

“What on earth are you talking about, highness?” he asked.

“Well I was just thinking that we have all this security and that’s only going to draw people’s eyes. What if I just went out there in a T-shirt and jeans and without all the security? I doubt anyone from around here would recognize me anyways. It’s not like the Americans are obsessed with us or anything.”

Felix didn’t respond immediately. Instead he tapped something into his phone which looked big enough to be a dinner plate. Hope swelled in me as I wondered if he was talking to other people on the security force about what a wonderful idea I’d just had. Then he stopped tapping and held his phone up. He wasn’t chatting at all. He’d pulled up a picture.

The picture. Of me snogging Jacqueline. The headline was on an American website and it was going on about the royal scandal in Allora. I squeezed my eyes shut. Was I never going to get free of that picture? The damn thing had quite literally traveled halfway around the world to ruin my day.

“As you can see, highness, the goings on in the Alloran royalty are more well known here in the states than you might think.”

“So my plan’s a no-go?”

“Certainly not, highness. Now sit back and relax. We’ll be at the resort soon enough. Only the best for you,” he said.

Only the best. Yeah, that was true. We’d stay at the most expensive resort they had at this place, and the entire time I wouldn’t be allowed to sneeze without one of Felix’s security guys there waiting to help wipe my nose. The gilded cage was still very much closed in around me, and Felix had just slammed the door shut and thrown away the key.

Some vacation this was going to be. I turned back to watch the cars pulled off to the side of the road to make way for our caravan. I knew those people probably had plenty of problems of their own, but I couldn’t help but envy them just a little.

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: Dani

 

I giggled as I fell back on the bed and bounced a couple of times. It felt so wonderful to be able to stretch my legs, and it felt even more wonderful to feel the softness of the bed under me. It was such a sharp contrast to the uncomfortable bust that had been my home for the last twenty or so hours as we made a drive across half the country.

I rolled over and looked at Sarah who was luxuriating on her own bed in much the same way. She looked over to me and giggled, giving me a thumbs up.

I smiled. I was so glad she decided to room with me after all. After the big news got out thanks to Colin being a first rate asshole I’d worried that she might change her roommate assignment out of fear that she’d get labeled a lesbian right along with me. Stranger things had happened in our moderately small town. But she’d stuck by me, and I was grateful.

The fact that her relationship with Devon was pretty obviously heating up ever since prom probably helped just a little.

“Y’know I could almost forget about even going to the park,” Sarah said. “Sitting in here all day long and watching TV sounds like some fun.”

I tossed a pillow at her and it landed square on her face. A moment later she launched it right back at me, but I managed to deflect the blow with my Jedi-like reflexes.

“What was that for?” she asked.

“That was because I know you were just thinking about abandoning me to spend the day ‘relaxing’ with Devon in our room,” I said. “And you’re not going to do anything of the sort and leave me all alone in the park!”

“Hey, we would’ve used my bed. Maybe,” Sarah said with a giggle of her own.

I was about to hit her with a witty retort when there was a loud rapping on the door. I closed my eyes and paused for a moment to collect myself. Someone knocking on the door meant official business. Official business meant there was a chance I was about to see someone from the band and not one of the chaperones. I desperately hoped it wasn’t one of Colin’s friends.

“I’ll get the door,” Sarah said.

I smiled in thanks. It still amazed me how his campaign of annoying me had been so effective, and I’d had enough days not dealing with that crap during the first part of the summer that I was liable to bite someone’s head off rather than the gentle talking to I’d given most people who fell under his sway by the end of the year.

Sarah opened the door and some freshman girl stood there. Though I guess she’d be a sophomore now. That was still sort of mind bending even though none of it would matter at the end of this week when I said goodbye to the last vestiges of my high school life forever.

“What’s up?” Sarah asked.

The girl looked into the room at me and then back to Sarah. Interesting. Maybe she was hoping I’d answer the door. Well tough shit.

“Did you forget how to talk, Ashley?”

“Mr. Fredericks wants to make sure everyone is gathered down by the pool in ten minutes,” she squeaked.

“Right. Go on and tell everyone else then,” Sarah said, her eyes narrowing. After the girl, Ashley, left our room Sarah leaned out and stared after her with a level of interest that would’ve made me think she was interested in the girl if I knew she didn’t swing that way. I’d seen the way she and Devon made out. Not pretty, but a sure confirmation of her heterosexuality if there ever was one.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Just seeing if she stopped at any other doors,” Sarah said.

“And?”

“Not a one.”

I growled. That about summed up how I felt in that moment. “Looks like Colin isn’t going to give up until he’s made me completely miserable during this trip.”

“Yeah, well, it is his last chance before you run off to college and find yourself drowning in women. Can you blame the guy?”

I chucked the pillow across the room. Unfortunately it went right out the door and over the railing to disappear into the air beyond. Oops. I hoped no one was down there in the line of fire. That would’ve been awkward.

“Nice shot,” she said.

“Right. And if you could kindly not take my asshole ex-boyfriend’s side in the future I’d really appreciate it,” I said.

“Duly noted,” Sarah replied. “You should get off your ass though. Ashley wasn’t lying when she said everyone was gathering down in front of the pool. Time to get a move on!”

I sighed and pulled the remaining pillow over my face. I wondered if it would be possible to hold the thing down long enough to put myself out of my misery. No, I’d probably pass out before that happened. Not to mention that I wasn’t really in the mood to pull something like that anyways. Colin was not worth that much angst.

So I stood and followed Sarah out into the heat. That was another thing that was nice about hanging out in the hotel room. It was fucking hot down here. The sun beat down and it felt nice for the first five minutes, but after that I turned into a sticky mess and even before I’d gone down the stairs to the ground level I felt like I needed to get into my bag and reapply my sunscreen or risk getting charred, and I wasn’t a person who burnt easily.

Mr. Fredericks apparently took his sun safety very seriously. He hadn’t even bothered to rub his in on his nose, which made him look ridiculous. Then again he pulled off the awkward old dude look so well that it almost seem to fit him.

“Hello everyone and welcome to your first day here at Royal Realms!” he shouted, though I don’t know why he bothered. His voice easily carried over everyone. 

There was a smattering of applause as he said that, but mostly people seemed antsy to get to the park. I could understand that feeling. This place was a pop culture legend we’d all grown up learning about, and it was also far enough away and expensive enough to go here that most people in our rather poor small town hadn’t ever been.

The proof of that was in the “resort” we were staying at. All the rooms opened onto the outside like a motel, but that didn’t matter much considering we were in a tropical climate where it never got cold and the worst you had to worry about was the occasional hurricane. A massive pool stood at the center of several buildings placed in a ring, and the whole thing was damned impressive even though it was the budget resort where the park stuffed kids who were coming in out of town on a discount rate because we were marching in one of their parades.

If this was what one of their budget places looked like then it made me seriously wonder what sort of opulence someone could expect at one of the more expensive parts of the park. With a little luck I’d be able to find out, but for now I stood with the sun beating down on me and listened as Fredericks went through a boring spiel that he probably went through every time the band came down here with a new batch of kids.

“Remember that you have an afternoon and an evening in the park today and all day tomorrow, but we have to be up very early in two days to get ready for the parade. I want all of you to be back here at the resort and in bed by ten o’clock tonight and tomorrow so you aren’t exhausted for the parade. Remember you’re representing your Tiger pride out there!”

Another smattering of applause. If he was expecting to find an abundance of school spirit with band kids then he was sorely mistaken. I knew for a fact that most of the people in the band wouldn’t even bother going to a football or basketball game if they weren’t required to play at the home games for their grade.

Mr. Fredericks paused and frowned, looking for all the world like he’d just eaten something sour that he didn’t care for. When he next opened his mouth the reason for that annoyance became pretty damn obvious.

“I have to add that I can’t compel those of you who are graduated to observe the curfew considering I can’t do anything to punish you through the summer or next year,” he said.

Fredericks had to pause for a moment at that to let the hoots and hollers die down. I looked at Sarah and she grinned. I had no idea we were going to get off so easily. Suddenly my daring plan to get away from it all seemed a little less daring, but then he went right on talking.

“But you need to remember that you are on a school trip and you will follow the rules and uphold the high standards I expect from everyone in this band regardless of whether or not you are technically still a student. I’d also like to add that I have you for an entire week, and I’ll be very annoyed if any of you are out much past that ten o’clock time.”

The hoots and hollers died down into angry muttering at that. Well then. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Fredericks wasn’t the kind of guy to sit idly by while people had a good time.

“Damn it,” Sarah said. “And here I was hoping I might be able to use the extra time to…”

She stopped and blushed before actually saying what she was planning on using that time for. Not that I needed to know. I saw the way she looked at Devon and I figured that was a pretty good indication of what she had planned. I had no intention of being around the room when she went through with those plans, either.

“You’re not doing that tonight,” I said.

“Doing what?” Sarah asked, fixing me with a sweet and innocent look that I knew from hard won experience was anything but. That look usually meant I was going to get in trouble, though in this case it probably just meant I needed to stay out of the hotel room for a little while tonight.

Not that I planned on spending much time back here at the hotel either way. Not when there was a whole park out there to explore. The people I was here with might be treating me like shit, but out there it was supposed to be the happiest place in the whole damn world, and I was going to enjoy myself.

“So are we all clear on that?” Fredericks asked.

Shit. Fredericks was going on about something. Whatever. He was a man in the middle of an intense love affair with the sound of his own voice, and I was pretty damn sure that whatever he just said couldn’t be that important. I had the itinerary in my bag, after all. I could just go by that if I needed to figure out where I was supposed to be. And it’s not like we had anything terribly important to do today.

He might kill me if I missed the parade seeing as how I was supposed to be out front directing the band, but not today.

“Now if you’ll follow me we’ll be taking the elevated train to the park proper,” Fredericks said.

“Elevated train?” Sarah asked.

“It’s this whole system they have running between every resort and all the parks down here. Makes getting around really damn fast. I heard they tried to do away with it and replace everything with buses a few years ago, and there was a revolt,” I said.

I took a few more steps before I realized Sarah wasn’t saying anything back to me. Y’know, like people are supposed to do when you’re having a conversation. I turned and she was giving me an odd look.

“What?”

“How do you know so much about mass transportation in amusement parks?”

I blushed. “Hey. I watched a lot of stuff on the Royal Channel as a kid. They plastered it with stuff about this place trying to get kids to convince their parents to drop a few thousand on a trip.”

“Whatever,” Sarah said.

The trip on the elevated train was fast, and it also had some interesting views. The thing ran through every resort and it was up high enough that I got a good view of those resorts as we went through. Let me tell you, it was fascinating looking down on how the other half lived. It also made me feel better about my plan. The train stopped at platforms at each of those resorts, and it didn’t look like there was anyone waiting there checking to make sure someone was actually staying there. It also seemed that rich people dressed about the same as poor or middle class people when they were on vacation, which boded well for blending in once my plan was set into motion.

It only took a few minutes and the park was in sight, complete with the Royal Palace causing everyone to try and run to one side of the train to get a look. I may or may not have been one of them gawking. I also might’ve intentionally grabbed a seat by a window on the side that would give me a good view when we came in. Hey, I’m not above a little bit of childish glee myself.

We had one more gathering with Fredericks as we got to the entrance. The entire place was a madhouse, but it was an organized madhouse with crowds streaming through metal detectors and getting their bags searched. The sun beat down from overhead and all around was the smell of sunscreen and happy yells from families going into the park. And there in the middle of all of it was our band getting pre-yelled at by our director.

“One last reminder. You go into the park and you enjoy yourselves, but everyone who isn’t graduated needs to be back here by nine thirty for the trip back to the resort. Anyone who has graduated is strongly advised to be back at that time as well,” he said.

I rolled my eyes. He was really hitting that one hard. As though a bunch of kids who were newly eighteen and just getting used to the idea of having some freedom were going to listen to him on that score. I knew I didn’t have any intention of doing so.

“So are you ready for a day of fun?” Sarah asked. Devon had come up to join her, though, and she seemed a little distracted. Meanwhile behind her I could see Colin along with his clique of assholes gathering together. Some were looking at me and they weren’t particularly pleasant looks.

Yeah, a great choice. I could hang out with my best friend and be a third wheel all day long or I could hang out with someone else from the band group and be an outcast all day long. Given those options, I was going to go with door number three thank you very much.

Everyone, even the chaperones and Mr. Fredericks, were so captivated by the Royal Realms magic and finally getting into the park after being stuck on a cramped bus for so long that none of them were paying attention to little old me.

Jackpot.

“I’ll catch up with you in a few,” I said. “Think I’m going to go to just sit here and enjoy the ambiance for a few minutes.”

“You sure?” Sarah asked, though it was clear from her tone and the way she kept smiling as Devon ran his hands all over her that she desperately wanted to get going. It made me wish I had something like that, but I was a realist. Life wasn’t a Royal Company film. Some pretty princess wasn’t going to come out of nowhere to sweep me off my feet an carry me off to a happily ever after somewhere.

I could let Sarah have a happily ever after for today, though.

“You go on,” I said. “You have your phone on you. I’ll be in touch when I head into the park.”

It was obvious she didn’t need much in the way of convincing. Sarah gave me one final worried look, then she allowed herself to be pulled into the bag search line along with everyone else. Everyone who still wasn’t looking behind them. Why would they? There was nothing back here.

Nothing but me and the platform for the elevated trains. I kept my eye on the crowd, searching for someone, anyone, who might see me as I slipped away. Thankfully no one was being particularly observant, and so my plan went off without a hitch.

I smiled as I walked away from the park and Colin. I’d go there eventually, but in the meantime it was time to go on a train ride and see how the other half lived.

 

 

 

 

 

 

6:Amelia

 

I sat and stared at my surroundings. Everything was white and perfect. I looked over to the window which had a nice view of the massive lake at the center of all the resorts. I even thought I could see the Royal Palace off in the distance. It was a view a lot of people would kill for, and I couldn’t stand it.

I flipped on the television. A distraction would be nice. Unfortunately it seemed the only TV channels they had on offer here were things talking about how wonderful Royal Realms was and giving people pointers on where they could go to more efficiently spend their money.

Another difference. I didn’t have to worry about efficiently spending money. Not that I wanted to. No, all I wanted right now was to be back home. It might not be particularly comfortable being at home what with the way the media hounded me and father and mother were walking around acting displeased that I had the audacity to kiss a girl and land them in this situation, but it was still home.

I glanced out at the Royal Palace again. Yeah, the fake might be impressive, but it was no substitute for the real thing.

I turned the television off. Obviously there was nothing useful for me there. I looked over to the door. I knew what was waiting for me on the other side, but I figured I had to try. I took a moment to give myself a once over in the bathroom mirror, the first thing I’d done on getting to the hotel was take a nice long shower and change into a new set of clothes that weren’t wrinkled from the long flight over, and opened the door.

To my surprise Felix wasn’t waiting out there. Instead I was greeted by a pretty girl who looked to be only a few years older than me. She was striking with curly dark hair running down her shoulders, and when she turned to smile at me I went weak in the knees and melted.

Now here was a girl I wouldn’t mind getting in more trouble over, though something told me if Felix hired her there wasn’t a chance she’d be interested in popping into the princess’s room for a quick snog. The problems I had to deal with in life.

“Who are you?” I asked.

Okay. Not exactly the most delicate way to ask a question. I figured it was a valid question, though. I don’t think I’d ever seen this girl before, and I was familiar with just about everyone in the palace security detail at this point. Some of my wilder exploits over the years made sure of that.

I was immediately suspicious whenever there was someone new on the detail.

The girl smiled and held out her hand. “I’m Renata. I was added to your security detail just before you came over here. I grew up in the states so they figured I might be useful.”

I looked down curiously for a moment and then realized she expected me to shake her hand. Then again she was an American. In my experience they seemed to paradoxically be more obsessed with royals while at the same time not having the first idea of how to act around royalty.

Still, that was refreshing. I reached out and took her hand. Gave it a shake. Ignored the shiver that threatened at her touch.

“Nice to meet you, Renata,” I said. “So if I want to go out for a walk or something do you have to come with me?”

“Why would I?”

I paused, again sensing a trap. Something weird was definitely going on here, and I figured I should proceed with caution. What was this Renata woman’s game?

“Usually when Felix is running the show he makes sure there’s someone with me at all times,” I said.

Another dazzling smile. “Don’t for a moment think he isn’t taking care of business. He was called away for meetings with park security, but I understand he gave your description and picture to every worker and resort security guard working here for the duration of your stay.”

I fought back the urge to curse. Didn’t want to make a bad impression on the pretty young security lady who seemed to be on my side. Sort of. Maybe. I was still a little wary of anyone working security who was this nice to me.

“So that means…”

“It means you’re free to walk around the resort, but the moment you try to leave security will stop you,” she said, still with that smile.

“Right. I guess that makes sense. Good thing I wasn’t planning on sneaking out or anything!”

Renata fixed me with a look that told me exactly what she thought of that. Okay then. She was new, but obviously she’d been briefed on my predilection for causing trouble. That could make things more difficult if she was going to be my personal bodyguard for the duration of this trip, but nothing was impossible when it came to evading Felix and his security goons.

“So I’m going to go take a walk now,” I said.

I stepped out and double checked that I had my wristband that would allow me to get into the room and into the park. The things were damned convenient. Renata arched an eyebrow, but she didn’t make a move from her spot beside my door as I backed my way down the hall. I expected her to follow me or reach down to talk into her radio at any moment, but she just kept up with that smile and that arched eyebrow that told me she knew I was up to something.

I breathed a small sigh of relief as I stepped onto the elevator and headed down to the first floor. That first step of getting the hell away from Felix and his goons had gone much better than I thought. Though I didn’t doubt for a moment that Renata was probably on a radio letting everyone and their mother know I was out of my room. Damn it.

I stepped off and there was another obvious security guard in the lobby. He nodded politely, but once more he didn’t follow me. Only when I stepped out of the hotel there was another obvious security type standing there in sunglasses with a telltale radio embedded in his ear. He also nodded politely. A reminder that I was being watched.

Damn it. Maybe that Renata girl really didn’t need to follow me. What was the point when Felix posted his people everywhere in the damn resort?

“You are going to figure out a way out of this Amelia,” I muttered to myself. I wasn’t sure how I was going to pull it off. I looked around for something, anything, and my eyes fell on a gift shop. I snorted. They seemed to be everywhere. If Royal Realms was good at one thing, it was separating people from their money and making them feel great about it.

And in that moment it was as though the heavens opened up and a shaft of light shot down on me as an angelic choir sang about how I’d found my salvation. Okay, not really. There were no shafts of light in this part of the world. There was just the sun shining down merrily giving melanoma to anyone stupid enough to not wear sunscreen.

Still, there might as well be angelic choirs singing from on high, because that gift shop was going to be my salvation. I was hit by a cool blast of air as I stepped inside and an older woman at the counter smiled at me. There was food and all sorts of overpriced travel-sized supplies that someone might forget while packing for a big trip on one side of the gift shop, but on the other side was the jackpot.

The wall was lined with Royal Realms merchandise rubber stamped with their various mascots. T-shirts, commemorative mugs and refrigerator magnets, and most importantly hats and sunglasses. I grabbed one of each and headed up to the counter where the lady smiled. I waited for a flicker of recognition, but there was nothing.

Huh. What if that Renata girl had been lying about Felix giving my description to everyone who worked here? Or did this lady recognize me, and she didn’t want to make things weird by gushing and asking for a selfie or something? Would a lady this old even know what a selfie was, let alone ask for one?

Too many questions. It gave me something to think about, though.

“Is this all you need dear?” she asked.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “This is good.”

“Will you be paying cash or card?”

Damn. I didn’t think about that. I was hardly ever in direct contact with money. Usually Felix or someone else took care of all that sort of stuff. It’s not like I didn’t know what money was or how to use it, it’s just that I was so separated from the parts where it changed hands that I didn’t have a card of my own or carry cash.

I tapped my fingers against the counter and my eyes fell on my band. The one attached to the room. I was hit with another bit of inspiration. Of course! I held up my wrist.

“Can I charge it to my room?”

“Of course you can dear!”

I couldn’t believe that actually worked. I was a genius!

I stepped out of the gift shop a moment later but didn’t put on the sunglasses or the hat. I saw a security guy standing over by the pool not looking at me so hard that it was pretty damn obvious what he was doing. The old surveillance out of the corner of his eyes routine. Well I wasn’t going to give away my disguise, not yet.

I just needed someplace to hop into said disguise. I looked around and my eyes fell on something I saw when I first walked in. All these resorts were themed with the theme elements getting more elaborate the more expensive the resort got. It appeared that the theme for this place was to have a massive hedge maze set up right in the middle of the place for people to enjoy.

Knowing Felix he probably had some of his lackeys in there as well, but I figured the twists and turns of a maze would make a very convenient location for me to lose them long enough to get into my disguise and maybe make my escape. Who knows, if all the employees who supposedly got my description were as on the ball as the lady in the gift shop then this might quite literally be a walk in the park to take a walk to the park.

I could hope.

I set off at a brisk pace for the hedge maze. At the entrance were two topiary guards cut out of the hedges. They were straight out of the classic animated movie Knight’s Princess about a prince in disguise who wooed the aforementioned princess while saving her bacon from an evil dragon. Completely ridiculous, and I completely and utterly ate it up when I was a little girl. I still felt a nostalgic twinge looking at those guards carved out of a hedge.

That was the sort of power Royal Realms held over people, no matter what their age.

I stepped into the hedge maze and took a deep breath. The walls rose bright and green all around me with the bright blue sky overhead. It was a perfect moment, made all the more perfect because for one blessed moment there were no security people following my every step.

Again I thought back to the lucky people on that bus. They had no idea how good they had it, living a life where they weren’t constantly under scrutiny. Or, I guess with the rise of computers and social media, they were at least living a life where the scrutiny they were under was welcome.

Not so in my case.

I looked down at the hat and sunglasses in my hand. Both were branded with princesses all over them. Not that I should have expected anything less while I was here at Royal Realms.

“I guess I can’t escape the princess lifestyle no matter how hard I try,” I muttered to myself.

I didn’t put on the hat and sunglasses, though. Not yet. I was still all alone, and I figured I’d wait until I actually saw somebody who was worth hiding from before I went to the trouble of messing up my hair. Was it vain? Maybe, and if anything that was probably what was going to get me caught.

Oh well.

I was surprised there weren’t more people here in the hedge maze having fun. I expected to hear the scream of little kids running around and having a good time. The sounds of parents calling after those kids and telling them not to get too far ahead, because you never knew when there might be a scary boogeyman lurking just around the corner, even here at Royal Realms. I rolled my eyes. As though something like that would ever happen here of all places.

But no, the entire place was eerily silent. It was as though I was all alone in the middle of a dark green forest. It reminded me of a time when I’d gone out into the woods on the palace grounds all on my own. Nothing but me and the sunlight filtering down through the leaves. Well, there was a hell of a lot more sunlight around here, but otherwise the effect was the same.

“You’re a long way from the palace around here, Amelia,” I muttered to myself. “And if you hang around here for much longer you’re going to get yourself caught.”

I stopped and looked around. I’d wandered aimlessly. I had a twig in my hand that I must have reached out and grabbed from one of the hedges. And I had absolutely no fucking idea where the hell I was.

Damn it. When I ducked into the hedge maze to get lost I didn’t actually plan on getting lost! I was never going to get out of here now. By the time I figured out where the hell I was Felix would have security people posted at every exit. Why had I allowed myself to get lost in thought like that?

Stupid! Idiot! I had a taste of freedom and I threw it all away!

I forced myself to calm down. To take a couple of deep breaths. I could still get out of this. I’d just walk forward and keep turning right. I thought that was how you were supposed to get out of mazes. Or was it that I was supposed to turn left? Wasn’t there supposed to be a trick? I couldn’t remember. 

Damn it. What I really needed was for David Bowie to appear out of nowhere and lead me out of the fucking maze, but that wasn’t happening anymore. Which was a pity. He was a nice guy on the few occasions we’d met, though he never wore that costume as much as the little girl inside me wanted him to.

No, my mind was wandering. I needed to think. I needed to figure out a way out of here.

I moved forward again. I did a right turn. And I found myself staring at a massive hedge that had been trimmed in the shape of Princess Reima and her Prince Charming from the movie this whole maze was based on. 

I stopped. I gasped.

Though that gasp had nothing to do with the massive hedge sculpture, no matter how incredible it was. No, that gasp was all for the girl standing in front of the figures staring up with a wistful look on her face.

Her beautiful face. She had to be one of the most gorgeous girls I’d ever seen, and she was all alone in the middle of the maze. What in the world was a girl that gorgeous doing all alone out here? I figured she’d be out here with a boyfriend or something. 

The thought that she might be out here with a girlfriend never crossed my mind. I wasn’t that lucky. The universe hadn’t been working in my favor enough lately for something like that to happen.

Something else surprising was happening here. I was at a loss for words. Normally I wouldn’t have a problem going up and introducing myself to someone new, though to be fair that was usually at the palace where I had the upper hand considering I was going to own the whole place someday.

Now, though, I was tongue-tied. I actually considered slipping away and never saying a word to her. That’s how uncomfortable this strange new feeling was. Then she turned, saw me, and smiled.

I melted. 

I wasn’t going to be going away. For one thing it would look pretty weird if I disappeared right after she turned and smiled at me like that. It certainly wouldn’t be very polite. For another, I was under her spell. It felt like the scene portrayed in that hedge.

I was powerless as I took a step forward, a goofy smile on my face.

Felix and his guards were forgotten for the moment. I’d found something far more interesting. I’d looked at other girls before with interest. I’d snuck glances at girls in their fancy dresses at balls, but that smile from her was like a bolt of lightning from the heavens come down to strike me with the still slightly uncomfortable truth of my sexuality.

I just hoped she had an intellect to match that smile, because otherwise I was going to feel like a pretty big doofus giving up my chance of escape for a pretty smile. There was only one way to find out, though, and so I put one foot in front of another with that goofy smile still plastered on my face despite my best efforts to get it under control.

 

 

 

 

 

 

7: Dani

 

So this is what it looked like where the other half lived. Damn. I’d been impressed when I stepped off the train and someone was waiting there to help me. Talk about service, and they had no way of knowing whether I was even staying at this resort. 

Then again why would someone bother getting off the train there if they weren’t staying at the resort? What I’m getting at is the loading and unloading was nothing like the cattle car feeling that I got back at the budget resort the band was staying at. And that was just the start.

I’d wandered through the hotel lobby. It was a massive open air thing that went up at least ten stories. It looked like there were balconies that people could use to walk out and look down on the open area where there was a lounge for people to sit around and even a string band of some sort playing songs from various movies made by the Royal Company.

Talk about impressive. I’d been so curious about how much I’d have to put down to stay at a place like this that I’d looked up the going rate on my phone. It looked like more money for a single night than my parents would make in a few weeks.

The place was ritzy. Way beyond anything at the humble budget lodge I’d been so impressed with when we arrived.

I stepped out of the hotel proper and back into the Southern heat. I didn’t know how people could stand to live in this all year long. It was difficult to imagine a world where there weren’t seasons and leaves falling off trees and snow falling in the winter and blanketing the landscape in silence.

There was no silence to be found out here, let me tell you. People shouted at a large pool off in the distance. There was a fence running around the thing and as I watched a couple of guys who looked to be about my age walked up and held up their hotel keycards. The fence beeped and a light turned green and the gate swung open on its own.

Well then. It seemed that getting to this resort was easy enough, but there were certain amenities that required proof of temporary residence. Not that I planned on spending my time over here splashing around in the pool. A pool that big was bound to have kids in it, and that meant there was probably something warm and yellow floating around in the pool.

I shivered. No thanks. Not for me at all. I did a quick turn around and took everything in. The sky was blue overhead with a few wispy clouds off in the distance. The only real cloud cover was from airplane contrails that zigzagged through the sky. Another major difference from home where we most certainly didn’t live in the middle of a massive tourist destination.

I finished my turn and my eyes came to rest on something interesting. It was a massive wall of green, and most importantly it didn’t look like there was a gate or anything keeping me away from the massive wall of green. Curious, I moved closer and found myself staring up at a version of Princess Reina carved out of greenery. Damn. Even the plants around here were done up with the Royal Realms treatment.

I peered past the sculpture and saw a sign. “Welcome to the Hedge Maze. Taken from the beloved Royal Company classic Reina’s Love, we hope you enjoy this loving recreation!”

Well then. They’d actually recreated the hedge maze from the movie? Granted this movie had never been my favorite, a little too much simpering and waiting on the handsome prince to come to the rescue on Reina’s part for my liking, but I was intrigued enough to take a look at least. I figured I’d have a story that no one else from the band would, at the very least.

Not that I could tell any of them until we got back and I was safely out of Fredericks’ clutches.

I hadn’t wandered much past the entrance when I found myself in a big open circle that I recognized. I think just about any girl who grew up watching Royal Company movies would recognize that scene, and sure enough there smack dab in the middle of the clearing was another massive hedge sculpture of Reina and her prince in one another’s embrace just on the edge of kissing.

I was surprised at the power and immediacy of my reaction to seeing that sculpture. I figured I would’ve gone all goo goo eyed at seeing that, but instead I felt a fury I couldn’t very well explain. A fury that burned from the tip of my scalp which was tingling down to the tips of my toes.

And it hit me why this hedge sculpture annoyed me so much. This was a glimpse at a life that I would never have. It was the life society told me I should live. The life that was held up as the ideal by the Royal Company with every one of their movies that focused on finding a good man to complete yourself. Only I wasn’t going to find a good man. My prince wasn’t going to come for me or save me from the dragon or anything like that.

No, so far I’d realized I was into girls, ended the one serious relationship I’d ever had, and been turned into a social pariah because it turned out the other half of that serious relationship was a little more popular than I was in our friend group and he held a grudge.

I sighed and fought back the urge to run forward and start ripping at bits of greenery. Something told me that would get me kicked out of the park pretty damn quick, and Fredericks would kill me if I did that before his precious parade.

I needed to get the hell out of here, is what I needed to do. Standing here staring at the life I wasn’t ever going to enjoy wasn’t doing me any good. Better to go back to the park and deal with the fallout of Colin and his friends. I sighed one final time thinking of how unfair life could be, and turned to leave.

That’s when I saw her. The single most beautiful girl I’d ever had the privilege of laying eyes on. And that’s even counting the girls that I lusted after in movies. She stood at the entrance to the clearing opposite me and she looked uncertain as she saw me standing there.

I smiled. I felt like an idiot even as I did it. That was a smile that came about as a result of thoughts that definitely weren’t going to happen with this girl. I wasn’t that lucky, and yet the smile stayed plastered on my face.

That smile seemed to draw her in. She paused for a moment, shook her head as though she was having some sort of internal debate, and then a moment later she stepped into the clearing with a goofy smile of her own. For some reason that hesitant smile on her face made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Even though I knew there wasn’t a chance in hell this girl was actually into girls.

She stopped in front of me and I wasn’t sure what to say. To be perfectly honest I didn’t have much in the way of practical experience when it came to talking with other girls. No, all my experience with the whole lesbian thing was purely theoretical up to this point.

Why did I keep thinking this was a situation where I was even having a potentially romantic encounter with this girl. Because I had a feeling, that’s why. A feeling that was crazy and was going to get me in trouble or break my heart when I found out this was just some spoiled rich girl who got lost in the hedge maze looking for her boyfriend or something.

Only there was the way she smiled. As though that smile was just for me. Sure that might be wishful thinking, but it was a hell of a nice wish.

Oh what the hell. If I was going to put up with the misery of coming out of the closet thanks to Colin and friends then I might as well indulge in the reason I came out of the damn closet in the first place!. Colin and all his buddies could go fuck themselves. I was going to enjoy myself, and I’d deal with the embarrassment if it turned out this girl wasn’t into girls.

Now there was an odd thought. That was something I was going to have to deal with for the rest of my life. Things had been so much simpler when I dated guys and the default assumption was they were into girls in general and into me in particular. 

Was there nothing about this lifestyle choice that wasn’t complicated?

My mind was running at a million miles a minute. And I knew why. I didn’t want to confront this developing situation. Assuming there was even a situation developing. Well, there was nothing for it but to plunge in.

“Hi,” I said.

Hi? Was that the best I could come up with? There were so many things I’d run through my head for the first time I actually tried flirting with a girl. And “hi” is the best my traitorous brain could do? Damn it. This was not off to a good start.

“So did you get lost in the hedge maze or something?” I asked.

Okay. That was a start. It wasn’t as goofy as smiling at her and saying “hi” but it also wasn’t exactly compelling conversation that would lead to our wedding day or anything. Our wedding day? Now where did that thought come from? I was getting way ahead of myself here. I needed to simmer down and figure out if this girl was even into girls before I got way ahead of myself like that.

“Something like that,” she said. 

She had a strange accent that I couldn’t quite place. Somewhere between English, French, and Australian. At least to my American ears that only knew about the Eurozone from movies. Either way that accent was both cute and oh so exotic. She definitely wasn’t from around here.

She looked over her shoulder, but there was no one behind her. Still, a look like that meant there was probably someone in here she was looking for.

“Did you get separated from your boyfriend or something?” I asked.

Damn. I was being downright shameless here, though if she realized exactly what it was I was asking she didn’t let on. Instead she brushed a strand of hair from her face and hit me with a smile that was more dazzling than the hot sun hovering overhead.

“Nothing like that,” she said. She turned and looked at the sculpture towering over us. That smile faltered for a moment.

“Not a fan of the whole princess culture they have going here?” I asked.

The girl turned and fixed me with another of those enigmatic smiles. She looked at me for a moment, though what she was looking for was beyond me. Finally she seemed satisfied, though, and went on.

“I guess you could say that,” she said. “So what brings you out to the hedge maze at this time of day? I would’ve figures most people would be in the park enjoying themselves.”

Right. The park. That’s why this place felt strangely deserted. Because who would want to spend time in an impressive garden when there was the most impressive amusement park ever created that was just a short elevated train ride away?

“Oh you know. I just wanted to get away from all the crowds for a little while,” I said.

Specifically I wanted to get away from anyone in those crowds from our band. The last thing I needed was a day of wondering if someone who used to be my friend was being nice to me because they were suddenly on Colin’s side.

“Really? I’d think being out there in the crowds would be the best thing ever,” the girl said. She frowned and I wondered what was going on there, but I figured it would be best not to ask.

“Yeah, well you know how it is with us rich people. Staying away from the commoners and all that.”

I winced even as I said it. “Us rich people?” What the hell was I going on about? Did rich people really talk like that outside of cheesy comedy movies where the rich folks inevitably lost to the poor people? Probably not.

The girl stared at me intently for a moment, then the corner of her mouth quirked up just a bit. Her face twitched as though she was trying to keep a sneeze in or something. Finally she snorted out a laugh.

I couldn’t help myself. I laughed right along with her. What I just said really did sound pretty damn ridiculous, even to my ears. In a flash we were both suffering from a fit of giggles.

Finally she got herself under control. She reached up and wiped a tear from her eye and fixed me with a curious look that went straight to my heart. Her eyes flashed and I melted. Crazy how a simple look from this girl was enough to turn me into a puddle of hormones.

“You’re, um, you’re not actually staying at this resort, are you?” she asked.

“What would give you that idea?” I asked, panic starting to set in. “I’m totally here with my… um, my parents. Right. My parents are here in one of the buildings off that way.”

I pointed off in a vague direction that I hoped went to a building. This gorgeous nameless girl turned the way I was pointing and her eyes sparkled for a minute.

“Really? You’re staying in the lake that runs in between all the resorts? I know they’re always adding new attractions here, but I didn’t know an underwater hotel was one of them,” she said.

There was a tone to her voice that said she was amused, but it wasn’t the mocking tone I’d grown used to from Colin and his friends. No, this girl was just making conversation. I blushed as I realized my mistake, and then I looked up. On either side I could see hotel buildings rising into the blue sky even over the hedge maze. The only direction where there weren’t any buildings was the way I pointed.

“I’m an idiot,” I said.

“So am I,” the girl muttered. “I should’ve realized ten minutes ago that I could use those buildings to navigate my way out of here.”

I didn’t know what was up with that, but once more I figured that was one of those things where it was best not to ask. If this girl had secrets she wanted to keep then I’d let her keep them. It’s not like I was without secrets myself, though it appeared she’d just caught onto at least one of them.

“Yeah, I’m not actually staying here with my parents,” I said. “I’m actually here on a school band trip, but I felt like exploring some of the resorts in the area to see how the other half lived. All of this stuff is way out of my parents’ price range.”

To my surprise Amelia stepped forward and took my hand. She stared with a fire in her eyes that took me back an made me wonder if I’d been wrong about just how into girls she was this entire time.

“So you’re really not from here? You’re just on a trip with your friends?”

“Well, yeah? That’s how a lot of people see this place. It is pretty expensive even on the budget end of things, after all.”

“That sounds amazing,” she whispered, that hungry burning in her eyes suddenly turning far off and wistful instead.

“I guess? If you think vouchers for cheap food and spending twenty hours cooped up in an uncomfortable bus is amazing then yeah, it’s great.”

Only she didn’t seem to be paying attention to me. No, she was lost in whatever fantasy world she was transported to at mention of cramped buses and having to smell everyone around you who hadn’t necessarily bothered to shower before they hopped onto the bus for a cross country trip. I wasn’t even going to get into all the crap with Colin and his friends. I figured that was too much information for a first meeting.

Besides, there was a part of me that was terrified telling this girl my true, um, orientation, would be enough to scare her away. Strangely enough there was a part of me that hoped she’d feel the same way, and for some odd reason that was equally terrifying.

The girl held out her hand. I looked down, perplexed, not sure what I was supposed to do with that. I was already so off balance from this encounter that I wasn’t thinking straight, in more ways than one. The hand hovered there for the space of a couple of breaths before I realized she was offering it to me to shake.

Tentatively I took her hand. Sparks jumped and goosebumps rose all over my body. I felt warm all over, as though I was being hit with an instantaneous fever that threatened to burn my entire body to a crisp, and then just as quickly as it started the fever was gone, though there was a low grade warmth pulsing through my body that started at that spot where our hands came together.

“I’m Amelia,” she said. “From Allora.”

Allora. I vaguely remembered hearing about the place. One of those small blink-and-you-miss it countries in Europe that almost nobody cared about, if memory served. That explained the accent, I guess.

The conversation paused. She peered at me as though she was expecting some kind of reaction, though what she could be after was beyond me. The moment stretched just long enough to get awkward, then she broke into a smile that melted me and I figured everything was cool. I was still curious what the hell she was waiting for there, but I wasn’t going to dig too deep. 

If the universe decided to be nice to me and throw me a bone instead of shitting all over me then I wasn’t going to question it too much.

“I’m Danielle, though most everyone calls me Dani,” I replied. “From Ohio.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Dani from Ohio,” she said. “It sounds like a wondrous place!”

I barked out a laugh. “Ohio? Wondrous? Just don’t ever visit and you’ll be good.”

“Well any place that produced you would have to be wondrous,” she said.

I opened my mouth to respond, but I was at a loss for words as what she said sank in. Had she just flirted with me? That sounded surprisingly like she was trying to flirt with me. Or was it just wishful thinking on my part? Either way, she didn’t give me long to think about it. Probably a good thing.

“So what would you say to having an adventure, Dani from Ohio?” she asked.

“An adventure?”

“Of course! A day in the park. Together. I want to know more about you.”

My mouth worked but again I was at a loss for words. Good things like this just didn’t happen to me. At least not lately. I figured things might pick up when I got off to college, but this was sending things from zero to infinity a lot faster than I’d expected.

And again, I wasn’t going to go looking any universal gift horses in the mouth. I smiled, gave her hand that I still held a squeeze.

“Sure. An adventure sounds like fun!”

Amelia beamed and I melted all over again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

8: Amelia

 

I felt my blood rushing and a tingling running up and down my body. I wasn’t sure if that tingle was because I was holding Dani’s hand or because of what I was about to try and pull off.

Escape.

I felt a little guilty that I was taking advantage of this girl. Just a little. Sort of. I mean I would’ve asked her to come along with me no matter what she looked like, but admittedly the whole thing about having an adventure with her in the park was almost entirely down to how good she looked. I suppose there was always the chance that we could get to the park and she’d turn out to be supremely dull, but something about our brief conversation told me that wasn’t going to be the case.

Either way, I had a case of the giddy shakes that I was really trying to keep under control. I wasn’t used to feeling this way. At least not in person. I hadn’t even felt this way during that brief dalliance in the coat room.

“Okay then. So if the lake is immediately behind us…” 

I muttered half to myself. I was an idiot for not thinking to use the buildings that rose over the hedge maze as navigational markers earlier. I could’ve been out of here and on my way to escaping much earlier. Then again, if I hadn’t gotten lost in the hedge maze then I wouldn’t have met Dani and that would’ve been a shame.

“Actually the exit is right behind me,” Dani said. “I didn’t get far enough into the maze to really get lost.”

I blinked. “Oh. Well that was a lot easier than I thought it would be.”

“Yup,” Dani grinned and I had to suppress another shiver. Why was I doing this? I didn’t even know if she was into girls. It was entirely possible she had a boyfriend or something waiting for her back with her, what had she called it? A band group. Whatever that was. If it was anything like the American bands I followed I couldn’t imagine why they would take a trip to this park of all places. Or why an American school would encourage their students to play electric guitar and drums and all that nonsense.

Then again Americans doing silly things that didn’t make sense was pretty much what had upended the old world order again and again over the past century. I smiled as I thought of granddad complaining when I was a little kid, though to be fair America interfering is what kept granddad on the throne and prevented Allora from being gobbled up and turning to a German or Russian satellite, so I suppose it wasn’t all bad.

I glanced at Dani again. No, not all bad at all.

“So are you ready to go?” Dani asked.

“Give me just one moment. I need to do something before I leave the maze.”

I looked down at the hat and sunglasses I’d carried with me through the maze. They seemed like a flimsy disguise even now. I had visions of stepping out of the hedge maze and seeing security coming for me before I could take two steps. Only now I’d probably also get Dani in trouble as part of my antics, which I suddenly didn’t want even though I’d only known her for the space of a single conversation.

Still, nothing for it but to try. It was all I could do. So I put the hat on and pulled my hair back into a ponytail through the back, and tossed on the sunglasses.

“How do I look?” I asked, striking a pose that had me on the verge of a fit of giggles.

“Amazing,” Dani said. Her voice had a breathless quality to it that made my own breath catch. That wasn’t a compliment from one girlfriend to another. No, there seemed to be something deeper there. Something that excited me.

I pushed those thoughts away. They could be dangerous in the here and now. What I needed to concentrate on was getting out of this resort and into the park proper where Felix and his cronies would have a much harder time trying to track me down in the massive crowds. Once I was in the safety of those crowds I could give more thought to what might be brewing with this Dani girl.

Anything else was just wishful thinking. Particularly when Felix could pull her out of my life in the next five minutes and I’d never see her again.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Ready,” Dani said. She held her hand out and I regarded it for a moment. I felt the flash of annoyance that usually came with a commoner reaching out to “press flesh” with me, as the PR people father and mother employed always put it. Then I realized what I was doing. This wasn’t some starstruck girl reaching out to have a moment with the princess and heiress apparent of Allora. She was a very beautiful American girl who intrigued me just a little and seemed to have no idea who I was.

It was quite refreshing. So I reached out and took her hand, telling myself that I was just doing it because that was likely to throw off the security people even more. Not that I truly believed that for a moment.

As we walked out of the maze I paused for a moment to look over my shoulder one final time. I was looking for Felix’s people coming up behind us, but the only thing I saw was that massive hedge depicting the iconic scene where the prince and princess kiss in the middle of the maze for the first time. I shivered.

“You okay?” Dani asked.

I turned and smiled. Gave her hand a squeeze. “Better than you could imagine.”

Oddly enough there didn’t seem to be anyone from Felix’s merry band of fun ruiners waiting at this entrance. That was extremely odd. He was usually so thorough. Normally if I went into something like that hedge maze he’d station someone at all the exits to make sure I couldn’t get out without him knowing about it.

Maybe he was starting to lose his touch. All the better for me.

People walked around without a care in the world. Off in the distance a golf cart ran along a paved path, but the people in there looked like they worked for the park and not for Felix. All of his people were pretty obvious with their oversized sunglasses and those earpieces that looked like something out of a bad ‘90s spy thriller or something. Miraculously the coast seemed to be clear.

“Looking for someone?” Dani asked.

I turned to her and she had a frown on her face. Oops. Had I been that obvious in my search for Felix and his flunkies? I was going to have to learn to be more circumspect around Dani. After all, I didn’t want her to discover the truth almost as much as I didn’t want to be caught. It was nice being around someone who treated me like a normal person and not like, well, royalty.

“Nothing,” I said. “Do you know how to get back to the park from here?”

“You don’t know how to get out of here?”

“I just got here today and I haven’t really had time to look around,” I said, hoping that would be enough. It was sort of the truth.

“Oh. I guess that makes sense,” she said. She pulled me off towards the main building. “Follow me, then. The best way to get there is probably the elevated train. It’ll get us there in a few minutes.”

I stopped and Dani yanked on my arm before she realized I’d come to a screeching halt. She turned and cocked an eyebrow.

“Something wrong?”

“Is there another way to get there?” I asked.

The elevated train. I’d heard about it, but never actually seen it in person. It was another of those bits of pervasive American pop culture that I couldn’t avoid even if I wanted to. Unless of course I maybe didn’t watch any movies from the Royal Company at all, and that was a ridiculous thought.

The elevated train would be a choke point, though. Maybe Felix was falling down on the job out here in the resort proper, but I had no doubt he’d have people posted there. That or he’d have people who knew what I looked like and they’d stop me before I could climb aboard.

“Well I suppose we could take a bus or something,” Dani said. “I was reading that they have buses going to all the parks, but we’d probably have to double around to get to the main park and on top of that we’d have to wait for like twenty minutes or something at each stop when we could get there in five if we took the train. Not to mention I don’t really like the idea of spending more time on a bus right now if I can avoid it.”

Damn. I was presented with more and more bad choices. Though ultimately it was practicality that decided me. If Felix had people posted at the exit points then that meant there’d be people at the bus stops as well. If it really took that much longer for the buses to come around that would give them that much longer to track me down. Better to go for the option where I’d spend the least amount of time waiting around to be caught.

“You’re right,” I said. “Let’s go for the train, then.”

So we stepped into the main building which was open concept running all the way up to the top where my suite was situated. I could see the windows staring down and I looked away. There were a couple of people obviously milling around up there, and that could only mean security types who were on the hunt. Maybe that’s why they weren’t waiting for me at the hedge maze exit.

Whatever the reason, I couldn’t drop my guard yet. I wasn’t safe until I was on that train, and maybe not even then. The elevator leading to the second floor where the train station was located seemed to take forever, and I was terrified through the entire ride that it would open on someone in sunglasses smiling at me waiting to spirit me back up to the suite.

Only there was no one waiting. We stepped out onto the station and there was a security person standing there, but they were talking with a guy running the controls that opened the gates to let people on. A train pulled up just as we stepped out, and my breath caught.

It wasn’t fair. I was so close and there was a security puke right there ready to destroy my fantasy of a day in the park without Felix ruining my fun.

“Are you sure there’s nothing wrong? You just tensed up big time,” Dani said. “If you want to go back or you’re afraid of trains or something we can go back and take the bus. It’s no big deal.”

I only just managed to avoid letting out a relieved sigh. She noticed I was tensing up. Bad. She thought it was because I was afraid of trains or something. Good.

“No, I’m fine,” I said. “Let’s just get on the train.”

As we got closer the nature of the argument between Felix’s guy and the park worker became more clear as I overheard snippets of their conversation. People were milling around looking back at them with irritation as the train sat there but the gates didn’t open to let them board.

“And I’m telling you that I have to open those gates,” the park worker said.

“You don’t understand. We have a situation here. I’m sure we’ll find the princess shortly and you can resume operations, but until we do…”

That was good to know. They knew I was missing but they had no idea where I was. The guy would have kittens if he just bothered to turn around and look at the crowd like the park dude was suggesting, but of course he didn’t. He was too busy trying to push the guy around and it didn’t seem to be working at all.

I moved in closer to Dani, both because it seemed like it would be a good disguise and because it just felt good. Really good. She grunted in surprise, but then she slipped an arm around me that felt even better. I sighed in contentment and for a moment I almost forgot that I was in imminent danger of being discovered.

Almost. The conversation was ongoing. If this guy managed to shut down this station then I’d be well and truly screwed, and no amount of cuddling up to Dani would save me.

“I don’t care if you do have a situation. You can look at people going through, but we’re not shutting down this station.”

“I’ll talk to your supervisor about this,” the security guy said.

The park employee hit a button and the gates finally opened. People surged forward and I was carried right along with them. The security guy turned to look at the crowd and I looked down, hoping that the hat and the sunglasses combined with walking hand in hand with another girl would be enough to keep him from recognizing me. That and the crowd of vacationers that had, ironically enough, built up precisely because he was trying to hold the line.

I’d have to track that guy down later and thank him for the assist in getting out of here. As we surged forward I caught a final snippet from the park worker that put a big smile on my face.

“You not doing your job doesn’t mean I don’t get to do your job buddy,” he said, and then I was too far along to hear anything else. That line was genius, though. I’d have to make sure and mention that as well when I thanked the guy for helping me escape.

Then, miraculously, impossibly, I was on the train. Dani sat down next to me and moved in close. Apparently she took all that up close and personal time we just had as an invitation, and I was more than happy for her to take it that way. The more I was around her the more I was thinking that an adventure with this girl might be just what I needed. A real day in the park with a girl who also happened to be insanely hot?

Yes please.

I leaned back in the seat and let out a sigh of relief. Tension drained from my body as speakers overhead chimed a couple of times and then the doors swung shut. I looked out to the platform where more obvious security people had gathered and were having a heated discussion with the guy running the platform.

I got an even bigger shock when one of them walked right past me staring into the window followed by an angry park employee who was actually yelling at the lady. I didn’t know the park people were allowed to do that. It seemed like happiness was mandatory, but I guess that didn’t apply when Felix’s goons were violating local transportation laws because they lost me.

The lady. I had a sinking feeling as I realized exactly which security person had found me, too. I recognized her all too well from our brief encounter out in front of my hotel room. Renata.

She stared right at me and even with those sunglasses on I could see the recognition. She lowered her sunglasses just enough that I could see her eyes. I figured this was it. This was the end. The disguise wasn’t nearly good enough to hold up against someone who was personally tasked with guarding me.

Only she didn’t raise the alarm. No, she winked at me an then moved on, the park person trailing behind her still shouting something about breaking the law. It was difficult to make anything out through the glass.

I sat back, stunned, as the train beeped a couple more times and Felix’s stooges milled about like an angry anthill kicked over by a kid as they realized the train really was going to leave despite them trying to hold it in place.

Why did Renata let me go? There was no doubt she recognized me. I was free even though she could’ve stopped me at any moment.

Maybe there was more to the guard Felix assigned to me than I thought. I felt a subtle shift as the train started moving. There were more beeps and a voice asked people to stand clear of the doors then we were underway. The angry horde of security people disappeared as we moved out over a beautiful view that looked all the way to the main park and the royal palace.

I breathed a sigh of relief. It worked. I’d escaped. Sure it was partially because of an assist there at the very end from Renata, but still. It worked. I turned to smile at Dani and my heart caught. She was staring at me very intently. Almost as though she’d recognized me.

Damn it. I should’ve known. I wasn’t this lucky. She’d recognized me at long last and this was going to be all over social media in no time. Felix would figure out where I was and come and get me and my fun would be all over. Probably forever after pulling an escape like this.

 

 

 

 

 

 

9: Dani

 

I was staring. I shouldn’t be staring. Staring was something creepers did. Like that idiot Ronald Maxwell who got it in his head sophomore year that I was the love of his life and wouldn’t leave me alone even after I’d made it clear there wasn’t a chance in hell that was happening.

And that wasn’t just because I had a sneaking suspicion I was into girls at the time. I had wound up with Colin later despite those suspicions, after all. No, Ronald was just a creeper. Plain and simple. Now here I was acting like a creeper myself.

Damn it.

Amelia was just so beautiful, though. Sure I’d seen girls just as pretty as her at school. On TV. There was just something about the way she carried herself, about the easy way conversation came with her, that I found compelling. Maybe it was that she was the first girl who’d shown a flirtatious interest in me since I came out, though I thought it was probably more than that.

I hoped it was, at least. It was also entirely possible that was wishful thinking on my part. I’d read enough stories about girls reading the signs wrong when they thought their best friend was in love with them and ruining things to be just a little wary.

She turned and looked at me with an odd expression. That was the other thing that was bugging me. She’d acted so weird ever since we left the hedge maze. As though she was being hunted or something, as ridiculous as that sounded. Always looking over her shoulder then looking at me to see if I’d noticed. Staring out the window at all those people arguing at the platform. I’d give a pretty penny to know what was going on there.

My mind was wandering. That was bad. She was still staring at me and I was still sitting here staring at her like a creeper. No wonder she was giving me that weird look.

“What?” I asked.

Stupid. Why did I say the first thing that came to mind whenever she looked at me? The first thing that came to my head wasn’t usually that eloquent. Certainly not the kind of thing that would impress a cultured girl who obviously wasn’t from around here.

Amelia sighed. She looked so resigned. It was heartbreaking. What was going on with this girl that she could go from happy to that dejected so quickly?

“Go ahead. Get it over with,” she said.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. My eyes narrowed. “Are you on something? Some crazy thing that’s only legal in Europe or something? Because if you are…”

Now it was Amelia’s turn to look at me as though I was crazy. Admittedly asking her if she was on something was a little out there. Like I said, I just spit out the first thing that came to mind when she looked at me. She short-circuited the logical parts of my brain which weren’t even that logical to begin with.

“Am I on something? What do you mean?”

“You’ve been acting kinda weird ever since we got out of that hedge maze. What’s up with that? Is someone after you or something?”

“That’s the only reason you were staring?”

Panic. That wasn’t the only reason I was staring. I was staring because I was transfixed by her. I was staring because I couldn’t believe I’d gone from thinking I’d be miserable on this trip to sneaking off and running into this beautiful creature. I was staring because, yeah, I thought she was acting just a little weird if I’m going to be completely honest.

“Uh yeah,” I lied. “That was the only reason. Why else would I be staring?”

Good. Deflect back on her a little bit. Sure I was being a coward, but this was all so new to me that I wasn’t sure how to react. She seemed to be buying it, too. She gave my hand a squeeze and smiled.

“No reason. I think we should just enjoy ourselves today,” she said. “Does that sound good to you?”

Once again I found myself wondering if this girl was crazy, but at the same time enjoying ourselves for the day seemed like a good enough idea so I figured why not go with it?

“Sure. That sounds like a good plan,” I said. “Live for today!”

“Don’t you mean carpe diem?” Amelia asked.

My nose wrinkled. That sounded like something I should recognize, but of course I didn’t. Like I said, it seemed like this girl was way more cultured and refined than anything I would’ve ever known in the small town life back in Cornville, Ohio.

“I’m sorry. I don’t really speak Spanish. I took German in high school.”

Amelia fixed me with another one of those odd stares and then the corners of her mouth turned up. I wasn’t sure what I just said that was so funny, but she started giggling and I went right along with it because I was hoping I wasn’t part of the joke.

“You Americans are so cute,” she said. She gave my hand a squeeze and I decided that even if I was the butt of a joke I wasn’t going to knock it if she was squeezing my hand like that.

The train shifted slightly and Amelia let out a gasp and leaned in even closer. I decided to get a little bold and reached an arm around her back. To my delight and surprise she moved in even closer until we were cuddled right up against each other.

I glanced around the train and saw one couple on the other side of the train looking at us with a smile, though the lady looked away as soon as she realized she’d been caught. Well then. I guess we were giving off a young love vibe if we were getting older people to smile like that, and I didn’t mind the idea of giving off a young love vibe with this hottie one bit.

Alas, the moment wasn’t to last. The train shifted again which caused Amelia to press up against me, though it wasn’t possible for her to get any closer than she already was. Not that I was complaining, mind you.

“I think we’re coming into the station,” I said.

Amelia sighed, and I wanted to whimper as she disengaged and pulled away from me. I wanted that moment to last forever, but then again it’s not like we could just ride in a perpetual circle forever holding each other close like that. Though it would’ve been a hell of a lot more exciting than any of the rides they had on offer in the park!

“Too bad,” Amelia muttered.

I blushed. Yeah, I don’t think this was wishful thinking on my part. This girl was into me, and the thought was as terrifying as it was exciting. Growing up in the middle of nowhere there weren’t that many people who were out. One other girl had come out after I did, but she wasn’t a girl I’d be interested in dating even if she had tried to make a go of it as though we were obligated to date because we were the only two lesbians in the school.

No thank you.

This felt different. This was a girl I could be into, and she was into me. Talk about a jackpot. Talk about being the happiest girl on earth in that moment of realization.

The doors slid open and I suddenly felt a touch of nervousness. The entire time I was off on my little adventure I’d been free from worry. It’s not like anyone from the band was going to sneak away from the park. It’s not like I had to worry about running into Mr. Fredericks or any of the chaperones out there. Now I’d be going into the park, though, and that meant they were out there. Heck, a part of me worried that Fredericks might’ve realized I was gone and decided to send someone looking for me.

I wouldn’t put it past him to station guards at the buses and the train station if he thought someone had defied his orders and flown the coop. And so I found myself rooted to the spot even as Amelia started to get up. Now I was the one acting like a first rate weirdo.

Amelia tugged on my arm and then fell back against the seat. Now it was her turn to fix me with a curious stare.

“Is something wrong?” she asked. She started to pull her intertwined arm away from mine, but I put my hand out to stop her.

“Not that. That’s definitely not what’s wrong,” I said.

The train beeped a couple of times and we were the only two left in our seats. In a moment the door on the other side of the cab would open and people would get on.

“Then what is wrong Dani?” she asked.

“I might’ve snuck away from my group,” I said, some of that honesty she encouraged in me hitting at the worst possible time.

“You snuck away?”

“Yeah. I kinda was supposed to stay in the park, but I’ve got all this drama going on with an ex-boyfriend right now and I didn’t feel like dealing with it so I snuck off and…”

“Ex-boyfriend? So you were dating a guy?”

The question slammed into me like a freight train barreling into a soda can. The enormity of what I’d just said hit me. I mentioned an ex-boyfriend, which would naturally give her the idea that I was interested in boys. Which would make all this flirting and cuddling we’d been doing over the past half hour seem like a tease if it was true that she was into the ladies as much as I was.

And yet now I was in a position where I had to either come clean about my sexuality and lay all the cards on the table or let the opportunity that was developing here on a slow burn fizzle out. The idea of admitting that to Amelia was somehow even more terrifying than the night I’d finally admitted everything to Colin. I realized the states felt a hell of a lot higher here than they did with my ex.

My stupid ex. Even mentioning him was enough to cause me trouble. I’m sure somewhere in the park he was getting a good feeling out of nowhere because he was causing me misery without even knowing it. The bastard.

Still, I didn’t want this to fizzle. If it turned out I was wrong about what this was then I was wrong about what this was. It was something I was going to have to get used to if I was dating girls. It was time to put on the big girl pants.

“I sort of broke up with him because I realized I didn’t want to date boys,” I said. “At all. And he didn’t take the news that well.”

There. That was as close as I could come to saying it without coming right out and saying it. I still felt like a coward, but I was new to this whole thing. I just hoped this aspect of dating girls, figuring out if a girl I was interested in dating was even interested in the same gender, got easier over time, because damn was this difficult on a level I’d never anticipated.

Amelia didn’t run. She didn’t frown. She didn’t immediately pull away from me and look at me in disgust. Those were good signs. No, instead she smiled, leaned in, and kissed me on the cheek. It was a simple motion. It lasted for the space of maybe a second, but that single kiss on the cheek was somehow more intense than any kiss I’d ever shared with Colin. It set me on fire. It made me want to jump for joy and do a little dance.

“I can understand why your ex-boyfriend would be so upset,” she said.

Okay. Not exactly what I was expecting. Sympathy for the devil incarnate? Seriously?

“You can?”

“Of course I can. You’re obviously a special girl to make him so upset at losing you. I know if I had a girl like you I’d do anything to hang onto you.”

She winked. Okay then. It looked like I was still in the game! Sure she hadn’t exactly come out and said she was into girls. Not in as many words. To be fair I hadn’t exactly come out and said that either. We were both heavily implying things, but I was going to take that implication and run with it.

So I stood and Amelia stood with me. I did stop to peer out of the doors to make sure there weren’t any chaperones waiting. If there were then I was going to do everything in my power to avoid them. I figured if ever there was a place where I could hide in the crowds and avoid Fredericks’ wrath it was in the busiest amusement park in the world.

“Is the coast clear?” Amelia asked.

I turned to her and grinned. “More than clear. Just a bunch of tourists out there.”

Amelia breathed a sigh that seemed very much like relief. Again I wondered what the heck was going on with her. I briefly wondered if it had anything to do with all those assholes back at the resort, but I pushed that thought out of my head. People like that were usually on top of things. One of them had walked by and looked right at us when the train was about to pull out. They weren’t looking for Amelia.

We stepped off the train and made our way down the ramp leading up to the park. There was a decent line that had formed where it looked like they were searching everyone who had a bag. Luckily I hadn’t brought a bag. It was just the card I had for my hotel which also included my electronic meal vouchers. Amelia looked to have one of those band things that some people wore.

We stepped up to the entrance and she stopped for a moment. She looked down at her band and frowned.

“Something wrong? Does that not work yet?”

“I’m afraid it does work,” she muttered.

I didn’t know what the heck that was supposed to mean, but I didn’t get a chance to really ask. She put the band out and the machine next to the lady babysitting the entrance dinged and Amelia walked through. I swiped my own card, got the same ding, and I was through. Almost immediately Amelia wrapped her arm around mine and dragged me into the park at a much faster pace than I thought was strictly necessary, again more weirdness but I was just going to go with it.

Things were going too well for me to look any gift horses in the mouth right about now.

“So what were you thinking of riding first?” I asked. “I’ve always wanted to check out the Princess Cruise ride! They have animatronics and everything and it’s supposed to be pretty… um… cool.”

Yeah. Nice save there at the end. It was supposed to be pretty romantic, but I didn’t want to go assuming too much right at the get go. I didn’t want to scare her off by making her think I was just interested in doing date stuff. Was this a date? I didn’t know.

I instinctively glanced around, wondering if anyone from the school was around. The last thing I needed was for Colin or one of his lackeys to show up and ruin my day. Thankfully it was a big place, and there were big crowds to go along with. I didn’t see a single face in the crowd that was recognizable.

Good.

“The Princess Cruise? Yuck,” Amelia said. “I want to go on a roller coaster!”

I stopped and stared at her. A couple of people shot us dirty looks as the crowd parted around us.

“A roller coaster? Seriously?” I asked.

“Well why not? They were always my favorite, but I’ve never had a chance to go on a real American roller coaster!”

Huh. Well how about that. The cultured European chick was into roller coasters. They’d never been my favorite, a sacrilege for someone from Ohio, I know, but I’d be willing to go on one and risk an almost certain headache if it meant spending more time with Amelia. Plus I knew Colin was a little bitch who was terrified of the things, so it’s not like I had to worry about running into him in line or anything.

“How about a compromise?”

“A compromise?”

She said the word as though I was speaking in a foreign language. Really rolled it around in her mouth for a moment as though trying it out for the first time. As though it was a completely foreign concept. I know I’d been saying this a lot lately, but talk about weird.

“Yeah, you know. You get something you want and I get something I want?”

“Right,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “I just don’t hear that word that often.”

“Um, okay then,” I said. “So how about we go on your roller coaster first, and then we hit up the Princess Cruise after? I’ll need something to calm me down after going on a coaster anyways.”

Amelia smiled and took my hand. “That sounds wonderful. Now let’s go!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

10: Amelia

 

I turned around and looked at the small mountain that had been constructed as part of the ride. I frowned in disappointment as the coaster went roaring past behind us with people screaming and holding their hands in the air.

I didn’t know why they were screaming.

“Are all roller coasters that boring? Because that wasn’t the American coaster experience I thought I was going to have.”

I crossed my arms and cast an irritated look at the mountain again. The thing barely moved faster than a car. I felt more wind in my hair driving around in father’s Phantom with the top down. There was more acceleration in the Phantom as well.

“That was pretty tame as far as roller coasters go,” Dani said.

She moved up next to me and I felt her fingers brush against my own. Without thinking I coiled my fingers in hers and enjoyed the thrill of her hand held in mine for a moment. It was both wonderful and disappointing that the simple act of holding her hand brought me more of a thrill than the roller coaster we’d just been on.

“Are there better ones here in this park?”

Dani fixed me with a look as though I was being silly. To make her point she pulled out a map of the park with her free hand and I reached out to take one end so we could open it up and have a look without sacrificing that hand hold that was causing my breathing to pick up and my pulse to quicken.

“There’s one other coaster over in the Little Princess part of the park,” Dani said. 

She tried to point to it but the map started to fold in on itself so she quickly grabbed it to pull it back in place. I noted that she also didn’t seem to want to break the contact from our hand hold.

Good.

“I’m guessing a coaster in a part of the park that’s labeled ‘Little Princess’ isn’t going to be any more exciting than the one we were just on?”

Dani sighed, though she didn’t seem too disappointed. From the moment we got on the coaster and she held my hand in a white-knuckled grip that I didn’t mind at all I got the impression that she wasn’t a big fan of thrill rides. Perhaps it was a good thing that this one turned out to be less than thrilling.

“I’m afraid if you really want good roller coasters you’re going to have to go to Ohio,” she said. “But that’s okay. I think you’ll really like the Princess Cruise! That’s the sort of thing that’s the real fun at this place.”

She carefully folded up the map and put it in the back pocket of her shorts. I took advantage of that motion to catch a glimpse of that backside. What can I say? It was a particularly nice backside. Worth looking at. Definitely more of a thrill than the sub par roller coaster we’d just been on.

“How far is it to this Ohio place? Is it part of the park?”

Dani tugged on my hand and we dove into the crowd. Presumably heading for the Princess Cruise which I was not looking forward to, but if she enjoyed it then I would do my best to enjoy it. I also did a quick glance at the crowd to make sure there wasn’t anyone paying too much attention. I still had on the hat and sunglasses, but I was terrified someone would recognize me even if it wasn’t Felix’s security people. My face was certainly plastered on enough online gossip rags that it wasn’t improbable to think I had international recognition right now.

Dani fixed me with another one of those looks. It told me I’d just said something that was silly, ridiculous, or maybe a little bit of both all wrapped up into one neat little package. I was as out of my element here in the park as she’d been back at the resort, though it wasn’t an unpleasant experience. I loved learning new things, and I was quickly learning that what little I’d learned from America by watching their movies and television shows was barely scratching the surface when it wasn’t completely wrong.

“Depending on whether you want to go to a place with okay coasters or the best coasters in the country it’s about a fifteen to sixteen hour vertical drive across the country,” she said.

“Oh. So it’s not part of this park here,” I said, a little disappointment creeping into my voice. One thing I was still having trouble getting used to was just how damned big everything was in this country.

“Definitely not someplace we can just take a bus to. Not unless you want to spend hours in an uncomfortable chair with crappy padding, and I’ve had enough of that to last me a lifetime in the past day.”

My face lit up as an idea occurred to me. It was so simple that I didn’t know why she didn’t think of it.

“Why don’t we just fly up there? It couldn’t take more than an hour, right?”

Another one of those looks. Oh dear. I’d just said something wrong again. I was getting a look as though I was a space alien from one of those American movies come down to take over the world or something.

“Are you serious? Even if we could afford the plane tickets, which I can’t, we’d still take an hour to get out to the airport if there’s no traffic and it would take hours to get through security. It’d be shorter than the bus, but it’d still take awhile.”

I decided it would be best not to press the issue. I figured she knew the rules of flying commercial far better than I would. I was thinking in terms of having my limo escort us out to the private airfield where I’d hop onto the jet and it really would probably only take a couple of hours to get up to this Ohio place.

I also had a sneaking suspicion that if I said anything along those lines I’d just get another look that clearly communicated I was crazy for thinking that way. So I kept my mouth shut.

“Right. I guess that would be silly,” I said with a laugh that I hoped made it sound like I was playing this whole thing off as a joke. I’m not sure how well it worked.

“Yeah, silly,” Dani said. She was still giving me one of those odd looks, though.

Then she smiled and I shivered. She reached out towards me. I looked down at her hand for a moment, shivered again, and reached out to take it. Her touch was electric. Maybe I was crazy for getting in this deep this fast, but I liked it.

Besides, I was on vacation and I’d just snuck away from Felix and his people. I was on my own in a real way for the first time in my life and I was going to enjoy this in my own way.

“So look,” Dani said. “You didn’t get much excitement from the roller coaster. What if we tried something else?”

My heart skipped as my mind immediately went to some things I could see myself doing with Dani that would be more thrilling than a roller coaster ride, but of course I knew we couldn’t actually do anything like that. I’d just met this girl, I wasn’t entirely sure this wasn’t just a friendly outing despite all that talk about realizing she wasn’t into boys, and doing something like that would be way crazy.

I blushed thinking about it, though.

There was also the pesky fact that we didn’t have anywhere to go. My room would be crawling with Felix’s people and it sounded like she was on some sort of school trip so I’m sure her room was being watched in some way as well.

No, that couldn’t possibly be what she meant, as much fun as the thought was. There was also the matter of that “compromise” she was talking about. Now there was a word I wasn’t used to. With everyone else it was my way or else. With father and mother it was their way or else. There was never any middle ground.

“What are you talking about Dani? I thought you wanted to go on that Princess Cruise ride?”

Dani gave my hand a squeeze. “That ride has been here for years. It’ll still be here in a little while. How about we go have a few thrills in the meantime?”

I allowed myself to be led by the hand through the twisting turns of the park. Crowds surrounded us on all sides and it was so weird to have people moving in and out of my personal space so casually. I was used to having a firm bubble of people surrounding me and this press of humanity lumbering forward almost like a wave rather than individual people was very disconcerting.

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked.

Dani turned and winked. There was a twinkle in her eye. Even moving in this incredible heat with a bead of sweat running down her forehead she looked amazing. I’d heard of people falling for someone like they were being hit by a bolt of lightning from the sky. It was a common theme in Royal Company movies, come to think of it. I just never thought it was something I’d get to experience firsthand considering father’s idea of romance for me was probably finding a suitable match in some equally powerful family.

“If I tell you where we’re going then it’ll ruin the fun,” she said. “Trust me. I think you’ll like this.”

I pursed my lips but decided she could have her moment of mystery. We moved out of the fantasy princess-saturated portion of the park and into an area that looked like it was styled after the American West. I didn’t know much about this area since it hadn’t been a pop culture obsession of mine, though father was fond of this type of movie. It seemed odd to even have a place like this here at Royal Realms, but in many ways the sections of the park were like a layered archaeological record of American pop culture obsessions.

Westerns and cowboys had been big when this part of the park was built even if that wasn’t the case now. I suppose it was too expensive for them to demolish and rebuild. That or it stayed around because of nostalgia.

“So are there any rides in this part of the park?” I asked. It seemed like it was mostly wall to wall gift shops.

“I promise there’s something pretty awesome here,” Dani said. I shrugged and figured I should trust her. She obviously knew this place better than I did.

Finally the crowd thinned out a bit and we stepped through to a land filled with whirling bright lights and constant noise that was different from the dull roar of thousands of voices mixing together out in the street. More importantly the room we stepped into was air conditioned which was a blessing.

“Video games?” I said. “In the Old West part of the park?”

“Not just video games. An arcade. You don’t see them much these days, but they still have one of the biggest and best arcades in the world here at Royal Realms.”

I looked around at the technological wonders that were on offer. I did a complete turn around, but despite all the myriad video games surrounding me there was something outside in the heat that drew my attention far more than the beeping and booping technical marvels in the air conditioning.

“What about that game over there?” I asked, pointing to an older looking stand where people were shooting air guns at metal targets.

“The shooting range game? If that’s what you’re into there are plenty of games in here where you can blast zombies or robots. There’s even a thing that simulates roller coaster rides that’s supposed to be pretty impressive!”

I shook my head and grinned. I took Dani by the hand and pulled her back out into the heat. “No way. I want to play that game and win you a stuffed animal!”

“But I’ve never even shot before!” Dani said.

That brought me up short. I stopped just on the verge of stepping out into the sun. The open entrance meant there was a weird push and pull between the sweltering weather outside and air conditioners directly overhead that were blasting at full power to beat back the heat. The bill for this entrance alone must be astronomical. Then again I wasn’t really one to talk about the cost of things.

“You’ve never shot before? That can’t be possible,” I said.

“Believe me it’s possible,” she said. “Why would you think I’ve shot a gun before?”

My brows furrowed. “I thought all Americans had guns? Your parents never took you to a shooting range or something?”

I immediately knew I’d said something else that was deeply and profoundly silly. It as another reminder that I shouldn’t take everything I knew about America from the movies any more than Americans should take everything they knew about the Alloran royal family from what they saw online.

“I grew up in the suburbs on the north side of Columbus, Amelia,” she said.

I stared at her blankly. I had no idea what any of that meant. Presumably Columbus was in this Ohio place that she was going on about since she knew so much about the roller coasters that were available up there.

“So you’ve never been shooting before?” I asked.

Dani grinned. “I’ve never even held a real gun before, let alone shot one. My dad’s a doctor and my mom is a professor at the Ohio State University. They’re about as far from gun-toting as you could get.”

“You poor thing. Shooting is so fun!”

Now it was Dani’s turn to look at me like I was crazy. I wondered what I’d done wrong now. I hadn’t made any assumptions about Americans. At least I didn’t think I had.

“What?”

“Aren’t you from some European country?” she asked.

“Yes?”

I didn’t want to tell her exactly where I was from, though I didn’t think she was fishing. Telling her where I was from ran the risk of her looking the country up on her smart phone. I didn’t want her to look up the Wikipedia page and see the smiling picture of the royal family including yours truly staring out at her and giving everything away.

“I thought all guns were outlawed over there or something?”

I barked out a laugh. “That depends on what country you’re in. We are a bunch of different countries over there, after all, even with the EU and all that.”

“The Ee You?”

I shook my head. “Americans,” I grumbled, but with a smile so she knew I didn’t mean it. Not entirely. They could sit over here comfortable with their two oceans and their dozens of aircraft carriers and whatnot isolating them from the rest of the world.

Though there were times that felt like it might be convenient. That was beside the point, though. Right now I had a game to play.

“Come here,” I said. “I’m going to show you a thing or two about shooting.”

We got to the shooting gallery and I didn’t hesitate to hold out my wristband. The attendant held out a small palm computer which dinged happily and charged the amount required to play back to my room. I hefted a gun and had a look at it to get the feel of it. It was just a little airgun, nothing like what I fired with father back home, but the principle was the same.

“Are you sure about this?” Dani said. “You don’t have to win a stuffed animal for me or anything, really.”

An idea occurred to me. “You’re right. Why don’t you try it first?”

“Me? But I told you, I’ve never…”

I leaned in close. Close enough that I knew my breath had to be brushing her ear as I spoke. I saw her shiver and smiled even wider.

“There’s a first time for everything, you know.”

She looked at me. Licked her lips. Swallowed. Then held out her hand and took the airgun. She held it up to her shoulder the completely wrong way and before I could stop her she squeezed off a round that pinged off the back of the game but didn’t hit any of the targets rotating past us.

I moved in close. This is exactly what I had in mind when I chose this game.

“The problem is you’re holding it all wrong,” I said. I pressed against her back and heard her take in a sharp breath. I smiled as I wrapped my arms around her and adjusted how she held the gun. Helped her pull it up.

“You want to be relaxed. Just barely let your hand rest on the trigger and squeeze back. Don’t worry about the recoil. This pea shooter isn’t going to hurt you or anything.”

She squeezed the trigger again and there was another ping, but this time she almost hit a target. A metal duck wobbled but kept going on its track.

“Having some trouble still?” I asked, my lips almost brushing her ear.

“I’m a little distracted, yeah,” she said.

“Try a couple more shots. Line it up with the sight on the front of the airgun and let loose.”

Try she did, but every time she went a little wide. She was getting better, though. By the last shot she managed to knock something over and she turned and smiled at me. I smiled right back at her.

“Not bad. For an absolute beginner,” I said.

“So what do I get for knocking down that single target?” she asked the attendant.

The guy helpfully held out a plastic bin that was full of cheap plastic replicas of old Royal Company cartoon characters. Basically the sort of stuff they were asking us to throw away for them.

“Um, no thanks,” Dani said.

“What does it take to get one of the big stuffed animals hanging near the top?” I asked, nodding to the stuffed animals in question.

“Hit every shot on the back row and it’s yours,” the guy said with a grin that clearly told me he didn’t think that was going to happen. I squinted as I looked at the targets. They didn’t seem that small.

“Right,” I said, holding out my arm band. The guy obligingly charged another game to my room and I took a second air rifle the attendant handed me. I brought it up to my shoulder and squeezed off several shots. The metal targets in the back row, little bullseye targets that looked to be in much better shape than the rest of the rotating targets since they presumably didn’t get hit as much, went down with satisfying pings to accompany every shot.

When I was done there wasn’t a single one left.

“Holy shit,” Dani said.

“Where did you learn to shoot like that?” the attendant asked.

I was very much aware of Dani staring at me in awe. I needed to come up with a plausible explanation that didn’t involve Felix going a little crazy and insisting I knew how to use a weapon in case I was ever in a situation where my guards were down but I still had a gun. Talk about a traumatizing childhood memory.

“I just shoot with my father occasionally,” I said. “It’s a skill everyone in the family learns. Now I believe the lady has an oversized stuffed animal to choose?”

The attendant gestured behind him and Dani giggled as she looked at the selection on offer. I grinned right along with her. That had been more thrilling than the roller coaster, and all because I got to get more up close and personal with her!

 

 

 

 

 

 

11: Dani

 

“Well you have to understand that father has a decent estate where we come from,” Amelia said.

“And what country was that?” I asked, suddenly curious.

“So father was throwing a party and one of the servants walked in on me. And another girl from one of father’s… um… business partners. Yes. One of his business partners. We were kissing, and things sort of spiraled out of control from there.”

I noticed the not-so-skilled way she deflected my question, but I decided I wasn’t going to press. Amelia was definitely a girl with secrets, but I’d had such a good time today and things were going so well between us that I’d long ago decided I’d let her keep those secrets. For now.

“So let me get this straight. Your father caught you kissing another girl, and he decided to punish you.”

“Well, sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“I mean he didn’t seem upset about the whole kissing a girl thing so much as he was upset about how the news got out. It’s hard to explain,” she said.

“I mean, I guess I don’t know your circumstances, but it seems like being upset that you’re into girls and being upset that the news got out that you’re into girls is pretty much the same thing.”

“It’s really not,” she said, her voice suddenly getting a little heated. A little short. Whoa there. Apparently I’d touched a nerve with this line of questioning. “It really is complicated, but that’s all I can say.”

I decided to backpedal a bit. I didn’t want to piss her off. Far from it. Humor. A little humor would be a good thing. Defuse the situation before she got more angry. I forced a smile on my face and laughed.

“Well your dad’s idea of punishment must be pretty weird if he thinks sending you on a week-long trip to Royal Realms is any sort of punishment,” I said.

Amelia took a scoop of her ice cream and bought herself a moment by taking a bite. She glanced out at the crowds moving past us. It was getting dark which meant we were getting close to the end of the day. I didn’t want this day to end. I wanted to stay here chatting with Amelia all night long, but I knew sooner or later I was going to have to get up and go to rejoin the real world.

“Like I said, it’s complicated,” she said. “It’s not exactly a punishment, but it’s not exactly a reward either.” She turned to me and smiled. “Let’s just say that by being here with you I’m throwing a big monkey wrench into his plans.”

I took a bite of my own ice cream and thought about that for a moment. There were a couple of ways I could take that, so I figured I’d just come out and ask the burning question.

“So is that all today is? Am I just a way to get revenge on your dad? Make him mad when you tell him all about how you spent a day out in the park with a girl even though he forbids it? Make the king mad that his little princess is defying his orders?”

Amelia fixed me with a sharp look and I very nearly jumped out of her seat. I thought I’d hit a nerve a moment ago, but apparently I’d really touched one now. Then she took a deep breath and smiled, but I didn’t forget that sharp look.

“I told you it’s not the fact that I’m into girls he has a problem with. Not exactly,” she said. She reached out and took my hand in her own. I still felt electricity dancing between us at her touch. She leaned in closer. Close enough that I had to lean in to hear her.

“And I can promise you that today with you has been so much more than revenge. That’s just the icing on the cake, as you Americans say,” she said with a wink.

Well then. That made me feel a little better. I still wondered what the heck I’d said to make her so snippy for a moment there, but once again I wasn’t going to press the matter. I was enjoying myself too much to want to get into whatever was bothering her, and besides I figured we only had a little time together in the park.

I was going to enjoy it. This had been a heck of a lot more fun than what I thought I’d find when I came out here with Colin and his cronies hanging out in the back of the bus no doubt cooking up new ways to try and make me completely miserable.

“Just checking,” I said. “You can’t be too sure sometimes.”

“Well you can rest assured. Today has been wonderful. Spending the day with you has been so much more than what I ever thought I’d find here,” she said.

I grinned at the echo of my own thoughts. A grin that turned to a frown.

“What’s wrong?” Amelia asked.

“This day has been wonderful, but it’s going to be over here pretty soon,” I said.

I pulled out my phone and glanced at the time again. I didn’t want to poke the bear by risking staying out late and breaking Fredericks’ unofficial official curfew for graduated students on the first night. I sighed when I saw the time.

“Actually I’m going to have to get going right about now if I want to get up there in time to meet my group,” I said.

“That’s too bad. I was hoping maybe you could stay out…”

Amelia suddenly had an apprehensive look on her face. My heart went out to her, but I wasn’t going to risk getting in trouble. If everything she said about this trip being a weird punishment-that-wasn’t-a-punishment was true then whoever was waiting for her back at that resort wasn’t going to be too happy with her sneaking off. I thought to those security people who’d been swarming all over the train platform when we left earlier, and brushed it off. I would’ve thought they were looking for her if not for that one lady looking right at Amelia and then moving on.

They couldn’t have been looking for her. She might be rich and hilariously out of touch with reality when it came to some things, but she wasn’t “have enough security for the ruler of a small country” rich.

“I’m afraid I can’t risk it tonight, no matter how much I want to. You have no idea how much I want to stay out with you,” I said. “We never did get to the Princess Cruise, you know.”

Amelia wrinkled her nose in distaste. “I’ll never understand what the American obsession is with European royalty. Didn’t you fight a war so you didn’t have to answer to us anymore?”

“Us? Are you European royalty now?”

Amelia nearly choked on the bite of ice cream she was about to take. I reached across the table and gave her a good smack on the back. She coughed out a bit of chocolate ice cream that wouldn’t look very becoming dribbling down anyone else’s chin, but somehow she managed to make it look all regal. Then again maybe that was a bit of my insane attraction to her doing the talking.

“Something wrong?” I asked. Again with more of the weirdness, but I remembered how snippy she got when I talked about her dad and decided not to pry.

“I meant that in the general since. Us Europeans,” she said. 

“Right,” I said. “Anyways. I couldn’t tell you what the obsession is really. I think that every girl grows up wanting to be treated special. Like you’re the most important thing in the world. Every girl wants to be swept off her feet by the dashing prince.”

I frowned into my own ice cream both because it was almost gone and because of the unfortunate implications of that line of thinking. For me, at least.

“I guess for some they hope their princess will come,” I said.

Another blush from Amelia. She was just full of those since the subject switched to royalty. Interesting.

“I’m starting to think you’re more into this princess thing than you let on,” I said.

Amelia arched an eyebrow. “What would give you that idea?”

“Every time I bring up princesses and royalty you blush like you’re embarrassed about something, or maybe that you’re hiding something? Something like secretly enjoying all this Royal Realms princess stuff?”

Amelia locked eyes with me for a long moment. The blush came to her cheeks again and I grinned while she paused. I was onto something here. I’d figured out at least part of the mystery that was Amelia.

“Yeah, I guess you’ve got me,” she said with a sheepish grin.

“I knew it,” I said. My phone beeped and I looked down. A text from Sarah asking where I was and if I was planning on meeting them. I glanced up at the time. I was going to have to hurry if I was going to meet up with the group in time.

“I really do have to get going,” I said.

Another pause. Time seemed to stretch out. I knew this moment would end soon enough and I’d head up to the front and meet everyone from the band to head back to our resort. It’d be back to the real world and away from this 

“I don’t want this to end yet,” Amelia said.

“Me either. Meet tomorrow?”

Amelia hesitated for just the briefest of moments and worry flared up in me. Today had gone so well, but she’d reacted oddly to other things today and I wondered if this would be another one. What if she didn’t want to see me again? It was a silly worry given what she’d just said, but I was so desperate to hold onto this feeling and terrified that something would come along and ruin it for me.

“Give me your phone,” she said.

I handed it over. Amelia tapped into it for a moment and there was a buzz on her phone. She handed mine over and tapped into hers. A message popped up on my phone that was just her name.

“There, put that in your contacts and we’ll be able to get in touch tomorrow and hopefully we’ll be able to spend another day together,” she said with a smile. She reached out and touched my hand one last time. “This really has been a wonderful day, and I really do want to see you again.”

I licked my lips. I was at a loss for words. “I really want to see you, too.”

“Then let’s make it happen!”

Another buzz from my phone. I looked down to a frantic message from Sarah informing me that if I was going to meet up with everyone then I needed to get my butt to the front of the park asap.

“I really do have to go now,” I said. “Do you want to come with me to the entrance?”

“I’d love to, but I should probably get back as well.”

Amelia didn’t sound happy about that. I didn’t have time to dwell on that for too long, though. I really was on a timer here. I stood and hefted the massive stuffed bear I’d been toting around ever since Amelia won it for me at that shooting game.

Amelia stood as well. Then, to my surprise, she leaned in and planted a kiss on my cheek. I shivered as her lips brushed against mine, smiled, and before I could say anything she turned and melted into the crowd. A moment later it was as though she’d never existed. As though this whole incredible day had been in my imagination.

Only it hadn’t been my imagination. I had her number. I felt giddy. I spend the entire day with a hottie who was as smart as she was hot. Nothing could ruin this day.

Except for maybe getting back to the front too late and getting a good yelling from Fredericks. Yeah, that would ruin my day pretty quick. So I weaved through the crowd, made a little more difficult by the giant stuffed animal I was toting with me, and finally reached the front and saw a massive crowd of familiar faces that I could’ve done without.

“Damn Dani, did you win that for yourself?” Colin called out.

I blushed, but I also whirled around and flipped him the bird. He frowned and returned the gesture. Asshole.

“Seriously Dani, that’s one hell of a major stuffed animal you’ve got there,” Sarah said, coming up behind me. “Who got that for you? Did you meet someone today?”

If anything my blush deepened. For some reason I didn’t want to share everything that happened today. I was still processing it. It was still something special between me and Amelia. I felt like telling someone about it, even Sarah, would somehow break the magical spell that brought Amelia into my life.

“It was nothing, really,” I said.

“So you did win it yourself? The asshole was right?”

“Not exactly,” I said.

“So someone won it for you? C’mon. Tell me about her. Dish!”

“I don’t want to go into it right now,” I said.

Sarah shot me a look, but then Fredericks was addressing everyone and I didn’t have to talk to her. The man hated it when other people talked while he was talking.

“Okay everyone! Good to see you all made it back here in time,” he said. He pointedly looked at several people who were already graduated as though he hadn’t expected that but was pleased. Though the trip was still young. I had a feeling people would get into plenty of trouble before everything was over.

I certainly hoped I’d get into some trouble with Amelia before this trip was over. I couldn’t wait to get back to the hotel and get some sleep, because that would mean the morning would be here all the sooner and I’d be that much closer to seeing her again!

The waiting tonight was going to be killer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

12: Amelia

 

I stood in the door to one of the gift shops and watched Dani walking up to join all her friends. It was pretty easy to see her since she was the only person in the crowd carrying an oversized pink stuffed bear. It made her pretty easy to pick out even in the large crowds running through this place.

It would’ve been so nice to be able to go with her. To see some of the life she enjoyed. Hanging out with friends and being able to do what she wanted without worrying about her father’s crazy security people chasing after her.

The whole situation was going to be even worse now. I snuck out. I managed to get away from Felix, and he wasn’t going to be happy about that at all. I’m sure he’d have plenty of tricks up his sleeve to keep me from doing the same thing tomorrow, which had me worried about keeping the promise I’d made that we’d meet up again.

Oh well. There was nothing for it but to go and face the music. I’d figure out how I was going to get away from Felix when I came to that moment. No use worrying about it now when I didn’t even know what he was going to try to keep me on lockdown.

“It’s not fair,” I grumbled as I pushed my way through the crowd. I had my hat and sunglasses on again. I didn’t want to risk anyone seeing me and recognizing me. I’d done a quick search for my name after leaving Dani to make sure there wasn’t anything in the news about me disappearing.

There wasn’t, but there was still plenty of speculation about where I’d disappeared to along with endless reprintings of the photo that damned paparazzi had taken. This was all Felix’s fault. He was the one who let that asshole get through security so he could take the picture in the first place. I don’t know why I was getting the blame.

I sighed. Actually I knew exactly why I was getting the blame. I’d done so many things over the years to get father’s attention, negative attention almost always, that he probably saw that picture getting out as just another attempt on my part to make him miserable. It figures that the one time I was completely innocent was the one time he decided to get really upset. He wasn’t mad that I was kissing a girl. He was mad that it was being plastered all over the Internet and causing potential worldwide embarrassment for Allora.

I could see where he was coming from. Like I told Dani earlier when she pressed about father, it was complicated.

I rode the train back. It seemed silly to try and sneak in on a bus. They were going to have people posted at all the possible points of entry to the resort. It’s not like I could escape. The day had been so magical, but as it came to a close and the doors opened at the resort I felt a growing sense of dread. The fun was about to come to an end. I just hoped the fun ending wouldn’t include a trip back to Allora. I really wanted the option to see Dani tomorrow.

I took a deep breath and stepped through the doors. Looked around in surprise.

“What the heck?”

The platform was almost completely deserted. There wasn’t the swarm of security people I would’ve expected. I figured Felix probably had kittens earlier when he realized I wasn’t at the resort. Was it possible he didn’t realize I’d made my escape? It seemed impossible, but there was just the station attendant standing there smiling at me pleasantly.

“Did you have a nice trip?”

I jumped at that voice coming from right behind me. Though it wasn’t Felix. That was a decidedly feminine voice. The new girl. Renata. The one who let me go earlier for some reason. I whirled around and figured there were worse people to catch me than her.

“Where’s everyone else?” I asked.

“Still scouring every corner of the resort looking for you,” she said with a smile.

“Then what are you doing here?”

“I snuck away because I figured you’d be coming back through here eventually,” she said. “You could say I have insider knowledge.”

“You didn’t tell them I snuck away on the train?”

Renata smiled and put a finger to her lips. I felt safer around her already. I liked her a hell of a lot better than Felix already.

“So what do we do now?”

“If we can get you back to your room without anyone noticing then you just pretend you were playing hide and seek in that ridiculous maze all day long and we don’t say anything about the fun you had in the park today,” she said.

“And if they do catch us?” I asked.

Renata shrugged. “I doubt I’ll be able to stop Felix from blowing his stack.”

“At least that’s something I’m used to,” I muttered. “It seems like he’s always doing that. Like he takes it personally every time I screw up.”

“To be fair I did read your file,” she said as we made our way into the hotel through a pair of massive sliding glass doors. “It seems like over the years you’ve been very good at getting yourself in trouble.”

“But I wasn’t trying to get myself in trouble this time! It’s not fair! It’s not my fault that asshole slipped through security and took a picture of something that was supposed to be a private moment!”

Renata stopped. I took a couple of steps farther into the hotel before I realized she wasn’t right there beside me. I turned and regarded her standing there with her arms crossed under her chest. She had an eyebrow cocked and she would’ve looked pretty if she didn’t look so damn scary.

“What?”

“You’re blaming everyone else for your problems when it seems to me you’re the only person who’s really to blame for the situation.”

“What are you talking about?”

Renata took a step closer. Frowned and shook her head.

“Don’t you see? Sure this time it might’ve been dumb luck that a photographer managed to get through security and snap that picture, but it’s your behavior leading up to that picture being snapped that was the real problem. If you’d behaved yourself instead of taking every opportunity you could to embarrass your father then maybe he’d be more inclined to believe you when you tell him you didn’t have anything to do with those pictures getting out.”

I frowned. I didn’t like that. The whole situation was so unfair and it had never occurred to me that I might be a little to blame for it, but at the same time what she said did make sense.

“Like the boy who cried wolf?”

“Exactly,” Renata said. “Only in this instance it’s Felix keeping a tight rein on you rather than a wolf devouring you.”

“Might as well be the same thing,” I growled.

“Felix’s methods are a bit extreme. Especially for a grown woman like you,” she said.

“Exactly! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell father for…”

Renata held a finger up and stopped me mid-sentence. I stared at that raised finger, a little confused and a little amazed. I’d never shut up like that for anyone before. She grinned.

“I agree that you should be treated like a grown woman,” Renata said. “The moment you start acting like a grown woman. Which includes taking responsibility for your actions. Shit happens, as the Americans are so fond of saying. How you react to that is very important, though.”

I hung my head. Damn. This girl was able to do more with a few words than Felix was with any amount of yelling. Why couldn’t she be the head of my security detail?

“What is going on here? Princess? What are you doing up here by the platform?”

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to force down the scream of frustration threatening to overwhelm me. That voice. A shrill angry voice I’d heard so many times over the years. Felix had found us.

“Sorry,” Renata said. “I warned you this might happen.”

“Yeah, it’s not your fault,” I said. “I’m the one who snuck out in the first place, right? I suppose I should start owning up to a few things.”

Renata smiled. For some reason that smile made me feel pretty good about myself. Maybe I was learning a few things. Growing up just a little. I was the one who snuck out, after all. I guess it was time to own up to a few things. I turned and fixed Felix with my best princess look. It wasn’t nearly as good as what father and mother managed when they were really upset about something, but then again they were well and truly the ones in charge while I was just waiting in line to assume the throne.

Big difference there.

“Felix,” I said.

He looked past me to the train platform. Returned that angry gaze to me. His eyes narrowed.

“Did you go to the park today? Is that why we haven’t been able to find you?”

“What I did today is none of your business, Felix,” I said. I figured that was a good middle ground between outright lying and spilling the truth. I didn’t want to get Renata in trouble, after all.

“It very much is my business, princess,” he said. He reached out and took my arm and yanked me along. I yelped at the sudden pain.

That pain didn’t last long. In a flash someone was between me and Felix. Renata stood there, her eyes flashing, staring him down.

“You would do well to remember your position,” Felix said.

“And you would do well to remember that you’re supposed to be protecting Amelia. Hurting her is hardly doing that job.”

They stared daggers at one another for the space of another moment, then for a wonder Felix turned away. I’d never seen him back down like that ever before. At least not with me. I could learn a thing or two from this Renata girl. She seemed pretty badass in addition to being willing to cut me a little slack.

“I’ll take the princess back to her room,” Renata said. “I’m sure that she’s ready for some rest after the day she had.

Felix puffed up a little bit. Uh-oh. When he puffed up like that it usually meant he thought he had the upper hand. That usually meant father was involved somehow.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” he said. “The king himself has been waiting for us to find his wayward daughter. He requested that we get her in front of a camera for a teleconference the minute we found her.”

“It’s called Skype,” I muttered. “Not a teleconference. This isn’t the ‘80s.”

Felix fixed me with another glare, but I tried to emulate Renata and face it down with my back straight. I wasn’t going to look away from him. Then again it was difficult considering he’d been watching me since I was a little child. Old habits died hard and all that.

“You will come with me to your room where you will speak to your father,” Felix said. “I can guarantee that he isn’t too happy at all that you disappeared for the span of a day.”

And that’s how I found myself back in my suite in front of a computer staring at the frowning face of my father and mother. It was almost comical the way they both tried to crowd into the camera frame, but I knew better than to laugh. Felix flanked me on one side and Renata was on the other, as though they were worried I was going to bolt to get away from this conversation.

The idea was tempting, but I knew I wasn’t going to get very far.

“Amelia,” father said. “Your mother and I have been worried sick about you! Where were you?”

Where was I? I was out having the time of my life with an American commoner. I was out living my life instead of being trapped in the cage set up by all the security people. I was out from under Felix’s oppressive thumb. Maybe it was just a crush, but I felt the first stirrings of something deeper when I thought of Dani.

None of that would likely please father given that I was out here in the first place to avoid drawing attention. And so my mouth did my thinking before I could stop it. Old habits and all that.

“Are you sure you were worried about me? Or were you worried that news would get out that the Crown Princess of Allora was missing and that would hit the news cycle?”

Father frowned and he looked pained. He really had been worried about me. He might be strict, but he wasn’t a monster. I caught motion out of the corner of my eye and turned to see Renata frowning and shaking her head. I’d just put my foot in it, big time. That was something the old Amelia would do. I needed to take responsibility for my actions.

“I’m sorry father,” I said.

Father’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t have time for your games, Amelia.”

I took a deep breath. This went against every instinct I had. Every instinct that was screaming at me to make some smart remark that would send father into a rage. Renata was right, though. I needed to be the bigger person if I wanted to be treated like an adult.

“I truly am sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have snuck out like I did. I should have at least let someone know where I was going.”

I looked at Felix and smiled. He operated under the polite fiction that he only had my best interests at heart. I tried to tell father that Felix’s punishments were often overreactions, and I was always told I was the one overreacting. The idea that I’d tell someone where I was going would sound perfectly reasonable to father even if Felix and I both knew that I’d be locked in my room for the rest of the day if I did anything that stupid.

Still, I was trying to turn over a new leaf. I might as well act the part.

“Well, I’m glad to hear you say that,” father said. “You know I’ve been thinking I was perhaps a bit precipitous sending you away. Maybe you could fly back and we could discuss this all in person?”

His face softened, though mother still didn’t look happy. “If that girl is truly what would make you happy, well, it is the twenty-first century.”

I felt a peculiar mix of relief and panic. Relief that this actually seemed to be working. That father was taking my apology and treating me like a person rather than a recalcitrant child. Panic at the idea of leaving Royal Realms which would mean leaving behind any chance of seeing Dani. I didn’t want that.

“No!” I said. Once again my mouth was working far ahead of my brain.

Mother raised an eyebrow. Father leaned in closer to the camera. “What was that, dear?”

“I mean, I’m having so much fun here at Royal Realms, father,” I said. “And we only just got here. Plus I understand the park and the Royal Company have all sorts of fun things planned for me what with a real princess visiting their park. Perhaps I could stay a few days and enjoy myself?”

“Yes, I suppose you do have a point, Amelia,” he said with a chuckle. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

I fought back the urge to stick my tongue out at him. I was doing so well for myself with logic and reason and acting like an adult rather than acting out. Maybe there really was something to this. I’d have to give Renata a big hug when it was all done.

“Very well. You stay in the park and enjoy yourself. We can talk when you return at the end of the week,” father said. “Your mother and I both love you very much, Amelia. I’m glad to see you finally talking sensibly for a change.”

I glanced over to mother. The way she stood there with her arms crossed and her mouth puckered up made it seem like she was in anything but a loving mood, but I decided to take father at face value. The screen closed a moment later and I sat back and sighed before turning to Felix and Renata.

“Well that went better than I thought it would. What do you think, Felix? Looking forward to a couple of days wandering the park?”

Felix smiled. An unpleasant smile. He leaned forward, and his voice was barely above a whisper. It was clear he relished what he was saying.

“What makes you think you’ll get any time in the park for the next few days aside from your official appearances?”

“But father said…”

“Your father doesn’t know what’s best for you. He might have fallen for whatever this new thing is you’re doing, but I’m wise to your tricks, Amelia. You’re confined to your room. I’ll just make up some excuse when I see your father. He’ll certainly believe it given your past.”

I stared at him in disbelief. My mouth moved but no words came out. What could I say to that? He’d gone from asshole to full on cartoonish villain in the space of a conversation with my father.

“Renata, escort her to her room please. I want you to stand guard in there, and I’m going to post extra security outside her door to make sure there’s no funny business. Are we clear?”

Renata stared at him, her jaw obviously grinding, but finally she nodded. “Understood.”

She turned to me with a sympathetic frown and I stood and walked with her in a daze. I’d been good. I’d done the right thing. And because of Felix I was still getting punished for it. That meant no more seeing Dani during the limited window that she was in the park.

Which meant it was game on as far as I was concerned. If Felix thought he was going to keep me from that park then the old Amelia was going to come out to play one final time, and damn the consequences.

 

 

 

 

 

 

13: Dani

 

I woke, bleary-eyed, to the phone going off. I frowned. Why on earth was the phone ringing at this hour? Not that I could tell what hour it was. My vision was blurred to the point that I couldn’t see a damn thing.

I squinted. Six A.M. Entirely too early to be getting up on a summer day. Unless, of course, you were under the care of a crazy band director who insisted that everyone be up early enough to get ready and stick to his equally crazy schedule.

Then another thought occurred to me. What if that was Amelia calling? It wasn’t a rational thought, if she was calling it would be on my cell phone and not the ancient landline attached to the hotel phone system. How would she even know what room I was staying in?

I wasn’t thinking rationally, though. So I picked up the phone, excitement coursing through me.

“Hello?”

“Hello!” the voice of some princess cheerily cooed into my ear. “This is your wake up call! Have a great day at Royal Realms!”

The line went dead. A call from a pre-recorded princess. Definitely not Amelia. Damn it. I slammed the phone back down in its cradle and fell back against my pillow, but that brief moment with the phone blaring in my face was enough to well and truly wake me up.

“What was that?” Sarah asked, sitting up and looking just as out of sorts as I was in her be on the other side of the night stand.

“Wake up call from some cheery princess that I wanted to throttle,” I said. “You didn’t schedule it?”

“Hell no!” Sarah said. “That has Fredericks written all over it.”

Sarah fell back against her pillow and let out a mighty sigh of her own. A moment later she sat up and moved to the bathroom muttering about how if she’s already up then she might as well start getting ready. The shower turned on and Sarah was gone, leaving me all on my own in the sleeping area with nothing but my thoughts.

Thoughts that naturally drifted towards Amelia. I wondered what she was doing right now. Probably sleeping if she had any sense. She was here on her own, sort of, after all. It’s not like she had a crazy band director yelling at her to get up at a certain time or anything like that. It must be so nice to not have a regimented schedule while she was out here.

Thoughts of her naturally led to thoughts of that conversation yesterday where she gave me her number. I opened my texts and stared at it, a funny feeling worming its way through my stomach as I looked at it. The number was a little weird, presumably because it was from some European area code, but it made me shiver nonetheless. Her phone number. I got her phone number yesterday!

I debated for a few moments as to whether or not I should send her a message. Part of me screamed that it was way too early. That I’d wake her up and probably piss her off. That I’d seem way too crazy if I was messaging her.

The other part of me, though, said that I needed to just go for it. Yesterday had gone well enough that I didn’t think she’d think I was nuts. I hoped. So I shot off a quick message. Quick in the sense that it was only a few sentences. It actually took me a few minutes to get the message absolutely right, though.

Finally I settled on:

“Good morning! ;) Thinking of you. So when are we meeting up today?”

I sat in the dark staring at the text screen. My nerves screamed. I waited a minute. No response. Five minutes. Still nothing. I heard the shower turn off and figured Sarah would be back out here shortly. Reluctantly I put the phone down. I was worried, but I told myself it was a crazy worry. She was probably still asleep, that was all.

That text was still all I could think about while I was in the shower. Along with the added worry that Sarah might get curious if she heard my phone buzzing and go over to see who was texting me, which would naturally lead to a bunch of questions if Amelia responded. Questions that I wouldn’t mind in the least because it meant Amelia responded. It’d almost be worse if there weren’t the questions because there was no response.

I got out of the shower. Sarah stood at the sink putting on her makeup. I casually walked back into the bedroom and glanced down at my phone, my spirits sinking as I did. No message.

I thought I showed a remarkable amount of restraint, given the circumstances. I waited until we were on the elevated train heading into the park before I pulled my phone out again and shot off another text. The one message I got from her yesterday, just her name to let me know this was her number, mocked me. Why couldn’t I get more of a response today?

I took a deep breath and forced myself to calm down. I just wasn’t used to this. That was all. In the past it had been guys doing the pursuing, mostly because I wasn’t as into them as they were into me. I was getting used to being the one doing the pursuing rather than the one being pursued. She was probably still asleep, and I didn’t want any desperation to creep into my text.

A status update. Yeah, that sounded about right. It would seem nice and breezy.

“We’re heading into the park now on the elevated train,” I said. “Whenever you get out here send me a text and we can meet up! :)”

There. That seemed like a good message. Nice and simple. I hoped it didn’t come off as desperate as I felt. I sank back in my padded seat and looked out over the resorts as we passed them. I leaned against the glass as we passed Amelia’s resort, but of course there wasn’t a chance I was going to be able to pick her out from this distance. There were plenty of people up and milling around down there, any one of those dots could be her, but I had no way of knowing.

I found myself hoping one of those dots wasn’t her. That would mean she was up. That would mean she was out and about and she wasn’t answering my messages. I couldn’t stand the thought.

“Are you okay?” Sarah asked.

I turned and smiled. She was right next to me with Devon on her other side. There were some underclassmen I didn’t recognize on the other side of the car, but they’d given us a wide berth. Rank hath its privilege and all that.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “Just thinking about some things.”

“Like whoever you snuck off with yesterday?” Sarah asked pointedly.

I stuck my tongue out at her. “Don’t you wish you knew?”

“I do, actually. Very much,” Sarah said. “But if you’re going to keep your secrets…”

I frowned at her and looked to the other side of the train car. The underclassmen were whispering and giggling now, looking at each other. I rolled my eyes. Great. Chances were that was going to get back to Colin. Though I’m sure he already suspected something was up when I showed up with that oversized stuffed animal yesterday.

Not that it was any of his damn business what I did in my love life, thank you very much.

We reached the park proper and I had no idea what to do. We weren’t marching in a parade until tomorrow so there was none of the usual prep. I briefly thought about taking another train trip over to the expensive resort, but I nixed that idea as soon as it occurred to me. If Amelia wasn’t answering my texts then the last thing I needed to do was show up at that resort in person looking for her like some crazy psycho.

I needed to play this cool. Going and looking for her in person was not playing it cool, no matter how tempting the idea was.

So instead I followed Sarah and Devon into the park. Sarah cocked an eyebrow as she realized I was coming with them.

“So you’re actually following your best friend today? Not disappearing into the park?”

I blushed. “I’m sorry. Did you and Devon want some time to yourselves today or something?”

“Not at all,” Devon said. “The more the merrier. We’re just surprised considering the disappearing act you pulled yesterday. I figured you would’ve wanted to spend more time with this mysterious lady friend you were off with yesterday.”

“Allegedly,” I said. “You guys don’t know anything.”

A part of me knew I was being silly. It’s not like not telling them was actually accomplishing anything. At the same time I was already on edge because I hadn’t heard from Amelia. The feeling that I’d jinx everything by telling someone about what happened, that I’d somehow break the magic from that moment, was even stronger and more irrational today than yesterday when it first hit me.

So I kept my mouth shut.

“What ride are we going on first?”

“How about one of the roller coasters?” Sarah asked.

My heart fell. This day was going to be difficult. Already I could tell there were going to be all sorts of reminders of the perfect day I had with Amelia. Especially as we stood in line for the same coaster we’d gone on yesterday and I thought about how beautiful she looked with the sun streaming down on her, laughing at my jokes and leaning in close to put her hand on mine.

Not that Sarah and Devon were poor company. They were my best friends, after all. They were the ones who stuck with me even after all that nastiness with Colin, which had cost Devon his friendship with Colin, but they were nothing compared to my time spent with Amelia.

I pulled my phone out again and took a quick selfie with the roller coaster obviously in the background. That earned me a look from Sarah, but I didn’t care. I attached the picture to a message and fired it off to Amelia.

“Look familiar? Really wish you were here. Text me!”

That simple message also took a couple of drafts before I was finally satisfied that it didn’t reek too much of desperation. The image sent. I waited. Again there was no response. I sighed. I didn’t know why I expected anything else.

“I don’t know why we’re bothering with this,” Devon said. “The roller coasters here are nothing compared to the stuff we have back in Ohio. We might as well go on the Princess Cruise or something and see the sort of ride this place is good at.”

“A bunch of creepy robots singing and kissing each other?” Sarah said, her tone letting us know exactly what she thought of that. “No thank you!”

The roller coaster was just as boring today as it was yesterday, only without Amelia there sharing the experience it somehow felt even more dull. Definitely nothing compared to the stuff we had back in Ohio, thank you very much.

“Where to next?” Devon asked once we were done.

My phone buzzed at that moment and I immediately reached for it. I was so fast yanking it out of my pocket that I nearly dropped it. I spent a moment juggling the thing before finally snatching it midair and checking my text messages. I looked down and frowned. It was from Sarah.

“Just testing a little theory,” her message said.

I looked up at her and realized she had her phone behind her back.

“Why’d you do that? I nearly lost my phone!”

“I wanted to see if you’d go jumping for your phone. The way you’ve been checking it every couple of minutes and sending text messages off had me thinking you might be trying to get in touch with someone.”

I rolled my eyes. “You two go off and do what you want. I’m going to go spend some time on my own in the park.”

“Yeah, I bet you are,” Sarah said. “Be sure to tell her I said hi when you meet her, whoever she is. Is it someone from the band?”

“What are you talking about?” Devon asked.

I didn’t stick around to listen to the rest of their conversation. I wasn’t interested. All I was interested in was getting a response from Amelia. It was getting close to noon and I hadn’t heard a thing. What if she was just being polite yesterday when she said she wanted to meet again? What if she was frowning at her phone every time I sent her a message wishing I’d leave her alone, already? What if I was making a pest of myself or something?

This was going to drive me crazy. I needed something to take my mind off of things, and I decided the Princess Cruise was just the thing. It would be the perfect place for me to relive some of my favorite moments from Royal Company movies while wallowing in self pity because I wanted to go on that ride with someone special.

I looked down at my phone. I was tempted to chuck the thing into a fountain or something. That’s how useful it was. I didn’t do anything of the sort, of course. My parents would be pissed off if I lost the thing and there was still the off chance that I’d get a message from Amelia, but that was looking less and less likely with every passing moment.

I stopped in front of a fountain and decided I would send one last message. That was it. I’d only sent a couple throughout the morning, over the course of several hours, so it’s not like I’d be too crazy to send her one final note. I paused and tried to think of how to word it so I didn’t sound like a complete psycho.

“Hi! Not sure what’s going on or why you’re not answering my texts. Hope everything’s okay on your end. If you still want to meet up let me know, otherwise I get the message.”

I paused. That seemed like a hell of a downer to end things on. Especially considering how well things had gone yesterday. I sent one last message.

“Yesterday really was special. Something I’ll always remember. Hope you’re okay. :)”

There. That was a suitably positive note. If it turned out she did get in a car accident or something between yesterday and today then I wouldn’t come off as a total bitch. If it turned out she was ignoring me then I wouldn’t come off as completely desperate or anything.

I sighed. I’d really hoped this would be a special day with Amelia. I told myself I wouldn’t send any more messages, but that didn’t stop me from putting a hopeful hand to my pocket every time I felt a phantom buzz.

Where was she?
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Buzzing. Buzzing woke me up. I looked around in confusion and then my eyes settled on the phone sitting on my night stand. Right. My phone. I put it on my nightstand last night before I drifted off to sleep.

Cried myself to sleep, if I’m being perfectly honest. It wasn’t one of my best moments.

I reached out for my phone and squinted to look at the message. I had crusties on my eyes that I had to wipe away before my eyes started working properly. Damn it. That’s what I got for crying myself to sleep and not bothering to remove my makeup. My stylist would have conniptions if she knew, but she was safely back in Europe where she couldn’t give me disapproving looks regarding my styling choices.

The message was from Dani. My heart leapt! I felt excitement dance through my body accompanied by a strange queasy feeling.

“Good morning! ;) Thinking of you. So when are we meeting up today?”

Talk about a one-two punch to the gut. I was excited because she was thinking about me this early, first thing in the morning after waking up if the clock was to be believed, but I felt queasy because there wasn’t a chance I was going to make any sort of meeting if Felix followed through on his threat.

I was about to tap out a response when I heard something creak on the other side of the room. I turned and blinked a couple of times to clear my vision. One of Felix’s security types, a lady but not Renata, sat in a hotel chair. She was looking at her own tablet, but she was also glancing at me often enough that it was obvious she was keeping an eye on what I was doing.

I frowned. If I started obviously texting someone word would no doubt get back to Felix. Normally I would’ve thought it impossible that he’d do something as audacious as taking my cell phone to see who I was texting, but after last night when he flagrantly defied father’s orders and made it clear he was using my wild past as an excuse to screw me over I wasn’t willing to put anything past him.

So I put the phone down and laid back in the bed. I tried to go back to sleep, but thoughts of Dani out there waiting on me to respond to her message and not getting anything ran through my head. I felt like an asshole for not responding, but at the same time the rules of the game had changed. Felix had shown his true colors, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to get out of this.

If he discovered I was cavorting through the park with some strange American girl yesterday then there was a good chance I’d get my butt carted back to Allora immediately, and that flight was long enough that he could come up with some story that would make me look like the bad guy in the situation even though I was anything but.

Finally I stood and moved towards the bathroom. The security lady stood as though she was about to follow, but I stopped that by turning and arching an eyebrow at her.

“Felix might think he can overstep his boundaries, but I’m still the princess of Allora and you are not going to follow me into the bathroom for my morning shower,” I said.

The woman paused, hesitated, and then sat down in her chair again. I didn’t smile until I’d turned around. It was nice to know that someone on the security team still had some sense of propriety when it came to dealing with the royal family. Now if only that would work on Felix.

It didn’t occur to me until after I was in the shower washing away the last vestiges of sleep that I could’ve brought my phone in here and texted Dani. Damn it. I needed to think. I was going to have to be craftier than usual to get around Felix this time.

When I stepped back into the room refreshed from the shower the original girl still sat there in the chair reading something on her phone. She looked up at me and smiled, but the smile didn’t extend to her eyes. She knew she had to be on guard. That meant this was going to be a lot more difficult than it should be.

“I was thinking of going for a walk around the resort,” I said, trying to keep my voice casual.

“You will do nothing of the sort, highness. We’re under strict orders to keep you confined to your room. No more running through a hedge maze in the heat all day long.”

I arched an eyebrow. It was a look mother used quite a bit, though again it also seemed to be a look that lost some of its effectiveness when it wasn’t being used by the current queen. The very epitome of what they called a “first world problem.” Though perhaps in my case it would be better to call it an Old World problem. It’s not like there was much in the way of royalty in the so-called “first world,” after all.

“Did you have to go looking for me in that maze?” I asked, my voice quiet. “If so I’m truly sorry about that.”

I was sorry that Felix made them continue looking well after it was obvious I wasn’t in there, but I didn’t have to clarify that point to her. The point was I was very sorry they had to waste an entire day sweating in the sun looking for me, even if they were doing it under orders from an obsessive madman.

“Yes, well, that doesn’t change the fact that you’re confined to your room today. No going out and wandering around the resort. You proved yesterday that you can’t even be trusted to do that.”

I was surprised that this one would talk to me like that. Felix must be insinuating himself and his attitudes more and more into his guards. I could take comfort in the knowledge that one day one of them would slip up and speak like that in front of mother and father and cause an incident that might finally get Felix fired, but that didn’t help me in the here and now.

“I’m going to put my makeup on,” I said. “Then I am going out to get breakfast.”

“Certainly, but you’re getting an escort when you go,” she said, looking back to her phone.

Her phone. Of course. That reminded me. I needed to get my phone and shoot a message off to Amelia. I walked over and scooped mine up off the night stand.

“No phones where I can’t see it, either,” she said without looking up from her own.

“What?”

She looked up and smiled, though it wasn’t an apologetic smile. Clearly she was still thinking about her time in the hedge maze the day before searching for me when I wasn’t even there in the first place.

“Orders from the boss. You don’t use your phone where we can’t see you,” she said. “Unless you want to let me have a look at whoever you’re texting, that is.”

I was stunned. My mouth fell open in pure disbelief. “This really is going too far! I am the crown princess of Allora! You do not treat me like this!”

Every bit of haughtiness and anger that I felt went into that. I tried to channel mother when she got good and angry about something. It was an icy sort of anger that no one ever wanted to be on the receiving end of. And it did absolutely nothing to this security lady.

“That’s all well and good, but my boss is Felix and I have my orders,” she said.

My eyes narrowed but I put the phone down. It was obvious what was going on here. Felix knew he couldn’t just search my phone. Not without really causing a scandal that would get father’s attention. So now he was trying to sweat me out. He must suspect something. I had to be even more careful than I thought. I didn’t want to get Dani into trouble as well, after all. Sticking her in the middle of an international incident would certainly do the trick.

I was suddenly glad that I’d had the foresight to shut off notifications unless the phone was unlocked. Otherwise they’d be able to see who I was messaging even if I didn’t unlock it for them.

I sighed and went back to put on my makeup for the day. I went with considerably less than the day before. If yesterday had taught me anything, and there were many lessons to be learned from my experiences with Dani, it was that less was more under the hot sun. This place was truly nothing like the more temperate climate in Allora.

I stepped back into the sleeping area just in time to hear my phone buzz again. I could only imagine that was Dani wondering why the heck I hadn’t messaged her, but I had other things to worry about aside from my phone.

Renata was in there staring down the other girl who was still rooted to her spot in the chair with her phone in hand. If the two were cats they’d be growling and hissing with their tails lashing.

“And I’m telling you I wasn’t told anything about a shift change,” the first guard said.

Renata sighed, crossing her arms. “Do you need to be told about a change? I outrank you and if I say there’s been a change in the plan then there’s been a change in the plan.”

“This is all highly irregular. You aren’t part of my chain of command and…”

Renata moved a hand up to her forehead which she rubbed as though there was the beginnings of a headache working through her temples. “Get out. Now.”

The guard’s eyes went wide. She looked over to me and scowled as though this was all somehow my fault, then stood and stepped out of the room with a sniff. The door hadn’t even closed behind her before she was on her radio, no doubt reporting in to Felix that something out of the ordinary was going on.

My phone buzzed again. Renata looked up.

“You might want to answer that. I’m sure your friend is wondering where you are,” she said.

I moved to the phone and then stopped. Turned and stared with my mouth hanging open.

“You knew about her?”

Renata smiled. “I’m not an idiot, Amelia. I saw that girl you were cuddled up against in the train yesterday. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what’s going on. Especially after you were out for most of the day.”

“Why did you let me go, anyways?”

“I have my reasons,” she said. “Besides, everyone deserves to have a little bit of fun now and then. It’s not like you’re going to get in any real trouble at Royal Realms. The place is locked down tighter than our security at the palace with cameras everywhere.”

She grinned. A wide, Cheshire grin. A grin that said she was very proud of herself.

“You were watching me?” I asked.

“Just keeping an eye on you to make sure you were okay. Felix didn’t get very far with park security with all his blustering and threatening. Turns out a smile and a kind word gets you much farther. I did have to make sure you weren’t kidnapped or something.”

“I suppose that’s fair,” I said. I’d been watched by security my entire life and I guess everyone in the park was being tracked by those cameras.

“Are you going to check your messages or not?” she asked.

“Oh, right,” I said. I picked up my phone and glanced down. The message was twenty minutes old at this point, which was a damn shame because it would’ve presented the perfect opportunity to surprise Dani if I’d caught it in time and been able to escape from this damned prison cell of a luxury suite.

“We’re heading into the park now on the elevated train,” I said. “Whenever you get out here send me a text and we can meet up! :)”

“Damn,” I said. “She’s already in the park.”

“Well maybe we should get you out there to meet her, don’t you think?” Renata said.

I looked up sharply. “Are you serious? Won’t you get in trouble with Felix or something?”

“Let’s just say Felix isn’t exactly my boss. Now do you want to get to the park or not?”

I was curious what exactly she meant when she said Felix wasn’t her boss, but I also wasn’t going to look gift horses in the mouth. If she was going to get me the heck out of here then I was inclined to follow her out! I looked down to my phone, my thumbs poised to shoot off a message to Dani letting her know I’d be there soon enough, when Renata drew my attention again.

“Shit,” she said.

“What’s wrong?”

“Felix just found out I came in here and he’s not happy about it,” she said. “He’ll be here any minute.”

“Damn. Does that mean we’re not going to the park?”

I’m glad I held off on texting Dani. I would’ve hated to tell her I was on my way and then disappointed her.

“No. I’m getting you out there,” Renata said, her jaw set. “We’re just going to have to be a little sneaky about it.”

I grinned. “Sneaky is what I do best.”

“So I’ve heard. Now come on. Play along.”

She took me by the arm and pulled me towards the door. We stepped out and two security guards on either side of the door moved to stop us, but they stopped, plainly confused, when they saw Renata holding my arm.

“Felix wants to see her right away,” she said.

They looked at each other, uncertain. Obviously they had similar orders to what the last girl had said. They weren’t to let me out of my room under any circumstances.

“Are you deaf? I said I need to get her to Felix! Now move!” Renata barked.

That was enough to get through. They stepped aside and we marched down the hall looking for all the world like I was in a hell of a lot of trouble. It took every bit of my self control not to grin like a maniac. I was breaking free. I still didn’t know why Renata was doing this for me, but I didn’t care as long as I was getting out of here and on my way to see Dani.

Dani. Another buzz in my pocket reminded me of her. She was out there somewhere in the park wondering where I was, but I didn’t dare pull my phone out to send her a message. Not now, at least. Not when I was so close to breaking free. I figured texting when I was supposed to be in custody, or whatever it was Renata was doing, would be a bit too obvious.

We passed a couple of other security types as we made our way to the train station, but they all took one look at Renata pulling me along and apparently decided they weren’t going to get involved.

Finally we stood at the station where, for a miracle, it didn’t look like Felix had stationed any guards. Maybe he thought everyone stationed at every other juncture in the hotel would be enough to keep me well and truly hidden away. I turned to Renata.

“I can’t thank you enough for this,” I said. “So are you going to tell me now why you’re doing it?”

Renata opened her mouth, but once more it seemed the universe wanted to intervene to keep me from getting answers.

“Hey! What are you doing with her?”

I turned and stared in terror as Felix stepped out of the glass doors leading into the hotel. Damn it. Of course he would show up now of all times.

“Go. I’ll take care of this,” Renata said.

“Won’t you get in trouble? I don’t want you to get fired because of me,” I said.

Renata grinned. “Now there’s some of that responsibility I was talking about yesterday. I’ll be fine, though. Trust me. Now go!”

I hesitated. I didn’t want her to get in trouble over me. I didn’t want her to get fired. At the same time I really wanted to go to the park and see Dani. She also hadn’t steered me wrong up to this point. I figured if she was telling me it was okay then I’d trust her this one last time. So I hopped on the train.

“Stop that train! Don’t let it go!” Felix shouted.

The only problem, for Felix at least, was that the doors were already sliding shut. I realized it was the same attendant from the day before. The one Felix had screamed at. Apparently they’d had that conversation Felix promised with the guy’s supervisor and it hadn’t done anything to increase Felix’s standing. The guy stood there with a satisfied smile on his face, he even waved at me, as the train picked up speed and headed off to the park.

I sat back in the cushioned seat and let out a sigh of relief. I was free. I’d made it out of there somehow. Once again with a mysterious assist from Renata.

I really wished I knew why she was doing so much to help me out. Maybe she just enjoyed annoying Felix?

Another buzz in my pocket pulled my thoughts away from Felix. Frantically I pulled out my phone. I could finally shoot a message off to Dani.

I grinned at the first message. It was a selfie of her standing in what looked like the line for the roller coaster we’d gone on together yesterday. The roller coaster hadn’t been all that great, but being with Dani had been wonderful. The message attached to the photo made me smile.

“Look familiar? Really wish you were here. Text me!”

The next message took the smile right off my face, though.

“Hi! Not sure what’s going on or why you’re not answering my texts. Hope everything’s okay on your end. If you still want to meet up let me know, otherwise I get the message. Yesterday really was special. Something I’ll always remember. Hope you’re okay. :)”

Damn. It had been long enough that she was starting to wonder if I was ignoring her. Not that I could blame her for thinking that. Four messages over the course of the morning and no response. Panic welled up inside me and I frantically thumbed at my phone, hoping it wasn’t too late to fix this.
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I felt a little queasy sitting at a table waiting. I picked at a fry but I didn’t have much of an appetite. I pulled out my phone one more time and double checked that I’d actually gotten a message from Amelia. It seemed impossible after a morning of worrying that she’d decided she didn’t want anything to do with me, but when I pulled it out sure enough there was a message.

“Hi! Things have been crazy this morning but I’m on my way to the park. Want to meet up somewhere for lunch?”

So now here I was sitting at one of the many diners that dotted the park waiting on Amelia to show up. A part of me was still screaming that this was crazy. That she wasn’t going to show up. That I wasn’t that lucky. I stomped down on that voice, though.

“Is this seat taken?”

I jumped. That voice. Like a sweet caress. And somehow she’d managed to sneak up on me while I was so preoccupied thinking about whether or not she was actually going to show. I looked up at Amelia, beautiful Amelia, and smiled. Suddenly everything felt right with the world again. All the anxiety that had been ripping at my insides all morning was gone.

“Fancy meeting you here,” I said.

“I could say the same for you,” Amelia said. She sat down with a burger and fries of her own. There was an awkward pause, then words came tumbling out of Amelia.

“Look, I’m so sorry for everything. Things were really crazy back at the resort this morning and I wanted to text you but I couldn’t and…”

I held a hand up and for a wonder the words stopped tumbling out of her.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Really. It’s not a problem. I understand. You get busy sometimes.”

The truth was I didn’t understand, though. Not really. I didn’t know why she wouldn’t take the time to shoot off a message all morning. Amelia was a woman with secrets, and I desperately wanted to know what those secrets were. What it was that made this mysterious beauty who made me feel so warm and fuzzy inside with a glance tick.

“So what was going on? Trouble with your parents or something?”

Amelia paused and sighed. “Something like that.”

“Were they mad about you sneaking away from the resort yesterday?”

Amelia fixed me with a look that wasn’t exactly pleasant, but it wasn’t exactly annoyed either. “I think maybe we shouldn’t talk about this sort of stuff. Let’s talk about your morning instead!”

There we went with the deflection again. I wondered what was going on with this girl that she felt the need to push me away. That she didn’t think I deserved to know the truth. At the same time I was so happy just to have her right here in front of me that I didn’t want to do something that might push her away. So despite those burning questions about where she was this morning I kept my mouth shut.

“Oh you know. More of the same. Wake up really early in the morning, have our band director yell at us that we needed to behave. That sort of stuff,” I said.

“Behave like sneaking out to another resort and meeting strange girls?” Amelia said with a smile. “Sounds like he wouldn’t be too happy if he knew what you were up to yesterday.”

“Right. Well either way it was a pretty boring morning. I hung out with friends, but it wasn’t nearly as fun as yesterday.”

“Oh? And why wouldn’t it be as much fun as yesterday?”

I reached out to take her hand. The one that wasn’t busy stuffing fries in her face. She ate the things with a blissful expression as though she’d never tasted french fries before in her life or something. Weird.

“Let’s just say the company yesterday was much nicer than hanging out with my best friend today,” I said.

“Your best friend?”

There was something to Amelia’s tone. Almost as though she was jealous. I wanted to giggle, but I figured that wouldn’t make her too happy. So instead I gave her hand a squeeze.

“My best friend and her boyfriend. I’m something of a third wheel around those two.”

“Oh. Well I suppose that makes sense,” Amelia said. I detected the hint of a blush around her cheeks. Good. Let her be embarrassed just a little bit. As though I’d be interested in any other girl after meeting her. I might be falling a little fast, this was my first girl crush after all, but I was also falling hard. I suppose that was also because Amelia was officially my first girl crush that I wasn’t worshiping on the small or the big screen.

We went right on chatting for the rest of lunch, and it was just like yesterday. She was so easy to talk to. We talked about our favorite Royal Company movies. We discussed what it was like coming out when the people around us didn’t seem to like the idea of us coming out. I told her everything that had happened with Colin starting at prom night and all the misery he’d tried to subject me to ever since, which earned me a sympathetic kiss on the cheek that almost made all that suffering worth it.

I made damn sure to avoid anything that came close to the subject of where she was this morning, though. She’d seemed annoyed when I brought it up earlier, and I didn’t want to get into that now. The important thing was that she was here. That was all that mattered as we continued chatting away like we’d been friends our entire lives. I found myself telling her things that I hadn’t even told Sarah, which made sense considering she’d lived the same experiences as me realizing she was into girls and being afraid to tell the world.

That wasn’t exactly something I could share with Sarah and connect on the same level. She might’ve listened, but I don’t think she would’ve truly understood. Not the way Amelia understood me.

Finally we finished up our lunch. I was surprised to see that Amelia had somehow managed to pack away an entire hamburger and fries. The food was expensive here, but they at least gave you your money’s worth.

“Damn Amelia. Where are you hiding all that food?”

She blushed again. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m just wondering where a girl as skinny as you packs that stuff away to! I’m impressed.”

“I was hungry,” she said, a touch defensively. “I didn’t get to eat breakfast this morning.”

She frowned. Obviously she was thinking about whatever had happened this morning. Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been pleasant considering how she was avoiding the subject entirely. I figured a nice change of subject was in order.

“So what are we going to do first this afternoon? I’m thinking a roller coaster is probably out of the question considering how much we just ate. The coasters might be pretty lame here, but they’d probably be enough to make you lose your lunch,” I said.

Amelia groaned and reached down to hold her stomach. Apparently her eyes had been bigger than her stomach today. “Ugh. I think you’re right. Maybe we could go check out that arcade or something?”

An idea occurred to me. I remembered the compromise we made yesterday that hadn’t ended up being much of a compromise at all considering we got to go on the ride she wanted to but we never did get to check out the Princess Cruise. That was still at the top of my list of rides I definitely wanted to go on before I finished my time here at Royal Realms.

“You know we could always go on a nice air conditioned ride that lets you sit down and watch a show for a little while,” I said.

“Yeah, that sounds like it could… wait a minute. Are you talking about that creepy robot love ride?”

“So what if I am?” I said.

“I don’t think my stomach could take all that kissy kissy stuff right now any more than it could handle a roller coaster,” Amelia said. “What if we hit that arcade for a little while and then we can decide where to go from there?”

I sighed. It wasn’t the Princess Cruise, but some time spent in the arcade did sound rather nice.

“Fine. I suppose we can do that.”

A few minutes later we were at the arcade and my eyes bugged out as I saw how much they were charging for some of the old games on display in there.

“This is robbery!” I said.

“What are you talking about?” Amelia asked.

“They’re charging two bucks for a game of Pac Man!”

“Is that a lot?”

Amelia stared down at the blinking lights as though she was looking at some strange alien artifact. As though she’d never seen a video game before in her life. Yet another mysterious thing about her that I wasn’t going to ask too much about. Not right now.

“This game has always cost a quarter for as far back as I can remember. Since well before I was born. Two bucks is highway robbery,” I muttered. “They’d never charge this much at the old arcade back home, and I thought that place was overpriced.”

“Well this is Royal Realms,” Amelia said. “Everything here tends to be a little more expensive. I’m sure it makes the prices back at your home arcade seem like a steal.”

“Yeah, someone’s stealing something,” I said. “I’m going to run out of all my trip money if I play these games. Sorry, Amelia.”

“Don’t be sorry,” she said. My jaw nearly dropped as she reached down and held out her wristband to the machine. I realized the spot where the coins should’ve gone had been replaced by some space age machine that looked like it was set up to take credit cards and, judging by the way it turned a happy green color when Amelia tapped her wristband against it, also had some sort of RFID reader in it.

“See? Not a problem,” she said. “Consider this trip to the arcade on me.”

“Amelia, I can’t…”

“You can’t what? It’s really not a problem. Trust me when I tell you this is not a lot of money for me to spend. Especially if I get to spend that time with you.”

She grinned an leaned in to kiss me on the cheek again. Amazing how quickly I could lose all control when she did something like that. I grinned like a complete dork and then set about showing Amelia the finer points of Pac-Man and other arcade games. The more we played the more it became very obvious she really hadn’t played a video game before. It amazed me.

I had such a good time that I completely lost track as that time passed. We went from machine to machine playing and having a grand time. It didn’t matter that we weren’t really all that good at any of these ancient arcade games. The point was we were laughing and getting very close to each other at the arcade cabinets and having a great time. Winning or beating one another was just icing on the cake.

That euphoria lasted right up until I heard a familiar voice behind me that I could’ve done without.

“What are you doing here, and who is this?”

I stopped and shivered. The pauses was enough to give Amelia time to swoop in on the fighting game we were playing and do away with my character for good, though I was too preoccupied with that voice to notice. I turned around and frowned at Colin who stood with one of his asshole friends right behind us.

“What the hell do you want, Colin?” I asked.

“Damn, look at that girl,” one of the guys behind Colin said. They were all staring at Amelia, and all of them looked like they were going to need to roll their tongues back into their mouths off the floor like we were in some cartoon or something. I felt a small surge of confidence. I didn’t need their approval, but it was nice to know they saw that I could get a girl that was hotter than anything they could ever hope for.

“She looks familiar,” another one whispered.

“Shut up, all of you,” Colin snapped. “So this is why you left me?”

I don’t know what it was. Maybe it was that Amelia was right there. Maybe it was that I was finally tired of dealing with his bullshit. Whatever the reason, something snapped inside me as he snapped at me. I’d tried to be the bigger person for the past couple of months because I felt guilty over what I’d done to him, but I was at the breaking point. I’d put up with his bullshit for too long.

“Actually yeah, this is why I left you Colin,” I said. I leaned in closer and pulled Amelia against me. She seemed to get what was going on and she snuggled right up against me. She even leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek, which was more than fine with me whether or not I was in the middle of a plot to make my ex-boyfriend eat his heart out.

“Do you have a problem with that, Colin? What, are you against the whole gay thing? Is that what this is about?”

His eyes went wide. “That’s not what this is about and you know it!”

“Really? That’s a damn shame.”

“What are you talking about?” he said.

“Well if it isn’t that you’re just a homophobe then that means you’re attacking me constantly because you’re an asshole. Go fuck yourself and leave me alone.”

He blinked. Then to my surprise instead of getting even more angry he hung his head in what looked very much like shame. Damn. If I’d known calling him out on his bullshit would be all it took to make him stop acting like such a prick then I would’ve done it a long time ago!

“Come on guys, let’s leave her alone,” Colin said. He gave me one last sad look and I felt some of that guilt return. It was obvious he still had feelings for me even if circumstances and sexual orientation meant that was never going to happen. I almost could’ve felt bad for him, except there was obviously the little problem where he’d spent the past couple of months doing his best to make me feel miserable.

I sighed. “The poor bastard.”

“You’re feeling sorry for him after everything you told me he did to you?” Amelia said.

“I know, crazy, isn’t it?”

“Well how about we do something to take your mind off of him?” Amelia asked.

I glanced at her and felt my stomach clench. I could think of a few things I’d like to do with Amelia to take my mind off of finally confronting my asshole of an ex-boyfriend, though that couldn’t be what she was talking about. I licked my lips.

“What did you have in mind?”

She sighed. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but how about we go on that Princess Cruise ride you’re always going on about?”

I grinned. “Seriously? You mean it!”

And before she could change her mind I grabbed her hand and yanked her out of the arcade. I blinked when we stepped outside. It was starting to get a little dark. I guess I hadn’t realized just how much time we’d spent lost playing video games and talking in the arcade. Damn. I shuddered to think of how much that must’ve cost Amelia, but at the same time I figured if it was getting to be too much she would’ve said something.

I pulled Amelia along. I wanted to make sure we got to the Princess Cruise before she had a chance to change her mind. This was going to be awesome!
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“Trust me. You’re going to love this next ride. I wasn’t kidding when I said it’s the sort of thing they specialize in at this place. You’re going to love it!”

“I don’t know about that. I mean isn’t it just a retelling of some of their movies? I’ve seen those all hundreds of times. It’s not like I need to see it reenacted right in front of me by robots.”

“Just give it a chance. It’s the story of two people falling in love! What could be more awesome than that?”

I looked down at the spot where our fingers were intertwined. I felt a warmth settle in the pit of my stomach and goose bumps rose all over my body. Oh yeah. The story of two people falling in love. I suppose that was something that I could identify with, even if I thought it was a little creepy to go on a ride where it was robots acting out the story of two people falling in love.

I was pulled out of my thoughts by Dani giving my arm a sudden tug. Before I could react I was pulled off onto a side street. Now it was my turn to look at her as though she was the crazy one.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

Dani squeezed her eyes shut and she was breathing heavily. She looked terrified. I reached out and ran a hand along her cheek. Her skin was so smooth. So soft. Nothing like some of the boys I’d danced with at various balls. So different, and yet it felt right as I moved my hand down to her neck and gripped her shoulder. I was on the verge of giving her a good shake when her eyes flew open.

“I saw him. Mr. Fredericks,” she said.

I shook my head. “Am I supposed to know who that is? Is it one of the princes or something?”

I’d heard they had live action characters who came out and interacted with the crowds, but I never would’ve expected Dani to react like this. Usually people seemed to enjoy meeting their favorite characters. I also couldn’t recall a single Royal Company movie that featured a prince named Mr. Fredericks, come to think of it, and I hadn’t been lying when I told Dani that I’d seen all the movies hundreds of times. That seemed like a very odd name for a prince.

“My band director,” she said. “He’s a real stickler for following the rules, and a conversation with him is the last thing I want right now. He’d probably yank me away from you because he’d worry I was getting distracted from his precious parade tomorrow by hanging around with a pretty girl.”

I grinned. “A pretty girl?”

Dani looked at me and blushed. “You know what I mean. The point is, I do not want to have a conversation with that man right now!”

Oh. Well then. Now I was more curious than anything else. I leaned around the edge of the gift shop that stood at the junction between the two streets and peered into the crowd. I don’t know why I did. I didn’t know this Mr. Fredericks fellow and I wouldn’t be able to pick him out of a crowd.

Dani pulled me back.

“What are you doing?” she hissed. “He might see you!”

I gave her another one of those looks that I hoped was a mirror image of the odd looks she’d been giving me every time I said something that revealed just how much of a fish out of water I was walking out here with the commoners. I even cocked an eyebrow to add to the image.

“But he’s never seen me before,” I said. “How would he know who I was even if he got a good look at me?”

Dani blinked, then blushed. “Right,” she muttered. “Can we please just go? I’d rather not run into him right now.”

“Really? Are you sure you don’t want to show off your new hot date? It seemed to work pretty well with your ex-boyfriend earlier, after all,” I said with a smile. I’d meant it as a joke, but from the way Dani blushed she took it as far more than that.

“Is that what this is?”

I looked down at our hands intertwined, but I didn’t give her the look this time. That had been fun the first couple of times she said something silly, but now didn’t seem like a time for silliness. No, the mood had shifted quite abruptly.

“That’s what I hope this is,” I said.

Dani smiled. “Let’s get to the Princess Cruise.”

I resisted the urge to heave a huge sigh. She wasn’t going to give up on this whole Princess Cruise thing. So I followed her as she led me through the park. Sure this was her first time here too, but she seemed to be better at reading a map. I was completely lost in the crowds. Probably because I’d always had people to take care of that sort of thing for me. I just got in the car and stepped out when we arrived. I never had to think about where I was going.

When we finally reached the Princess Cruise ride I did have to admit it looked impressive. It was set inside a giant mountain with a castle from one of the movies on top, though I couldn’t tell which one from this distance. It was definitely smaller than the Royal Palace that sat at the center of the park.

The line was also blessedly short. I guess this ride wasn’t as popular as Dani seemed to think it should be. I also noted something odd about the crowd.

“Does it seem like the people in line for this thing are mostly couples?” I asked.

Dani looked over to me and grinned, but she didn’t say anything. I started to wonder if maybe something was up here. It seemed odd in an amusement park that was known for catering to kids that there wasn’t a single child in sight. Very odd indeed.

Finally we reached the ride itself. It wasn’t a cruise so much as it was small boats that ran on a track through a canal. Though looking closely as we stepped on it didn’t seem that the water was even strictly necessary if everything was running on a track. Very odd, but I suppose they wanted to keep up with the whole cruise motif. Though the tiny “boat” was a far cry from cruising through the Mediterranean on father’s yacht.

I smiled as the irony struck me. An actual princess on their Princess Cruise. I wondered if that had ever happened before. Surely I wasn’t the first royalty to visit the park. I frowned for a moment as I thought of the park itinerary I was supposed to follow when I got here. They’d given me a couple of days to cool down after the flight, but tomorrow was supposed to be packed with actual princess stuff, which meant it would be that much harder to sneak away to be with Dani.

Best not to think about that right now, though. I wanted to live in the moment and enjoy what time I had with her. That was making the very big assumption that I’d even get to do anything on the itinerary tomorrow anyway considering this was day two of sneaking out. Felix was likely furious. Especially since Renata didn’t seem inclined to tell him anything about what she was doing with the weird turf war going on between the two of them.

“So what do you think?” Dani asked. “I’ve wanted to go on this ride for years, but I never thought…”

She paused. I turned to her as our small boat moved forward into a dark tunnel. I had to take my sunglasses and hat off, otherwise I wasn’t going to be able to see a thing. We were surrounded on all sides by singing animatronic characters reenacting a scene from Beyond the Wall, a story about a girl raised in a palace who wasn’t allowed to see the outside world. It was one of the first big hits from Morty Royal, the man who founded the Royal Company and turned it into the pop culture juggernaut it was today.

It was a story I could identify with. Probably more than anyone else who’d ever seen it.

Now that we were in the ride proper I could see why Dani had been so keen on getting me in here alone. At least I hoped I knew the reason why she wanted me in here. We were surrounded by animatronic characters singing and dancing all around us, but other than that it was as though the two of us were alone. The boats all had a high back, so we couldn’t see what was going on in the boat in front of us and the people behind us would have no idea what was going on in our boat.

I shivered as I realized that a trick of this ride’s design meant we were completely alone in one of the most densely crowded places on the planet.

I licked my lips. Forced myself to breathe as the enormity of what that meant crashed down around me.

“What did you never think, Dani?”

I turned and looked at her. She was staring at me. Not a stare with one of those looks as though I was crazy. No, this was so different. She was staring with a deep interest that sent a fire dancing along my skin. She reached out and brushed a hand against my cheek as music swelled around us with the main romantic theme from another movie.

“I never thought I’d come here with someone I cared about. At least not until I was way older,” she said.

We moved into a new room and my attention was pulled away from Dani for a moment. Though to be honest I needed a distraction. My heart raced with anticipation. The animatronics around us helped take my mind off of that. We were in a room where people twirled and spun in fabulous dresses that looked like the sort of thing they would’ve worn in grandfather’s time. Definitely nothing like the balls we had in the palace now.

“I always thought the depiction of royalty in these movies was a little ridiculous,” I said, wanting a change of subject. I wasn’t quite ready to deal with the consequences of what Dani had just admitted.

“Really? Always seemed okay to me,” she said. Was that a touch of disappointment in her voice? Did she think I wasn’t interested? That was the last thing I wanted. Why was I pulling away from her when I was so close to getting what I wanted? Why was I afraid?

“Right, but the details are all wrong. You have architecture from two hundred years ago mixing with fashion from a hundred years ago, and the way they depict royal life is nothing like…”

I trailed off. I was getting one of those looks again. I blushed and looked away. Oh yeah, if there was a moment brewing there then I’d gone and ruined it. Stupid idiot. I shouldn’t be running from this. It was just the two of us here. No Felix. No father. No one to tell me what I was doing was scandalous and wrong.

“You seem to know a lot about this sort of thing,” Dani said.

“I’m just interested in history,” I said. I hoped that would be a believable enough excuse, even if it didn’t sound very convincing.

The boat continued on in the darkness and we moved into a room depicting a scene that was very familiar to me. It should be, considering it was showing the scene from the hedge maze. The one depicted in the topiary where I’d met Dani earlier in the day, only instead of a hedge carving it was animatronic versions of the prince and princess miming singing while their song blasted out of hidden speakers somewhere in the massive room. I felt Dani snuggle up even closer.

“You know when I watched this movie growing up I always hoped my prince would come,” she whispered. “It was only recently that I realized the truth I’d been hiding from. That I was looking for a princess to sweep me off my feet.”

I panicked for a moment. That sounded an awful lot like she’d figured out who I was. After all, there were only two princesses in this room who could sweep her off her feet, and I didn’t think the robot going through fixed motions eternally kissing her robotic prince was going to step down and sweep Dani off her feet. That would be pretty freaky if it did happen.

Only she didn’t say anything about me being a princess. She just leaned in. Closed her eyes. Pursed her lips. I shivered as I realized what was going on. She was talking metaphorically. She had no idea who I was.

And she was leaning in for a kiss. Right. I couldn’t quite believe this was actually happening, that I’d found happiness like this on a trip where I was supposed to be kept away from the world and exactly this sort of thing.

I leaned forward an lost myself in the moment. I pressed my lips against Dani’s and felt magic that went so far beyond any of the “magical” experiences on offer in the park.

 

 

 

 

 

 

17: Dani

 

Magic. Sparks. Explosions. My first kiss ever with a girl and it was so much more than any kiss I’d shared with Colin. It was one hell of a confirmation that my desire to be with another girl was very much a real thing and not just theoretical.

It was also different, in a way. Her kiss was softer. Less insistent at first, though that quickly changed as she sighed and wrapped an arm around me. I’d heard stories of people using this ride as an excuse to make out, sometimes to do a lot more than making out which usually resulted in being ejected from the park, but I hadn’t really thought it would work out for me until it actually happened.

I’d hoped, of course.

I was so preoccupied with that wonderful kiss that I barely noticed when we burst into the light and the noise of a crowd washed over us. A noise that quickly grew louder as people looked over and realized there were a couple of girls making out. Flashes went off before I could pull away, and when I did pull away with a huge blush creeping across my face I saw people snapping pictures and taking videos with their phones.

“Damn it,” I growled. “Nice of those assholes to make a spectacle of us.”

I figured the situation wouldn’t be the same if it was a girl and a guy making out. That was something people saw all the time on this ride. Put two pretty girls together kissing, though, and suddenly it was a spectacle that needed to be recorded and shared with the world. I just hoped if people posted those videos online they didn’t wind up back where someone from the band would see it.

At least I hoped they wouldn’t see it until after the trip was over. I was already getting enough bullshit on that front. This would add fuel to that fire.

Amelia’s reaction was different than mine, though. She reached out and clutched my wrist so hard that it was almost on the verge of pain. She wasn’t taking this nearly as well as I was. She flinched away from the cameras and scrambled to get her hat and sunglasses back on even though we were still inside and the sun wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Heck, it was late enough in the day that even outside the sun was probably going down.

“Is something wrong?” I asked, thinking back to all the weirdness earlier in the day that was adding up to one hell of a big secret that I was getting more and more curious about with each passing moment.

“I just hate having my picture taken,” she said. “Now come on. We need to get out of here!”

People in the crowd were pointing and their conversation was a dull roar, but we were too far away to make out what they were saying. A few people taking pictures and video seemed a heck of a lot more interested than what they should be for a couple of girls kissing. What the hell was going on here?

I never got an answer. As soon as the bar holding us in the boat released Amelia hopped out and ran for the exit. I had no choice but to follow, but I turned and looked at those strange people one final time. My curiosity was rewarded with more blinding lights flashing in my face as they took more pictures.

Weird. Totally fucking weird.

I turned back towards Amelia but she was gone. She’d sprinted down the tunnel leading out of the ride. As I sprinted after her I heard people shouting, but I didn’t look back to see what was going on.

I needed to find Amelia.

I stepped out into the park and it was much cooler than when we’d gone into the ride. Dusk had settled over the park and I couldn’t see the sun overhead which was a nice change. As I stood looking around electric lights flipped on and I was bathed in multicolored lighting from all the stores and rides. The crowds were also pretty sparse for some reason. There’d been rivers of people moving through this street when we arrived and now it was pretty much a ghost town in comparison.

All of that barely registered, though. I was more concerned with the fact that Amelia wasn’t one of the people out there in that crowd. I looked around for her familiar face and came up blank.

I fought down the panic that was threatening to burst free. She had to be out here somewhere. She wasn’t going to abandon me because of some people taking her picture. Not after that incredible kiss we’d shared. At least I prayed she wouldn’t abandon me.

That would do wonders for my self esteem if she did.

I peered around the ride and noticed there was a little alcove with a single gift shop selling merchandise based on the movies shown in the ride. Beyond that was a sign that advertised restrooms, and it was all set in fake rock work that looked pretty damn realistic. Those rocks rose up to form a small mountain, pretty tall for the park, with a castle on top that topped the ride proper and had somehow been faked to look like it was far off in the distance.

Most importantly, though, it didn’t look like there was anyone down there in that alcove. Whatever made the park into a ghost town had also emptied that area out. I figured that would be as good a place as any to find Amelia.

I rounded the corner and sure enough there she was, curled up leaning against the rock wall rocking back and forth. I wasn’t sure what to do in this situation, I’d never kissed a girl before and I’d also never dealt with a girl having a complete meltdown after kissing me, so I just sat down next to her and curled up as well.

I also made sure to not sit up against her on the off chance that it was that kiss that was freaking her out and not all those pictures being taken. I’d feel really crappy if a kiss from me was enough to do this to her, but there wasn’t much I could do except be here for her if she needed me.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I’m going to be fine,” she said. “I’m sorry I reacted like that. It wasn’t fair to you.”

“So it wasn’t…”

Damn this was hard to say. I wanted to know if it was the smooching that freaked her out, but I was also terrified of the answer. What if she said that’s what did it? I didn’t know if I’d be able to handle that.

“Wasn’t what?” she asked.

“The kiss? Y’know, that freaked you out?”

Amelia’s eyes went wide. They reflected the light from a streetlight hovering overhead.

“No! That wasn’t it at all. Trust me. That was good. Very good,” she said.

Well that was enough to give a girl a case of the warm fuzzies. It was also a relief to know I wasn’t the reason she was acting this way. Still, there was the question of all the weirdness that had been going down today. I was curious, but I was also afraid of trying to satisfy that curiosity. Afraid asking might push her away. If she reacted like this to some people taking her picture then I wasn’t sure what would set her off.

It figures that my first time falling for a girl would involve falling for one of the crazies. Though I suppose we were all a little bit crazy in our own special way. That’s what made life so interesting.

“So what was going on back there?” I asked. “You’ve been acting kind of weird ever since we met in that hedge maze. Is there something going on that I should know about?”

Amelia opened her mouth but was interrupted by a fanfare of trumpets that blasted out from hidden speakers in the rock work around us. The fanfare faded and went into the theme from Over the Wall and then an announcer came on.

“The Royal Company is pleased to welcome you to our evening fireworks spectacular which will be starting in ten minutes! Please follow your guides and be sure to clear out of the streets before the magic begins!”

Okay then. That explained why the streets were pretty empty. Everyone must be gathered on some of the main thoroughfares where they could be assured of getting a good view that wasn’t interrupted by rides built into massive fake mountains.

Amelia looked away, but I wasn’t letting her get away that easily. I reached over and pulled her towards me gently. I wanted to pull her in for a kiss, but before I did that I wanted some answers. She looked down, then back up, and I realized there were tears welling up in her eyes.

This really was some dangerous territory I was moving into. She reached up and took the hand resting on her cheek. Wrapped her fingers around mine and gave it a squeeze.

“Dani, I’ve had such a wonderful time with you tonight, and I really want to continue enjoying that.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I want to enjoy the time we have together. I don’t want anything to get between us. Can’t we just have tonight?”

Damn. Can’t we just have tonight. That sounded an awful lot like she didn’t think there was any chance of something long term happening here. Not that I should’ve expected anything long term from this. A romance in a theme park with a girl who literally lived on the other side of an ocean with me going off to college in the fall? Yeah, it’s not like we were going to get married any time soon.

Still, to be reminded of that hurt just a little. And it also made me more inclined to give her what she wanted. This might be the only night we had together. What did I care if she acted a little weird? Chances are I’d never see her again after tonight, an that was a bittersweet thought.

“You’re right,” I said. I smiled. “We’ll always have tonight?”

Amelia smiled and leaned in to kiss my cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered. “We will always have tonight, and it’s not like it’s over yet!”

More trumpets blasted over those hidden speakers. It was really impressive how they managed to make it seem like there were no electronics in evidence, though I suppose the darkness helped to conceal them.

“The Royal Company fireworks spectacular will start in five minutes! Please follow your guides and be sure to clear out of the streets before the magic begins!”

“We’re going to miss the show,” I said. “There’s no way we’ll be able to get through the crowds to a big spot.”

“Too bad we can’t see through this big mountain,” Amelia said. She looked down towards the restrooms which were set into a sloped part of the rock work. She got a strange smile on her face and looked at me with a suddenly mischievous twinkle in her eye.

“What are you thinking, Amelia?” I asked. “And why do I have the feeling it’s going to potentially get us in trouble?”

“I was just thinking those rocks there are sloped so that we could get up there easily enough if we wanted to. I bet there’s a great view of the fireworks from the top of this fake mountain!”

I glanced around. “I don’t know. If they can hide speakers as well as they have then something tells me they can hide cameras just as easily. We’ll probably have security escort us out of the park or something.”

Visions of getting kicked out of the park and banned ran through my head. I’d been in a strange fairytale zone all day walking around with Amelia, but that was a reminder that I’d be going back to reality soon enough. Fredericks would kill me if I managed to get myself banned right before the big performance tomorrow.

And yet. Amelia looked so excited at the idea. I couldn’t say no. I was going to risk getting in trouble. She seemed to have this crazy idea that she couldn’t get in trouble, and it was rubbing off on me. I wasn’t sure that was a good thing, but I smiled anyways and the way she smiled back made it so worth it.

I’d already done several crazy things today. What was one more? Besides, if we only had this one night then I wanted to make sure it was memorable!

I glanced down towards the main drag but most everyone was rushing off towards the Royal Palace. No one was looking down our way as we scrambled onto the rocks. I worried for a moment that they might collapse under us if they were made of foam or something, but they held under our weight.

We finally scrambled to the top of the fake mountain and I stared at the lit up castle on top of our mountain. Now that we were up here I could see that the thing was barely taller than us, and the top was much smaller than the bottom as though some mad scientist had used a shrink ray on the top and not the bottom. Maybe that was to make it look bigger or farther away than it actually was or something.

I quickly ducked back down and pulled Amelia with me.

“What was that for?” she asked.

“That castle is lit up. Anyone who looks up here would be able to see us blocking the light,” I said.

“Oh. Good idea. I never would’ve thought of that,” Amelia said.

We scrambled back down the mountain until we were facing the Royal Palace off in the distance, though now that we were up here above the crowds it didn’t look nearly as far away as it had seemed from the ground. Maybe they used fakery to make it look like it was farther away too. Faking things to make them look more impressive than they actually were seemed to be honed to a science in this park.

Trumpets sounded one final time and the announcer came on to welcome everyone to the Royal Realms fireworks spectacular. Music started up all over the park and then the fireworks started exploding in the sky in a timed sequence that was nothing short of spectacular.

Only my attention was barely on the fireworks in the sky. No, I was drawn to the fireworks happening right next to me as Amelia reached her arm around me and snuggled up against me once more. Her head came to rest on my shoulder and I put my arm around her as well.

It was a truly magical experience, and it had nothing to do with the display in front of us.

“This has been a good day,” Amelia said. “I wasn’t expecting anything like this when I came here.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “I figured I’d be miserable this entire trip, then I snuck off and found you.”

Amelia turned and looked up at me. Leaned in close. I knew where this was going, and I was more than happy for it to go there! I leaned in and for the second time that night I felt her lips against mine. The fireworks show was forgotten as we found another improbable bit of privacy in the middle of one of the most densely populated places on the planet. The fireworks, the music, the entire outside world was forgotten for one perfect moment in one perfect kiss that turned into a perfect intense makeout session.

I finally came up for air as the fireworks show came to an end and I thought I heard something nearby. As though someone was scrambling up some of the fake rocks. Amelia looked at me with a question plain on her face, but then there was the definite sound of something scraping against the fake rocks and her eyes went wide.

“I think they found us,” I said as the last booms of the fireworks faded in the distance and the music came to an end.

“What do we do?” she asked. “Damn it, she must have been watching when we…”

Amelia paused and looked away. I cocked an eyebrow, but once more she’d let something slip when I wasn’t in a position to really question her. Not with the obvious sound of someone sneaking up behind us along the same path we’d just used to climb this fake mountain.

I looked back the way we came. That’s where the sound was coming from. They were definitely coming up the same way we had, and that could only mean security. It didn’t seem likely that anyone else would decide to do the same stupid thing we tried.

“We need to go this way,” Amelia said.

She was pointing down the front of the mountain. Right to a street that was still pretty sparsely populated. The fireworks show might be over, but I’d imagine the crowds there were so thick that it would take people a little while to spread back through the park. And who knew? Maybe there was some other parade or something to keep people occupied even after the fireworks. I wouldn’t put it past this place. The powers that be here at Royal Realms seemed to love parades.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m not sure, but do you want to get caught?”

“I think I hear them up there!” someone shouted from behind us. A gruff male voice that didn’t sound at all happy that he was climbing fake rocks in the middle of the night.

That more than anything else decided me. I gave Amelia’s hand a squeeze, grinned at her in the darkness, and she pulled me in for one final toe-curling kiss before we scrambled down the front and away from the security people chasing us.
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Okay, so I knew I should probably be freaking out. We were being chased by park security, after all, and if they managed to find me there was no doubt in my mind that word would very quickly get back to Felix and I’d be done for for the rest of the trip.

Assuming he didn’t throw up his arms in frustration, wash his hands of this whole situation, and decide it would be safer to take me back home where I couldn’t get up to any more trouble.

I was an idiot. Renata told me this morning that she’d been keeping an eye on me through the cameras. That was all well and good until I did something that would draw the ire of park security. Things were fine until I broke the rules, and now they were coming after me. If I got caught then there was no way Renata was keeping that from Felix.

I wasn’t freaking out, though. No, all I felt was a sense of exhilaration. It seemed I’d grown used to the feeling of running away from security types, because I felt an adrenaline rush that was only topped by the feeling of kissing Dani.

Kissing Dani. My cheeks colored as I thought of that, but it was a good blush. I’d never expected something like this. I’d never expected finding someone like her, and now here we were rushing through the surprisingly empty streets of Royal Realms evading security and trying to find a crowd to disappear into. This is the sort of experience I’d hoped to have when I got here, minus running from security of course, and finding someone as special as Dani to share that experience with was the cherry on top, as the Americans said.

“They’re going to kick us out of here for sure if they catch us,” Dani said between breaths as we ran.

“I don’t know about that,” I said.

I’d be caught. I’d be in trouble. I doubted the park would risk an international incident by kicking me out, though. I suppose the same couldn’t be said for Dani. All the more reason to get out of here while the getting was good. I didn’t want her to get in trouble because of something I did.

“Turn left,” I said as we came up to the division between Princess Island and Prospector’s Gulch, the area of the park themed after the American “wild west” where we’d had our fun in the arcade earlier. It was funny how the different themed areas of the park served as a time capsule of American pop culture obsessions. This had probably been the hot part of the park when it opened fifty odd years ago, and now it was just a curiosity.

I wondered how long it would be before Princess Island fell out of pop culture favor. Probably never, if the amount of money the Royal Company pumped into it was any indication. I know I’d love it if society gave up on their obsession with princesses. It would make my life so much easier.

“Are you crazy? That place isn’t that busy even during the day,” Dani said.

“Trust me,” I replied. “That’s the quickest way to get to the Royal Palace from where we were. That’s where the crowds will be.”

“Are you kidding? You haven’t looked at the map all day and now you’re giving directions?”

“It doesn’t take a genius to see this road heads straight to the palace.”

I nodded in the distance to where the Royal Palace could be seen over the tops of the Prospector’s Gulch buildings. The thing was a navigational beacon that could be seen from any location in the park. I’m sure that was a deliberate choice to help out the navigationally challenged like yours truly.

“Oh, right,” Dani said. She gave my hand a squeeze and we ran down the empty western streets with gift shops on either side of us. We breezed past the arcade where we’d had so much fun earlier in the day. As we ran forward I heard the dull roar that meant there were people up ahead, and then we turned a corner and found the crowds.

I stopped and stared in amazement. It seemed the entire park had been compressed into an astonishingly small amount of space. I also wondered how we were ever going to make it through those crowds. It made me almost wish I had security there so we could get a golf cart of something with flashing lights that would let us break through. Then again that wouldn’t make much sense considering security was exactly what I was trying to avoid.

I turned around and looked behind us. I could see people in park security uniforms running down the street. I looked ahead. It seemed we were caught even though we’d found the crowds. This was it. I’d had a good run, but I was finally going to get caught. At least it was coming at the end of a very full and enjoyable day. I suppose I should be happy for that much. And on the bright side, if I was caught and Felix decided to take me back to Allora then I wouldn’t have to go through all the pomp and bullshit they had planned for tomorrow turning me into a living breathing PR piece.

“Come on,” Dani said, pulling me along. I yelped in surprise but went along with her.

“Where are we…”

I stopped as we stepped into a path in the middle of the crowd I hadn’t seen. Park workers stood looking very bored motioning with flashlights to keep people moving. The crowd pressed in on either side, but they didn’t violate the small corridor of workers.

It made me nervous thinking of all those people, though. Every one of them had a cell phone. That meant every one of them had a camera they could use to snap a picture of me and post online. Any one of the people in that mass of humanity could be the person to snap a shot that would make my life even more miserable.

“Are you sure we have to go in there?” I asked. “Maybe if we double back…”

I knew that was silly even as I said it. I’d seen the security people running for us. They were getting closer with each passing moment.

“They’re probably tracking us with cameras or something,” Dani said. “Getting lost in a crowd like this is the only option.”

Damn. If only she knew how right she was. The crowd was massive, but stationary. Everyone was lining the winding sidewalks along an empty street staring off towards the park entrance in anticipation. Obviously something was going on here, but what?

“Why aren’t the crowds moving?” I asked.

“I think there’s another parade after the fireworks,” Dani replied.

“That figures. They seem crazy about parades at this place,” I said.

“Hey, don’t knock it too much. Parades are why I’m here! Our band is performing tomorrow in the big nooner they do every day.”

The parade. Tomorrow. I seemed to recall something about watching a parade on my official itinerary. I felt a chill. If she was in the parade and I was in a place of prominence along said parade and she still didn’t know who I was…

“They are? I didn’t know…”

Only again she pulled me along and there wasn’t really time for conversation. There wasn’t time for me to think about all the potential cameras out there or the consequences of her seeing me doing Official Princess Business. I suppose I didn’t have much choice. We were on the run, after all. For all I knew they really were using security cameras to track us or something. Those workers waving the flashlights had radios, too. At any moment I expected one of them to turn and stop us.

But they didn’t. There was another bonus to moving through the crowds like this. They were so busy staring ahead to the empty road in anticipation that no one seemed to be paying much attention to two girls running through the crowd at top speed. No one was looking at me close enough to realize who I was, though I suppose that would’ve been difficult in the darkness.

I frowned as I thought of that. It was possible those people back at the ride had been taking pictures because of the thrill of two girls kissing. Americans seemed to exhibit a surprising mix of prudishness and lasciviousness when it came to that sort of thing. Still, I couldn’t help but feel that I’d been recognized. That was the only reason I could think of for the pictures to continue well after the kissing stopped.

I heard music starting off in the distance. Yeah, there was almost certainly something going on after the fireworks show.

“Thank you Royal Realms,” I said.

“What was that?” Dani asked.

“I was just thinking that Royal Realms is providing the distraction we need to get away from their security guards. Very nice of them, don’t you think?”

Dani giggled. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

As we got closer to the front of the park the noise from the parade got louder until we saw an explosion of glowing lights and sound. It was difficult to make anything out through the crowd, but the parade looked like it would’ve been impressive if I had a front row seat. Instead we ducked into a gift shop and made our way down the main thoroughfare leading to the entrance through the shop which was relatively empty since everyone in the park had been funneled into that parade route.

I breathed a sigh of relief when we finally reached the front entrance and made our way through the gates. No one there stopped us. Either they hadn’t gotten a description of us to the front, or they hadn’t gotten a good look at us. Or Renata was in some control booth hidden somewhere in the park screaming at them to leave me alone. We were free.

I turned to Dani and took both of her hands in mine. Fixed her with a huge grin.

“I can’t believe we made it!”

“I know. I thought we were goners there for sure!” she replied.

I stopped and turned to look at the park. It was even more impressive now than it had been when I arrived. Everything was lit up and there was still music blasting over the entrance from the parade going on inside. I turned back to Dani and grinned. I was drunk on that new love feeling.

“This has probably been the single most incredible day of my life,” I said, and I figured that was saying something considering the charmed life I’d led.

“I know exactly what you mean,” she replied. Then she frowned. “Only is it just going to be this day? Will we ever see each other again? You said only tonight, but is that all we’ll have?”

I leaned forward and put a hand on her shoulder. Pulled her in for a hug and kissed her forehead. Then I moved down and kissed her on the lips. We got very distracted with that for a few moments, and it was only some assholes behind us shouting that we should get a room that brought me back to reality. I giggled when Dani flipped them the bird. I might be learning new things about American culture today, but that particular gesture was something that was more than covered in their movies.

“Today doesn’t have to be all their is,” I said. “You have my number. We’ll see each other tomorrow. I promise.”

Barring disaster. Like Felix getting so upset about me sneaking out again that he put an end to the trip. I’d just have to hope it didn’t come to that. The man would have kittens if he knew I’d given my phone number to a strange American girl I’d only known for a couple days, but then again to find out about that he’d have to search my phone. Even Felix wouldn’t have the audacity to go that far.

“I’d like that,” Dani said. She wrapped me in one final hug and a final kiss that went on even longer. This time neither one of us stopped for the people cat calling around us. Americans. They really were very weird about this sort of thing.

“I have to go,” I said.

I wasn’t looking forward to going back to the resort. Nothing good could be waiting for me there, even with Renata running that strange interference. I’d lived a fairytale today that went so far beyond anything I’d felt growing up, and that was saying something considering how I grew up. The fairytale was about to come to an end, though. Felix was no doubt waiting, and I couldn’t very well stay away from him forever.

“I know,” Dani said. “I have to go too. I really do hope I see you again.”

I couldn’t resist leaning in for one more kiss. I was positively giddy. A funny good feeling had settled permanently in the pit of my stomach, and it pulsed every time I thought of Dani. I wished I could go back with her to her hotel, but I didn’t think the people she was here with would appreciate that.

“I’ll see you again. I promise,” I said. I had her phone number. I had the resources of my station at my disposal. I would make it happen, and I didn’t care what Felix, father, mother, or the tabloids had to say about it!

I forced myself to turn away from Dani and walk up the ramp leading to the elevated train. I looked over my shoulder one final time and she was still down there watching me leave. She gave a little wave and I returned it, but I resisted the sudden urge to run down the ramp and envelop her in another hug.

I needed to get back to the real world. So I trudged up to the train, thankfully the crowds weren’t that bad right now since everyone was still back in the park watching parades, and sat down. I had a cab all to myself which was a relief. I wasn’t in a state to deal with the stress of someone recognizing me right now. I also suddenly felt very naked and very alone without Dani there. I realized that if someone did recognize me and they didn’t mean well it could lead to trouble.

I’d felt safe in the crowds at the park, but here it was different.

The train came to a halt in front of the resort and I stepped out to a deserted station except for one bored station attendant who opened the gates for me. I stepped through and took a deep breath. Let it out slowly to try and calm myself. My pulse raced, but there were no security people out here. No Felix which was a relief. No Renata which was a disappointment. I figured after being gone all day the place would’ve been swarming with security waiting for me to come back.

I walked towards the doors to the resort entrance and suddenly a dark figure materialized from behind one of the columns that lined the station. My pulse quickened and those fears of someone trying to do me harm came rushing back. It was just me and the station attendant out here. If someone wanted to hurt me there wasn’t anything that guy would be able to do about it. He wouldn’t get here in time even if he was inclined to risk his job for minimum wage.

Then the figure stepped into the light and I found myself almost wishing it was some lone wolf attacker. Felix. Damn it.

“I figured you’d have to come back here at some point, Amelia,” he said.

My eyes narrowed. “Since when are we on a first name basis, Felix?”

“Since you decided to run off for an entire day again!” he snapped.

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure you were really worried. It had nothing to do with father breathing down your neck did it? How does he feel about you losing his little girl two days in a row?”

Felix stopped and adjusted his tie just a bit. It must be uncomfortable wearing that thing in the impossible heat down here. The man always was one for show over practicality, though. Plus that jacket hid his weapon rather nicely.

Then he said something that sent a chill running through me.

“Your father is on his way over here,” Felix said. “Apparently he’s less than happy with both of us thanks to your antics today. I tried to convince him that he didn’t need to make the long flight, but I couldn’t keep him by the end of the day when you still hadn’t shown up.”

I swallowed. Not good. Very not good.

“He also wanted us to call him the moment you resurfaced. So if you’ll join me, princess?”

He made a gesture towards the sliding doors. This was not going to be good. My shoulders slumped. Oh yeah. I’d gone from the fairytale to a horror story pretty damn quick. This was not going to be a fun conversation, but it was worth it for those magical moments I shared with Dani.

I sighed and let Felix lead me to my doom. I just hoped this wouldn’t ruin my ability to keep that promise.
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I reached up and touched my lips. I still felt a tingle where Amelia kissed me. That tingle ran through my body and I gave little involuntary shiver despite how warm it was even at night.

This night had been incredible. It had gone so far beyond anything I expected when I got here. I just really hoped I’d be able to see Amelia again tomorrow. Two days felt like more than I deserved, and yet I wanted more. Needed more. I already felt the loss of not having her here next to me. I wanted to hop on the train and follow her back to her resort and beat down every door until I figured out where she was staying.

I figured that would be a good way to get kicked out of the park for good, though, so I didn’t do it. Besides, it still seemed Amelia had something going on back there that I might be interrupting.

I don’t know how long I stood there staring up at the station where Amelia had just departed with a goofy grin plastered on my face. I was finally pulled out of my funk by a familiar voice off to the side.

“Dani? Is that you?”

I shook my head and cleared out some of that tingly fuzz that was clouding my thoughts. I turned and saw Sarah coming up to me along with Devon and a few other seniors. None of them were Colin, thankfully. The last thing I needed was for him to come along and completely ruin this totally awesome day I’d just had. Sure he’d been put in his place earlier, but even seeing him was enough to frustrate and annoy.

“Sarah? What are you doing out here?” I asked.

“What am I doing out here? What the heck are you doing out here?” she asked. “You disappeared and then I didn’t hear from you all day! I thought you might’ve been kidnapped or something when I finally realized…”

I snorted out a laugh. It was nice to know Sarah thought about me, but it seemed she’d been so busy enjoying herself with Devon that she completely forgot about me for most of the day. I could only imagine her panic at the end of the night as she realized that not only had she not heard from me all day, but she’d also completely forgotten to stay in touch with me.

Not that I could get mad at her for that. After all, I’d been more than distracted myself. I certainly hadn’t tried to get in touch with her all day long.

“I was busy,” I said.

“Busy? All on your own in the park?”

The tone of her voice said she knew damn well I hadn’t been all on my own in the park. She was digging again, and I wasn’t inclined to tell her what she wanted to know.

“Um, something like that,” I said.

I wasn’t in a mood to get into the details of what I’d been up to all day. Not here in front of people who might blab and give Colin ammunition for… something. I don’t know. He knew about Amelia, so there wasn’t a good reason for all the secrecy. I suppose it was a testament to how miserable he’d made me since prom that I was afraid he’d be able to turn around something like the best night of my life and make it a negative. The asshole.

Sarah gave me a funny look. A look that said she knew I was trying to be sneaky. That I was going to get more questions later. That meant I could deal with it later, though.

“I’m surprised you’re still out here risking Fredericks’ wrath,” Sarah said.

“What are you talking about? It’s not that late is it?”

I pulled out my phone and fired it up. I looked to the info bar running along the top of the phone and my heart stopped. It was after midnight. Okay, so maybe I’d been more distracted by spending time with Amelia than I thought. I guess the old saying about time flying when you’re having fun really was true.

“Shit. What are we going to do?”

“Well all of us are over eighteen, so it’s not like Fredericks can do anything,” Devon said.

“Yeah, you heard him at the beginning. He can’t do anything to us and he can’t enforce a curfew,” Sarah said, though I could tell from the tone in her voice that she didn’t believe that.

When it came to getting people in trouble, Fredericks found a way.

“You know that’s bullshit,” I said. “He also said we were still under his control until the end of this trip. You know he’ll find a way to make us miserable. Especially if we’re out late the night before his precious parade.”

Everyone else standing behind Sarah looked nervous. They started shuffling around and glancing nervously up towards the station.

“I guess we’ve got no choice but to go back and hope he got tired and went to bed,” Sarah said.

I fixed her with a look that told her how likely I thought that was. It was funny. Earlier I would’ve been way more terrified at the idea of facing Fredericks’ wrath, but now that I’d been chased through the park by real security the idea of Fredericks being pissed off at me didn’t hold the same terror it would have a few hours ago. That and I was still too happy and drunk on everything that happened with Amelia to care too much about Fredericks getting mad.

“Yeah, whatever,” I said. “Let’s go and hope for the best.”

We rode back in silence. I could tell Sarah wanted to ask me what went on after we parted ways earlier, but she was also smart enough not to say anything in a crowd. Everyone else seemed to be too preoccupied with the thought of getting in trouble to say much of anything. That was the problem with doing something that would get you in trouble. It was fun while it was happening, but facing the punishment always sucked.

I just hoped Fredericks wouldn’t be there. Or if he was that we’d have strength in numbers. Maybe he’d decided it was too much of a pain to punish all the graduated seniors. I knew that was wishful thinking even as the thought ran through my head.

So we hopped on the elevated train and rode the circuit between the various resorts. I craned my neck to look out the window as we pulled to a stop at the expensive resort where I’d met Amelia yesterday. I shivered as I thought about the strange turn of events that led me to run into her. The platform was completely empty now, though. No crowds of people looking to go to the park late, and definitely none of those people who’d been milling around the place.

I still wondered what was up with that. I almost thought it had something to do with Amelia, and then chided myself for thinking that way.

We pulled out of the station and I stared down at the paths I’d walked with Amelia yesterday. I sighed. It was a ghost town now with nobody in sight. I don’t know why I expected to see her down there. She was probably safely asleep in her room at this point. Nothing like me going to potentially get in some seriously deep shit.

When we arrived at our station it was also completely deserted aside from one guy waiting to open the gates. I glanced around as I stepped out, but there wasn’t a single chaperone in evidence.

“I think we’re going to make it,” I said.

Everyone in our group seemed relieved in their own way. A couple of people stood straighter. There were a few smiles. Sarah reached out and gave Devon’s hand a squeeze as they fixed each other with a sickly cute smile that made me want to puke. Was that what I looked like with Amelia earlier?

Thinking of Amelia filled me with an ache in the pit of my stomach. It wasn’t fair that she was out there somewhere, so close, and yet I couldn’t be near her.

“I told you they were probably all in bed,” I said as we made our way down the stairs to the ground level. Amelia’s expensive resort had their platform built into the second floor of the hotel, but there wasn’t anything super fancy like that at our budget resort.

“You’re right Danielle. All the chaperones are in bed,” a familiar voice said.

I stopped and squeezed my eyes shut. A girl behind me let out a surprised yelp. Mr. Fredericks stepped into a pool of light cast by a streetlight overhead. He’d been hiding back there, the sneaky bastard.

“Mr. Fredericks,” Sarah said. “I can explain…”

“You don’t need to explain,” Devon said. “We’re eighteen and we’re graduated. What are you going to do?”

There was more than a hint of defiance to his voice. I was surprised he’d dare to talk to Fredericks like that. He must be feeling his oats now that he was graduated, but then again he’d never gotten along with Mr. Fredericks all that well to begin with when we were all still in school.

Mr. Fredericks looked at each of us in turn and then his eyes came to rest on Devon. Devon, for his part, shifted uncomfortably under that gaze. He might be graduated, but it seemed the terror Fredericks could strike into the heart of even the most difficult student was still very much there.

“You might be graduated, Mr. Thomas, but right now you’re in my band which means you’re following my rules. My rules which involved strongly encouraging you to follow your curfew, though it seems you couldn’t be bothered to read between the lines of my speech yesterday.”

He sighed. Pulled his glasses off and worked at something on them with his shirt. He put them back on and looked at each of us in turn again.

“You’re all on thin ice right now, but you also need sleep if you’re going to be in top shape for the parade tomorrow. I want all of you in bed, now. I’ll decide how to deal with you sneaking in this late in the morning.”

The crowd broke up after that exchange. I waited for a moment while Sarah and Devon finished up saying their goodnights, though there wasn’t all that much talking going on. Looking at that made me jealous of the girl I didn’t have with me to say goodnight like that and so eventually I turned away and looked off into the distance towards the twinkling lights of the resort she was staying at. I could see the tall buildings even from here, shining across the lake at the center of the resorts.

I shivered despite the warm evening air and desperately hoped I’d get a chance to see her again. I know she’d promised, but there seemed to be things going on with Amelia. Things she didn’t feel comfortable telling me about. Things that could conspire to prevent us from meeting, though that might just be the worst case scenario part of my brain projecting itself on the Amelia situation.

“You ready to head back to the room?”

I jumped as Sarah came up behind me. She cocked an eyebrow and I smiled. “Sure, let’s go!”

“You seem awfully happy for someone who just got chewed out by Fredericks. Usually you hate it when he gets pissed off about something,” she said.

It was pretty obvious that Sarah was fishing. I was happy about something and she wanted to know what that something was. She was already suspicious earlier, and I’m sure my disappearing for most of the day didn’t help.

Still, I had no intention of telling her. I didn’t feel like explaining that Fredericks getting upset about me getting back past curfew was peanuts compared to what he would’ve done if he discovered I’d snuck to another resort and went on a climbing expedition over forbidden territory in the park. Yeah, considering everything I’d done yesterday and today I figured I was getting off pretty damn easy.

“So are you going to tell me what happened with you today?”

I turned to her and smiled, but didn’t say anything. Let her think what she wanted to think. I wasn’t giving anything away that I didn’t have to. I put a finger to my lips to let her know just how much I was going to say.

“Fine, but you can’t keep whatever this is secret forever,” Sarah said. “I know that goofy grin on your face. You’re up to something and I’m going to find out what it is.”

“Maybe you will. Maybe you won’t,” I said.

Sarah sighed, but she at least seemed to give up on finding out what I was up to today.

“Y’know tomorrow is going to be a real pain in the ass. Marching in a midday parade under the hot sun with no sleep? Talk about Sucksville, population us.”

“You’re probably right,” I said as we got to our room and I used my keycard to unlock the thing. “I’m sure it was worth it for you to have your day with Devon though.”

“Yeah, about as much as you think it was worth it to sneak off with whoever you were with,” Sarah said.

I deliberately didn’t look over at her as I got my makeup remover out and went to work. I desperately wanted to collapse on the bed and go to sleep, but it would play hell with my complexion if I didn’t do this now. I’d certainly regret it in the morning with the way I’d been sweating in the hot sun all day long. Not a good combination.

“You’re good,” Sarah muttered. “But you’re going to slip up and I’m going to find out what it is you’re hiding.”

“Keep dreaming, Sarah,” I said as I finished up and collapsed on my bed. It was time to do some dreaming of my own. Besides, the faster I went to sleep the sooner I’d wake up and I’d be that much closer to seeing Amelia again.

I drifted to sleep smiling at that thought.
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I woke up the next morning after a night of fitful sleep. It was difficult to really get comfortable after that conversation with father. He hadn’t even let me get in a word edgewise to explain. He was brisk and to the point.

“I just wanted to see you and make sure you were okay. We’ll speak when I arrive, Amelia.”

At least mother wasn’t with him. That would’ve made the situation that much worse. Much easier to deal with father on his own. He was far less likely to go into hysteric.

Those words echoed through my head all night long. They dominated my dreams in nightmares where father chased me and Dani through the park with Felix right behind him cackling in glee. I knew that if he caught me that would be the end of any time I spent with Dani, and the thought of not seeing her again terrified me far more than anything else.

The scene shifted again and father and Felix were gone. I was on the Princess Cruise with Dani. She leaned in to kiss me, only this time before she could kiss me she let out a shriek of horror. I turned to see an animatronic prince, only instead of a robotic prince it was Felix turning to smile at us. As I watched in horror he stepped free of the metal bits keeping him rooted to the floor, sparks dancing all around, as he ran towards our boat. I felt his hand on my shoulders shaking me.

“Amelia! I’ll get you Amelia!” he shouted, laughing like a maniac. “Ameliaaaaaa! Wake up!”

I paused. That sounded almost like… Renata? Why did Felix sound like Renata there at the end? I blinked and when my eyes opened I was in my hotel room staring up at Renata who was looking down at me with concern written plain in her eyes. I was drenched in sweat, clothes and bed soaked alike, and I had to stop for a moment and calm down.

Damn that had been an intense nightmare. I could do without those. No wonder I had trouble sleeping!

I blinked a couple of times to clear the sleep haze away. For a moment I thought Renata might be part of another dream. It was the only explanation for her being in my room. I figured she would’ve been sent packing back to Allora, or maybe fired and left to her own devices here in the states considering she was American, but there she was.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Good to see you this morning as well,” she said with a smile.

I sat up. “No, seriously. What are you doing here? I figured you would’ve been banished or fired after everything that happened last night.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “Last night. Is father in yet?”

“His plane is due to land in a few hours, and he’ll have some official stuff to take care of on landing. Turns out a visiting foreign head of state can’t just fly in to talk with his daughter without getting a bit of pomp and circumstance in his honor. In the meantime you have some duties of your own to attend to today.”

I sighed. Whatever I did today, it wasn’t going to be nearly as fun as the last two days in the park with Dani. This was the day when the park was supposedly going to roll out the red carpet for me, but I would’ve gladly given it up for a moment with her.

“You know one of the things they’ll have you doing is watching a parade. I think there are a few bands performing today that might interest you.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know so much? I mean, why would I care about some high school band from Ohio playing the parade?”

Renata put a finger to her lips. “I didn’t say it was a high school band, or from Ohio, now did I?”

My mouth hung open. Damn it. It was the sleep haze that got me to screw up like that Renata grinned. She knew she had me.

“Don’t you worry about how I know so much,” she said. “That’s my job, after all. Now are you going to get ready or not?”

“I suppose I should,” I said.

“One thing to keep in mind, Amelia,” Renata said. I turned to face her, my eyebrow arched in a question. “Felix has decided you’re a flight risk. He’s going to bring out the big guns today. It might be best if you laid low for today only.”

I nodded, though I didn’t have any intention of following that advice. I knew exactly what was going to happen today. Father would arrive, Felix would tell him his version of events, father would believe him over his own daughter again, and I’d be spirited away to Allora where I wouldn’t be able to see Dani again. Sure maybe I could look her up online or something, but I knew it wouldn’t be the same.

It was crazy, but I was falling for that girl. I needed to be near her. I’d do almost anything to be near her. Even if that meant doing the opposite of “laying low” for the day.

I stepped out of the room to find a hallway lined with security people. Felix stood at the end without the hint of a smile anywhere in evidence on his smarmy face. Even if the smile wasn’t there, though, I could tell he was supremely satisfied with himself.

“Your majesty. The park is expecting you, so don’t screw it up.”

I nodded to him, summoning every bit of my mother that I could dredge up in that moment. She was my go-to example for being haughty and just a little stuck up. She did it like no other.

“I will have words with father about what you’ve done to me this trip,” I said.

“Just as I’ll have words about you sneaking out. Twice,” Felix replied. “We’ll see who your father sides with.”

I ignored him and walked on. I heard the security detail falling into step behind me. It was difficult not to hear them. It sounded like a stampede of people in comfortable dress shoes causing a minor earthquake behind me with their steps. I instinctively went for the elevator to head for the train like I’d done the past two days, but I felt a hand at my elbow and turned to see Renata there.

“We’ll be going out the front entrance today,” she said. “It’s time to act like the royal on vacation.”

I sighed. I’d really been spoiled the past couple of days living life like a normal person and not having any hint of the princess lifestyle leaking through. Well, almost no hint. I suppose the secret was out after those pictures yesterday from the Princess Cruise. And now the word was really going to be out if they were rolling out the red carpet for me.

I stepped out into a dizzying array of flashes. It looked like every local news organization and even some of the nationals had shown up to see the bad girl princess of Allora making an official state visit. I wondered how many of them would’ve shown up if we did this yesterday before those pictures with Dani surfaced and caused another minor scandal.

Dani. My heart ached. I wondered if those pictures had somehow gotten back to her already. It seemed impossible that someone from her group wouldn’t see them and let her know. I wonder how she’d react when she found out who I really was. I felt guilty for not just telling her when I had the chance, but I’d enjoyed just being a regular person for a couple of days and I hadn’t wanted to shatter the magic.

“Princess Amelia! Can you tell us more about the girl you were with last night?”

“Sources in Allora saw a private jet with the royal crest leaving shortly after those went public, can we expect a royal visit?”

I grimaced. Apparently father was getting a royal welcome from the U.S. State Department, but they’d somehow managed to keep that news from leaking to the press. A wonder in this country where they seemed to circle around any juicy developing story like so many vultures. I could only hope something more interesting than my love life came along to dominate the news cycle.

Then we were through the crowd of reporters and into a crowd of people from the park sent to welcome me. There were various creepy suits representing cartoon characters from the Royal Company lineup. They were rendered even creepier by the never ending smiles frozen on their faces forever. Ugh.

Beyond that was something that really got my attention, though. None other than Princess Reina from Reina’s Love, one of my favorite Royal Company movies. A movie that had gone even higher on my list lately since meeting Dani in the hedge maze from the very same movie.

I mean I knew on some level that this wasn’t really Princess Reina. Cartoon princesses didn’t just come to life and stand right in front of you smiling and waving, after all. Still, there was something about seeing the actress right there smiling at me that turned me into a giggling pile of fangirl mush.

It was almost creepy how well the Royal Company had wormed its way into the fabric of my childhood to get that sort of reaction.

She curtseyed to me, looking absolutely gorgeous in a sparkling green dress. I instinctively curtseyed back at her even though I was in shorts and a T-shirt. Old habits die hard and all that.

“Welcome to Royal Realms Princess Amelia,” she said with a little giggle that was an almost spot-on recreation of the giggle from the movie. 

Amazing. They really went the extra mile with the actors at this place. She also blushed just a little. I wondered if she was as starstruck at the prospect of meeting a real princess as I was meeting a fake princess.

Crazy.

“Nice to meet you to, um… Reina?”

She smiled and reached out to take my hand. “Of course! I was so happy to see you’re staying at this resort. They have an exact copy of my hedge maze, you know.”

And so I found myself being led by the fake princess into a waiting limo. Black SUVs that were no doubt filled with Felix and some of his security people. Beyond that were motorcycle cops with their lights flashing, ready to make sure we didn’t have to worry about anything pesky like traffic congestion.

I was pulled into the limo and surprised to see that it was just me and Reina. Or the actress playing Reina. I sat back against the comfortable seat and let out a sigh. I was traveling to the park first class, but what I wanted more than anything was to be taking the train along with everyone else to meet Dani.

Though I guess if what Renata was hinting at earlier was true then I would see Dani during the parade I was supposed to be the guest of honor for later. I didn’t know if I was more happy at the thought of seeing Dani or terrified at the thought of her looking up into the stand and seeing me there and realizing who I was.

I needed to do something to head that off. I needed to know if she knew about the scandal that was brewing around her, though I didn’t think it was fair to think of it as a scandal. Not really. I was just kissing a girl I liked. Why should everything I do turn into a press circus and a scandal, damn it?

I pulled out my phone. At least I could send out a quick message, only as I sat there trying to think of what to say I couldn’t think of any way to say what I needed to. There wasn’t exactly a canned message for telling someone you were actually secretly royalty and oh by the way they should also probably watch out because they might’ve just been put into the middle of a developing international scandal.

Finally I decided to go with something innocuous.

“How’s it going? Having a good day?”

I really hoped she’d respond even as I wondered if this was maybe how she felt yesterday when I didn’t respond to her messages right away.

Renata stepped into the car as well and pulled the door shut. I raised an eyebrow.

“How did you manage to pull being near me after what you did yesterday?” I asked.

“The same way I got to be in your room this morning. Friends in high places,” she said.

“Right. So what’s the plan for today?”

Only it wasn’t Renata who said anything. Reina, the actress playing Reina, leaned forward with a huge smile plastered on her face that just wasn’t natural. I could sympathize. It was the sort of smile I had plastered on my face at public events. Present the perfect face to the world and all that.

“We have a magical day planned for you, Princess Amelia,” she said. “First you’ll be taken to the Princess Breakfast where you’ll get to have a special meeting with little girls who signed up. They’re going to be so excited to see a real princess!”

I held up a hand to stop her. “Can we dispense with the act for now, please?”

The actress shook her head, confused. “What are you talking about?”

“Look, I know you probably have a role to play out there in the park, but it’s just us here in the car right now. What’s your name?”

The girl frowned as though I’d somehow broken her. “But I’m Reina of…”

“Seriously. You’re not going to insult me or anything. I know what it’s like to always have to be on in public. You can relax here.” I extended a hand across the short space in the back of the limo. “I’m Amelia. Just Amelia. You don’t have to add in the princess part every time.”

The girl leaned forward and took my hand. Then she smiled. An actual genuine smile rather than the fake princess smile.

“Sorry, but they really ingrain that stuff in us,” the girl said. “I’m Katie. Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too, Katie. So what can we really expect today?”

Katie barked out a quick laugh. “They’ve got a real princess in the park and you know how princess obsessed this place is. It’s an awesome job, but they’re going to milk you for it. You’ll get to see what a day in the life is like for one of us.”

“I guess that’s not too bad. I’m pretty used to that sort of thing anyways.”

The princes Katie wasn’t as much fun as Dani, but she was cool enough to talk to which I suppose was better than I could’ve expected when I hopped into the car with her. We went over the day chatting like old friends. It was amazing how similar the fake princess and the real princess experience were on the surface.

As we chatted I glanced over to Renata a couple of times. She had a thin smile on her face but otherwise she kept quiet aside from occasionally shooting off a text message. I thought about trying to text Dani again, but decided against it. If she wasn’t answering then she probably had a good reason, and I didn’t want to get into a conversation that would suddenly come to a stop when Felix was around anyways.

It was time to face the park in an official capacity. I just hoped I could figure out a way to talk to Dani before she saw the pictures that would no doubt result from last night and today and jump to the wrong conclusions. Or before she looked up from marching with her band and saw that I was up there smiling down and watching her.

Yeah, I didn’t see how I was going to get out of this one.

 

 

 

 

 

 

21: Dani

 

My phone buzzed in my back pocket again and I wanted so desperately to reach down and grab it. There was no doubt in my mind it was Amelia texting me. I was pulling the same thing on her that she’d pulled on me yesterday, but at least I had a good reason.

I knew it was her because the only other people who’d be texting me were standing around me on a backlot in the park getting their instruments ready. None of them had their phones out because Fredericks was watching everyone very closely to make sure they were focusing on getting ready for his precious parade and not texting people. He’d already confiscated one phone, and I didn’t want to run the risk of having mine taken away for the rest of the day or something.

Then I’d have no chance of getting in touch with Amelia. I certainly couldn’t remember her complicated European number. Not that I’d use someone else’s phone to get in touch with her either. Then that someone, most likely Sarah, would have the number in their phone and I most certainly didn’t want that happening.

“You doing okay?” Sarah asked. “You seem a little worried about something.”

“It’s nothing,” I replied. “I’m just glad we decided to go with polo shirts and not the full uniforms.”

“Yeah, that would’ve been a bitch in this heat. I don’t think he was ever that serious about it, though,” she said.

I turned to her and raised both eyebrows to let her know what I thought of that. “Are you kidding? Colin’s older brother was on the last trip four years ago. He said Fredericks made them march in their full monkeysuits. A couple of people passed out and he nearly got fired. I guarantee you that’s the reason we’re all standing here in nice comfy polo shirts. It has nothing to do with him being compassionate or anything.

“Yeah, that does sound like something he’d do,” I said. My phone buzzed again. Not the long buzz that let me know someone was texting me a new message, but a short buzz that was the phone’s way of screaming “hey idiot! You’ve got a message!”

Sarah must’ve heard the buzz. She glanced down and I reached out and smacked her shoulder.

“Checking out my ass you creeper?”

“Not checking out, though if you want to look at mine that’s fine. We can’t do anything since I’m taken, but I have been working out and it’s always nice to get an opinion from someone other than Devon,” she said.

I smacked her again. “Dream on. Even if you did swing that way it would be way too fucking weird.”

“I’m insulted. I thought you were supposed to fall for your best friend or something,” she said. “Has television lied to me?”

“Yup,” I said.

Sarah stuck her tongue out and I giggled. We joked like this all the time. I’m sure someone watching from the outside might think she was actually upset that I wasn’t into her, but that couldn’t be farther from the truth. I was actually really glad that was one awkward stage of the coming out process I hadn’t had to go through, though she had seemed genuinely disappointed, just a little, when she realized I was coming out to her but I wasn’t hitting on her.

Too bad.

“So are you going to tell me who’s messaging you yet? Or is that still a big secret that no one can know?” Sarah asked.

“Still a big secret that no one can know,” I said.

“So you admit there’s a secret?”

“I will neither confirm nor deny that there is a big secret going on with me right now,” I replied. “Can’t you just drop it already?”

“Of course I can’t drop it! I’ve got nothing to entertain me here. This media blackout we’ve been on all morning is driving me crazy.”

“Yeah, it does seem a little excessive for Fredericks to cut off our morning in the park and force us to hang around back here for a few hours.”

“Something tells me this is our punishment for daring to be out late last night,” I said. “We went off the reservation once. He’s not going to risk people not showing up for the whole reason we’re here at a discount in the first place. Then he wouldn’t get his vacation down here every four years paid in full by the school.”

“I guess you’re right about that,” she said. “Still, it’s a shitty thing to do.”

“Well if this is the worst punishment we get then I’ll take it.”

Even if it was driving me crazy as well. What I wanted more than anything was to see Amelia again. Way more than I’d wanted to see her yesterday morning when I was frantically texting her and worrying that she might not want anything to do with me. After that magical series of moments we shared I needed her. Needed to feel her against me. Needed to chat with her. Basically I needed her in the worst way and here I was standing around in the heat watching people tune their instruments for the twentieth time that morning.

Fredericks was an idiot. By the time we got out there everyone would’ve been playing their instruments out of sheer boredom long enough that they were going to be worn out.

“I want everyone’s attention! Please, everyone look to me up here,” Fredericks shouted. He stood near a white fence that was blinding in the bright sun. Everyone turned to look at him, and there were more than a few hostile stares in that crowd.

No one was happy about being stuck here today when they could’ve been out there enjoying themselves. Luckily no one else had made the connection between us being forced out of bed early to hurry up and wait here all morning and the group of graduated seniors who’d come back late the night before.

Fredericks wasn’t lying when he said he’d think of some way to punish us. He always did.

“This is the moment we’ve all been waiting for. The moment we’ve been practicing for all year long. I know that all of you are going to do your absolute best out there, and I want you all to remember that you’re representing your Tiger pride!”

He swelled up as he said that and I suppressed a giggle. Sometimes it was hilarious watching the man swell with school spirit when he was such a geeky band dude all grown up. I had more than a sneaking suspicion that he hadn’t gone to any games that weren’t mandated as part of his time in pep band back when he’d been in school either, but he was a school employee now and he had to tow the party line I guess.

“Now everyone get into your positions!”

Everyone milled about for a moment trying to figure out where they were supposed to go. Fredericks went down the line setting everyone up and making sure everything was perfect. I guess it really was a lot of pressure on him considering everything we’d been auditioning for over the past year boiled down to this next half hour.

I had it pretty easy on that score, at least. Sarah and I were at the front of the band and just before the majorettes who were standing around looking even more bored with their flags at all sorts of odd angles. All we had were our whistles. One of the advantages of being a drum major. Majorette. Whatever the word was for girls who directed the band while we were marching.

The upshot is once the band got moving we were the ones in charge. It also meant we didn’t have to carry a heavy instrument in the blistering hot sun which was a plus in my book.

“You ready to do this Sarah?” I asked.

“More than ready,” she replied.

I felt a twinge of sadness as I looked at the band arrayed out before me. This would be the last time I ever got a chance to do this. The last time I ever marched in a parade. The last time I ever blew the whistle and everyone raised their instruments in perfect timing. The last time I’d get blasted by a wall of sound moving down the street. Thinking about all those lasts made me feel a little misty eyed.

I was lucky that I even got this last moment. If this was a regular year when we didn’t make the trip to Royal Realms then my last parade would’ve been last year at the end of summer for homecoming. I suppose I should be glad that we got this one final hurrah before going off to college.

I heard the drums start up near the middle of the band and then abruptly stop with a shout from Fredericks. I grinned at that yell. Colin was no doubt behind that. He was in charge of the heartbeat of the band, and unfortunately with him running things it meant that heartbeat was off tempo and irregular more often than not. That meant Fredericks would be back there bothering them rather than up at the front bothering us.

And thinking of Colin reminded me of all the things I wasn’t going to miss about being in band. I suppose I could thank him for turning what should’ve been a melancholy moment about growing up into relief that I’d be going off to college soon enough where I wouldn’t ever have to see him again.

My phone buzzed again and out of instinct I reached towards my back pocket. Sarah hissed and I stopped. It was a testament to how crazy not answering my phone was making me that I even reached for it in the first place. If Fredericks saw that when we were standing in position at the front it could’ve been bad, though.

As though thinking of him was enough to summon him Fredericks was there in front of us and he was all smiles. He smacked his hands together and rubbed them.

“So are we ready to do this ladies?” he asked. “This is when the magic happens!”

“Ready,” Sarah said.

“I’m also ready,” I replied.

“Good. Let’s go ahead and warm up. They’ll be opening the gates to get us out onto the parade route shortly.”

For the next ten minutes or so I was too preoccupied with running the band through warming up to think about Amelia, though she was never very far from my mind. I ached when I thought about her. I felt chills thinking about last night. Only for the moment I had a job to do and I concentrated on that. Finally when we were finished Fredericks reappeared off to the side and looked even more nervous than usual.

The man was actually sweating. That wouldn’t be a surprise with anyone else considering how hot it was down here, but the man was like an alien who didn’t seem subject to the same cooling mechanism as the rest of humanity. He must be really nervous now for some reason.

“I didn’t want to say anything about this earlier because I didn’t want to worry any of you,” he said.

Sarah and I exchanged glances. What was going on here? Was he about to announce his retirement or something? He seemed way too young for that. Maybe he was getting fired and this was the last time he’d get to do this too? Though he didn’t seem nearly angry enough for that. He’d just been his usual base level of cantankerously annoyed the entire weekend.

“I’ve gotten word from the people working here at Royal Realms that the Crown Princess of Allora is in the park today, and she’s going to be sitting in a special review stand along the parade route watching us perform! We’re going to be showing off that tiger pride for a real princess! Not any of that fake stuff!”

That earned him an irritated look from a Royal Realms minder who was standing in between us and another band warming up for the same parade, but Fredericks didn’t seem to notice. Not that it was my problem if he screwed up his every four year paid vacation by biting the hand that fed him.

The band started muttering even as I felt electric excitement course through me. Allora. Apparently they had a princess and she’d just shown up today. That was the country Amelia was from, and she’d been secretive about staying in that super rich resort. What if she worked for this princess or something and she’d been playing hooky on her job for the past couple of days to spend time in the park with me instead? What if she was part of the royal family or something, maybe a minor noble sent off ahead of the princess, and that’s how she was able to throw around money like it was going out of style?

The idea seemed crazy, but still. An actual princess. That was something!

“What the heck,” Sarah said, a grin on her face. “We get to perform for an actual princess! Y’know, I think I remember reading something about a princess from Allora recently…”

“Really? What was it?”

“Some scandal about her making out with someone or something. I can’t remember exactly. I just saw the headline and brushed past it. Too bad Fredericks would bite our heads off for pulling out our phones.”

“Yeah, that is a shame,” I said, though not because I was interested in learning any more about the royal family of Allora. I couldn’t care less about them. All I cared about was Amelia!

I hoped she didn’t get in too much trouble for shirking whatever it was she was supposed to be doing over the past couple of days. Suddenly some of her secrecy made a little more sense, though. Obviously she couldn’t talk about what she was doing here if she was representing a royal who was flying in to get the royal treatment as only Royal Realms knew how!

Fredericks appeared behind us again and clapped both of us on the shoulders. He beamed at the two of us and I wondered what strange alien had replaced our band director.

“Are you ladies ready? I know you’re going to do us proud while you’re out there!”

I turned in time to see the gates open. I looked to Sarah and gave her a quick high five. It was a routine we’d started doing for good luck ever since we both became drum majors two years ago. It was time to go.

I raised my hands and blew my whistle and started walking backwards out of the gate with the occasional glance over my shoulder to make sure I didn’t fall on my butt and cause myself some severe embarrassment and risk getting run over by the band who followed dutifully behind us. In front of us. Wherever the hell they were as we walked backwards in front of them and got ready for our big moment in the sun at Royal Realms.

The entire time I couldn’t contain my excitement. We were going past the royal review stand. I knew I only had a hunch to go on, but I was convinced Amelia would be around there somewhere. I just hoped I could sneak a glance into the stands and maybe wave to her without letting this princess know something was going on. The last thing I wanted was to get Amelia in trouble with the frickin’ future ruler of her country.

 

 

 

 

 

 

22: Amelia

 

“Isn’t this wonderful?” Katie asked from her spot sitting next to and slightly behind me. They wanted to make sure I was the guest of honor, after all, even if I’m sure there were hundreds of Royal Company PR people snapping an endless stream of pictures of this moment.

I was having a hard time thinking of her as anything but Katie, now. Learning her name and chatting with her in the car had pierced the veil of secrecy they usually kept around their actors in this place. Not that I minded. She was nice. Friendly. Nothing compared to Dani, but then again no girl could compare to Dani.

I was only half paying attention to all the happy characters streaming past the street below. They all had those creepy smiles that looked like they were frozen forever on the plastic or foam or whatever it was they used to make those faces.

“It is pretty cool,” I said.

Music blasted out from hidden speakers all around us. Those same hidden speakers that had done all that announcing the night before when I shared those few stolen moments with Dani. At times it felt like that had been an eternity ago. At other times I almost thought I could feel her lips brushing against mine.

And that was why I sat here ignoring some of the most technically impressive parading that had ever been invented by man. I was more interested in the marching bands going past. Already two had gone by, and I wasn’t even sure if Dani had been in them. The one had ridiculous hats with plumes overhead, and the other was big enough that I didn’t get a chance to really look at everyone as they moved past the stand.

Then again no one in those bands had lost their step when they looked up into the stands and realized I was up here, so I figured it was a good bet she was in a band that was still coming down the way.

“You’re sure there will be more bands?” I asked, leaning in close to Katie. I didn’t exactly whisper, though. I had to shout to be heard over the endless racket created by the parade.

“Oh yes. They usually have five or six high school bands in all the parades. It’s a new band every day. Very impressive the way they give them all a chance to have their moment in the sun!”

Their moment in the sun. Yeah. I’m sure they loved that. The first band with those plumes looked like they were about to melt under the sun. It couldn’t be comfortable marching down the street in eighty degree weather wearing the thick outfits they’d had on. Still, it was impressive discipline that compared favorably to the royal band back home. I had to commend them for that.

I smiled and leaned forward. Peered down to a curve in the crowded street that I couldn’t see beyond. Amelia was out there somewhere. I knew it. Any moment now she’d round that curve and it would be magic all over again. 

At least until she looked up and realized who I was. I felt queasy thinking about it. I wondered if she’d be mad at me for being responsible for her face being plastered all over the Internet. I’d had plenty of time to get used to that sort of thing, but Dani hadn’t.

I really wished she’d answered some of my texts.

“Do you enjoy these band performances?” Katie asked.

“More than you could imagine,” Renata said from her position behind me. I turned and almost stuck my tongue out at her, but stopped at the last moment. I had to remember that there were cameras all around us. On top of the Royal Realms PR people there were countless news outlets with photographers taking shots, and then on top of that there was the crowd with people pointing cameras and phones in my direction creating a blinding series of flashes that was almost worse than the sun beating down from overhead.

“I’m so glad you enjoy them! It must make this trip especially magical for you,” she said.

I smiled. Magical. Yeah. It was a little more difficult to talk to Katie out here when she was playing a part, but I couldn’t blame her. After all, she was out here in the open where her bosses could presumably see whether or not she was playing the part. I didn’t want to get the poor girl canned or anything.

I heard something that made my ears perk up. The sound of snare drums off in the distance. Another band was coming around. My skin prickled and I looked down to see goose bumps running all over my body despite the heat. Another band. That meant a very real possibility that she was out there with them. I forced myself to sit back and smile and wave at the crowd for a moment.

I didn’t want to seem too interested, after all. Renata might have her suspicions about what was going on here, but so far Felix seemed oblivious. He was out there, somewhere, though thankfully he’d decided not to hang out in the stands with me. Maybe he knew he’d finally gone too far this time. I had a strong feeling he and I were going to have it out when father got here.

I just wished I could be certain that father would take my side over his. That didn’t seem likely. This glimpse of Dani as she marched in a parade might be the last I ever saw of her. That thought made me even more queasy than the thought of her looking up into the stands and finally realizing who I was.

I really wished she’d managed to answer at least one text. I could understand that she was probably busy if they were going to be performing today, but still. One message where I could maybe try to explain things was all I asked.

Some girls twirling flags appeared around the bend down the way. I leaned forward again without really thinking about it. All rational thought flew out of my head as I watched the band approaching. I ignored a float filled with princesses who were doing their best to get my attention with the same amount of fervor that little girls along the parade route were trying to get their attention.

All my attention was focused on that band. In particular it was focused on two girls walking in between the flag twirlers and the band proper. I guess I didn’t need to worry so much about being able to pick Dani out in a crowd, because it turned out she wasn’t in a crowd at all. She was right there in the front waving her hands and directing, walking backwards, as they approached.

I felt dizzy. She was right there. And the whole walking backwards thing made it clear why she wasn’t able to answer her phone or take the time to shoot off a text message. She was obviously very busy.

“Do you know someone in that band?” Katie asked.

I darted a panicked look to her, then up to Renata who shook her head and smiled. It was a thin, knowing smile, but I figured a smile was a good sign. Had I been that obvious?

“Not really,” I said. I didn’t feel like going into the whole story of my life at Royal Realms over the past couple of days with a fake princess who I didn’t really know all that well even if she was nice enough. The last thing I needed was to gossip to the wrong person and have that get back to the media as well.

The band moved closer. Closer. The entire time Dani was turned away from me. She was so focused on doing her job that she didn’t have time to look at the surrounding crowd. She continued staring straight ahead, or behind, right up to the moment that they were in front of the stand.

Then, finally, she turned.

Time froze.

Every detail of that moment was seared into my memory forever. Dani turning to look up into the stands with a huge smile on her face. The moment she locked eyes with me that smile froze on her face and she stumbled back, only catching herself when the girl standing beside her swooped in and helped her to regain her footing. In that moment I knew that she hadn’t known who I was. She’d just looked up here expecting to see a princess and instead she’d seen the girl she’d just spent the last two days with kissing and canoodling and getting into all sorts of trouble.

The moment passed. She regained her composure and continued looking at the band and directing, but every couple of seconds she would look up into the stand. It was too far away to see the look on her face and eventually the mass of the band obscured her, but in that moment I wanted nothing more than to run down there and explain everything.

“Oh my goodness. Was that the girl from the pictures?”

I turned to regard Katie with what I thought was a fairly even and level stare, but there must’ve been something about the look on my face that wasn’t at all pleasant from the way she pulled back from me slightly. I forced myself to smile, but it was pretty damned obvious to me that I’d done well to not trust saying anything in front of this girl. Obviously she’d been online before our meeting, and obviously she’d had a look at the pictures posted from the night before.

Damn it. Those pictures were going to follow me everywhere!

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said with a forced smile on my face.

“Of… of course,” she said, blushing in a way that was distinctly un-princesslike. “Sorry I even mentioned it.”

She gave a little giggle in character, but the moment was ruined. She was just another reminder that I was living my life in the public eye and I was nothing more than a spectacle for people who wanted to pass by and gawk.

“Your friend looked surprised.”

I jumped at the voice in my ear. On the side Katie wasn’t sitting on, obviously. I turned to see Renata leaning over.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, thinking even as I said it that it was ridiculous to play dumb with her.

“That girl looked up here like she was shocked. She didn’t know who you were, did she?”

“Why would she?” I hissed. “I finally found someone who liked me for who I was and not for what I was. It was nice.”

Renata shook her head. “I can see why you’d want to do that, but that’s going to complicate things.”

“You say that like I don’t already know it,” I muttered.

“Why don’t you send her a text message? You can meet up with her after this if you want.”

“Really? You mean that? What about Felix?”

“Let me worry about Felix. I think you need to have a chat with this girl. I’d also strongly recommend that you come clean when you have that chat.”

I sighed and fell back in my chair. I put on the perfect fake smile and waved to the crowd, including pointing to some girls dressed in princess outfits in a copy of a gesture I saw some of the fake princesses in the parade using. The girls beamed like I’d just made their day, and I realized that I could get used to the high from that sort of attention. No wonder people like Katie busted their butts to get those jobs.

Under the fake smile, though, I was roiling. I’d get to see Dani again soon enough. I pulled out my phone and sent another text telling her that I saw her performance, thought it was wonderful, and we really needed to meet up when she was done with the parade. I told her to text me a location that would work for her and I’d make it work.

Only I was suddenly very unsure of myself. How would she react now that she knew who I really was? Would she change? Would she treat me like a princess rather than treating me like Amelia? Would she hate me for lying to her?

There were just too many unknowns, and I knew the time between now and when I got to meet up with her to get answers to some of those questions was going to feel like an eternity.

 

 

 

 

 

 

23: Dani

 

I stared at my phone in disbelief. I’d torn it out of my back pocket the moment were were back at the backlot and away from prying eyes. I didn’t seem that out of the ordinary considering everyone else was doing the same thing.

The information blackout was over. Fredericks was no longer snapping at anyone about pulling their phones out.

I had a couple of messages from Amelia, but the last one was the clincher. She saw the performance. She thought it was wonderful. She needed to talk.

Talk about a fucking understatement!

Amelia wasn’t part of the party for that visiting princess. Amelia was the visiting princess from Allora! I’d been hanging out with an actual princess for the past couple of days! I’d made out with a princess!

All that secrecy from the past couple of days was starting to make a lot more sense. I couldn’t believe I didn’t press her more for why she was acting so weird. I couldn’t believe she hadn’t trusted me enough to tell me the truth, for that matter. I felt betrayed, but more than anything I knew that I had to see her.

Knowing that she’d been up there, that she’d seen our performance and liked it, was a thrill. We’d seen each other, even if it was from a distance, and in that moment I’d felt a shock, but in a good way. I couldn’t wait to see her again. I didn’t care if she was an honest-to-God princess. I fell for Amelia, and I wanted to spend more time with her!

“So Devon and I were thinking of going on the Princess Cruise ride after this,” Sarah said. “You want to come with?”

I looked over to her and blushed as I thought about going on the Princess Cruise ride the night before. I had no doubt that Sarah was planning on doing pretty much the same thing that I’d done the night before, and I’d just be a third wheel for that. Amelia and I had gotten pretty hot and heavy on that thing towards the end. And people had snapped pictures.

My blood chilled. People had snapped pictures. Last night I figured they were snapping pictures because it was a couple of girls kissing each other and there were always assholes who wanted to get creepy about that, but now that I had this extra information about Amelia it occurred to me that there might’ve been another reason for people snapping all those pictures. A reason that had everything and nothing to do with us making out.

I switched my phone over to the browser and started searching, but my unspoken question was answered before I had a chance to finish my search.

“Holy shit Dani! You’ve been a naughty girl!”

Colin. He must’ve opened his phone and looked at the news and of course there’d be pictures out there on the web. The Crown Princess of Allora was making out with some strange girl on a ride at Royal Realms. How could that not be a juicy news story for the sort of gossip sites that made that sort of thing their creepy business? Either Colin had found it or one of his buddies had and then told him all about it. Either way, I was busted.

I wheeled around on him. He was walking up with a cocky grin on his face. “I can’t believe it! That hot piece you were with is royalty? What the hell is she doing with you?”

I seethed. Apparently meeting him in the arcade yesterday wasn’t enough to get him off my back. Other people were gathering around and I could see them giggling as the news spread. Pretty soon everybody was going to have their faces buried in their phones looking at pictures of me making out with royalty.

And more than anything I was mad. How dare they? This was my love life and they were acting like it was juicy gossip. I was sick of it. It’d been like this ever since I dumped Colin. As though me coming out was only important in the context of me dumping his ass.

“Colin, go fuck yourself,” I said.

“Hey, that’s not very nice. After all, when this girl dumps you you’ll want to come crying back to me…”

That was it. I couldn’t take it any longer. I was tired of his bullshit, and I figured this was going to be my last chance to do something about it. I took a step forward and pressed my finger against his chest, sending him stumbling back a couple of steps. His eyes went wide and then narrowed.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing you bitch?” he shouted.

“You’ve been trying your best to make me miserable ever since I broke up with you,” I said in a voice that was maybe loud enough that it carried just a bit, but I didn’t care. “I broke up with you because I realized I don’t like guys and I wanted to be fair, but you’ve been nothing but a jerk to me ever since! I do you a favor and this is how you repay me?”

“But I…”

“Yeah, whatever. I’m sure you’re going to try and lord it up next year. Big man on campus with all the underclassmen band girls who think you’re a god or something, right?”

His mouth worked but he didn’t say anything. The look of irritation that flashed on his face was enough to tell me that’s exactly what he was thinking about.

“Well I’d sure like to see how many of them want to get with you when they hear you insisted I pay for myself on every date, or that you kisses feel like a wet vacuum cleaner attachment, and let’s not forget how much you’re obviously compensating for your shortcomings down there. I was never really into that, but that might be a problem with your next girlfriend if she’s actually into guys.”

I stopped and the anger faded somewhat. I couldn’t believe I’d actually said all that. Colin looked more pissed off than ever. Girls around us were giggling, no doubt about the shortcomings comment. It had been totally true, even if it was a harsh truth. Colin took a step forward, and then Fredericks was there between us.

“What is going on here? You are not living up to the reputation of this school!”

“Sorry Mr. Fredericks,” I said.

“Colin was being a dick again,” Sarah said. “Doing his usual stuff. He can’t come to terms with the fact that she dumped him.”

I was thankful Sarah didn’t mention the whole making out with a princess thing. I had enough to deal with what with Colin acting like an ass without adding the complications from Amelia into the mix.

Mr. Fredericks looked between the two of us for a moment. Then to my surprise he winked at me. What the heck? He turned back to Colin.

“Well, Colin. I’m afraid that since she’s graduated and we’re done with the parade there isn’t much I can do to Dani. Never mind that it sounds like she was completely justified.”

Fredericks reached out and put a hand on Colin’s shoulder. Colin actually buckled just a little. I wondered how hard Fredericks was gripping him.

“You, on the other hand, are going to come with me and we’ll spend the afternoon talking about the value of showing proper respect. To everyone.”

He turned and nodded to me before dragging Colin off.

“Damn,” Sarah said.

“I know. I didn’t think Fredericks would do that.”

“What? I’m talking about you making out with a princess! It’s everywhere! I’m your best friend! Why am I learning about this from the Internet?”

“You’re finding out from the Internet because I knew this is how you’d react,” I said.

“What are you talking about? I’m not overreacting or anything!”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. 

“Go make out with Devon on the Princess Cruise. It’s as fun as it looks like in those pictures,” I said. “Actually, I think I might join you on the walk over there if you don’t mind.”

“No problem. Do we get to meet your princess?”

“Not a chance,” I said with a grin to try and remove some of the sting from my words.

I pulled up my messages and dashed off a quick message to Amelia telling her to meet me in front of the Princess Cruise. That was where the magic had happened, after all. It seemed like as good a place as any to meet and hash all the craziness that had happened in the past couple of days.

I just hoped she could sneak away long enough. She’d been surrounded by a lot of people when she was up there on that stand. She’d even had an actress portraying Princess Reina sitting next to her! I was jealous. I’d have to wait in line for hours to get a chance to meet one of the princesses like that and she got to sit next to one for an entire parade. Talk about lucky.

We reached the Princess Cruise about ten minutes later and I looked around with my body tingling all over. I was about to see Amelia. The real Amelia. No more secrets between the two of us. It seemed crazy that there would be any secrets to begin with considering what we’d shared, but now we were completely open.

I couldn’t wait to hear her side of everything that had happened in the past couple of days. I’m sure it was wild.

“Dani?”

I froze in place. Sarah grinned and then pulled Devon a short ways away from me. That was her. I didn’t know how to react. This was Amelia, but it was princess Amelia. Would things be different between us now that she knew that I knew who she was? Would she treat me differently?

I turned and it was the same Amelia, though there was an older woman who was obviously security standing behind her which was a change from the past few days. She stood there in shorts and a T-shirt and she had that same beaming smile on her face that I’d fallen in love with over the past two days. Though she seemed uncertain as well. Maybe she thought I’d react differently now that I knew who she was?

There wasn’t a chance of that happening. This was Amelia. That’s all that mattered. She could be an alien from another world and I’d still feel the way I did.

I walked over and wrapped her in a huge hug. Then I pulled away and gave her a kiss. When I pulled back she smiled, but she was searching my eyes.

“I was worried you might react differently,” she said.

“Why would I do that? You’re the same person I fell for yesterday, right? The same person I made out with at the Princess Cruise?”

Amelia blushed. “Well yeah, but people tend to overreact when they hear about the whole princess thing.”

I leaned in and kissed her again. “You don’t have to worry about any of that with me. You’re Amelia. That’s all I care about. I can’t stop thinking about you, and this doesn’t change a thing.”

I giggled and I was about to lean in for another kiss when a commanding voice boomed out.

“Step away from the princess!”

I turned and stared. And took a step away from the princess when I saw what was waiting for me. It went against every instinct I had to step away from Amelia like that, but there was something compelling about a command that came from a group of suited sunglasses wearing security types who were all holding out guns and pointing them at me. Not a pleasant experience at all.

Things fell apart pretty rapidly after that. Instinctively I put my hands in the air.

“I’m back! I’m back! Don’t shoot!”

People around us were filming. I was sure this was going to be all over the Internet by the end of the day. Great. My first viral video and it was going to be a shot of me being held up by some sort of international security types trying to protect me from the princess of Allora. My parents were going to have kittens when they found out. Mr. Fredericks was going to throw a fit. He might kill me before the guards got a chance to if the school and band name leaked out with the video.

“Felix? What are you doing?” Amelia screeched.

The man with the booming voice stepped forward towards me, but he spoke to Amelia as he did. “Protecting you, your highness, and doing what your father would want.”

He reached me and held out handcuffs. “If you would please turn around?”

I stared up at him and felt a bit of the fire I did earlier when I was with Colin. “Who the hell are you?”

“I’m head of security for the princess’s protective detail and…”

“And you will not cuff that girl,” another voice said. It was the woman who’d been standing behind Amelia. This was turning into a royal clusterfuck. “How dare you, Felix!”

“Men, take her into custody. You’ve assisted the princess in escaping twice now.”

“And I did it under authority from the king! You can’t arrest me and you know it. You aren’t law enforcement here in the United States!”

The guy pushed his handcuffs out towards me again. All around us people were still filming. And it suddenly occurred to me that maybe my best chance of getting out of this would be to ham it up for the cameras.

“Yeah! You can’t arrest me! I’m a U.S. citizen!”

Normally people who made those sorts of “am I being detained officer?” videos were annoying, but I figured it would be my quickest way out of this. Not that it stopped him from slapping cuffs on me even as Royal Realms security showed up and the obvious head of their unit started arguing with Amelia’s bodyguards.

Not that any of that mattered to me. I was bundled into the back of a golf cart that tore off into the park. Damn it. So much for resisting an unlawful arrest. I really hoped Amelia could come up with some way to get me out of this, because things were not looking good.

 

 

 

 

 

 

24: Amelia

 

“I can’t believe you would do this Felix! You can’t do this to me!”

We were rolling through the park on a golf cart. I could see Dani and Renata on a cart behind us being carried along as well. Flashing yellow lights and an annoying siren helped us to get through the crowds. Probably a good thing, too. Felix had done a bit of a smash and grab back there, and it seemed park security wasn’t very happy with him for doing it.

“Your father is back at the resort, and I can assure you once he knows everything he’ll be more than happy with what I’ve done. I can’t believe you, getting up to the same thing here that you were doing back home. The same thing that got you in trouble in the first place!”

“I couldn’t help it! That photographer snuck in. He snuck through your security! You’re the one at fault here, not me! I can’t help it assholes like that want to document every waking hour of my life and use it to sell advertising!”

“Please, princess. My security people never fail,” he said with an unpleasant smile.

“Well they sure as hell failed that night. I mean the guy was in there snapping pictures… of…”

Suddenly the meaning behind that smile hit me like a ton of bricks.

“You let him in, didn’t you? Why?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, princess,” he said. “All I know is that your father wants to continue keeping a tight rein on you after that incident, and I intend to do just that.”

“Is that what this is about? Job security? What, I’m a grown woman and now you’re out of a job? You prick!”

“I’m just doing my job, highness,” he said, still sounding as weaselly as ever.

“Doing your job? You just had your men point their guns at a foreigner in her own country, ignored local law enforcement, took her prisoner against her will, and it was all caught on tape! I think they call that threatening assault with a deadly weapon and kidnapping over here, though admittedly my knowledge of the U.S. legal system mostly comes from Hollywood.”

“And that’s why you should sit back and let the adults do the worrying, highness,” he said. “I can assure you that your father would approve of what I’ve done here. You’ve assured that by acting so out of control over the years.”

He might sound confident, but for a moment he looked uncomfortable. Yeah, Felix might have finally bit off a little more than he could chew, and he may have very well sparked one hell of a public and viral international incident in the process. Now instead of headlines about my visit to tour the park it would be headlines about a crazy security guy pulling his gun on an American citizen and arresting her without the authority to do so. I’m sure that would go over really well with the Yanks.

It seemed like the conversation was over for the moment. I crossed my arms and stayed quiet for the trip back to the front. As I was bundled onto an SUV like I was some package. As we pulled up to the resort and I was led back to my room.

I had time to do some thinking during that trip. Felix was right, in a way. I’d been good about pushing father’s buttons over the years, though usually it was in reaction to what Felix was doing rather than what father was doing. Yet father always took Felix’s side. It was endlessly frustrating. It was enough to make me want to scream.

I’d tried turning over a new leaf, though, and it had worked. Sort of. At least father had listened to me, which was a lot more than he’d done in the past. Maybe I needed to try that again.

We stepped into my room and there he was, though thankfully mother was nowhere in sight. Father smiled and moved across the suite. He wrapped me in a huge bear hug and set me down. Okay. Not the sort of reaction I expected from a man who was annoyed with me.

“Amelia, so good to see you,” he said.

“I wish I could say the same, father,” I said, though I kept my voice neutral. Level. I didn’t want to sound like a petulant child. I was an adult here, talking to him as an adult.

He frowned and looked to Felix.

“What are you talking about? Felix said he’d bring you to me as soon as I arrived at the park. Is something wrong?”

“I’m afraid there is, highness,” Felix said, stepping forward and making a small bow. It wasn’t strictly necessary, we weren’t big on bowing in Allora, but it seemed perfectly in character for this slime. “I’m afraid that your daughter snuck away. Again. To see a girl in the park. I knew you’d want me to put an end to that sort of unseemly behavior.”

I turned and stared at Felix, my mouth hanging open. “Is that what this is all about? That it’s a girl?”

Felix looked at me and his eyes flashed. I snapped my mouth shut. I was talking without thinking. That was the sort of thing that got me in trouble, and the last thing I needed right now was to shoot my mouth off and get in trouble.

“I’m sorry father. What I mean to say is Felix isn’t being entirely truthful about what happened in the park today,” I said.

“Amelia, what are you talking about? Where is Renata? Felix, bring me Renata.”

“You know Renata?” I asked.

Father looked down at me and smiled. “Of course I do. I hired her personally and she’s been on my security detail for about a year now, mostly when I’m on official business so you wouldn’t see her. I asked her to come along on this trip as a personal favor for me. To look into a few things.”

He pointedly looked at Felix as he said that, and Felix looked nervous once more. Meanwhile I was, once more, stuck with the feeling that I was very out of the loop here. Renata worked for him? I recalled a couple of times when she acted like Felix wouldn’t be an issue. A comment about having friends in high places. That made sense if her friend in a high place was none other than the king. She’d been working directly for father this entire time?

“Renata is occupied,” Felix said. “I’m sure I can…”

“But I’m sure you can’t,” father said. “Where is Renata? You knew she was here under my orders.”

“He had her arrested,” I said.

Father looked confused for a moment. “Arrested? By the Americans? Where did they take her? I need to go to get this sorted out. What did she do?”

“She tried to stop Felix when he went after Amelia,” a voice said from the entrance. Felix turned and rolled his eyes. Renata stepped into the room, still in handcuffs. I wasn’t sure if she did that on purpose, but I had to give it to her. That certainly made for a dramatic entrance.

“Renata? Why are you in handcuffs?” father asked.

“Because Felix arrested her today. He also had a bunch of his security people draw their guns on a girl I’ve been seeing. Said he was arresting her too and carted her off while Royal Realms security screamed at us.”

Father balled his hand into a fist and turned to Felix. “Is this true?”

“Turn on the television,” Renata said. “It’s probably all over the news at this point. You know how much the Americans love their cable news.”

Father didn’t say anything, but the look on his face communicated volumes. He walked over to pick up the remote. Flipped the television on and went past all the channels dedicated to telling people about how wonderful Royal Realms was. He continued flipping until he hit a news channel, and sure enough there was shaky footage of Dani being “arrested” while Renata and I screamed at Felix along with several news tickers along the bottom talking about an Alloran invasion.

Father flipped to several other channels and the story was the same on all of them. All of them were talking about foreigners kidnapping Americans in the biggest amusement park in the country. None of them seemed particularly happy about it, with some of the more crazy channels saying this was tantamount to terrorism and an all out declaration of war and the more levelheaded channels going on about how this was going to be damaging to relations between the two countries on the verge of what was supposed to be a friendly state visit from the royal family.

Father’s face grew darker and darker with every new thing he saw. Finally he sighed an turned to me.

“I know you’ve been difficult over the years, but perhaps I should have listened to you more over those years as well,” he said. “Particularly if this is how he acts around you.”

“I’m also pretty sure he was the one who let that photographer get through to take the picture that started all this in the first place,” I said. “He let that slip while he was carting me out of the park at top speed.”

“Felix, is this true?”

“Well you have to understand that I did all of this because I thought that…”

“I don’t care what you thought, Felix. What I asked you was if all of this was true.”

Felix hung his head. “Yes. Mostly.”

“Mostly?” I said, some of the old me sneaking back to the surface. “I was having a wonderful time with a girl I might really have feelings for and you chased her off by holding her at gun point! You’re crazy!”

“I only did that because it is unseemly for a royal of your station to be seen with another woman like that! If only you knew how you were embarrassing Allora with your…”

My hand balled up into a fist. “Is that what this is about? Because I’m in love with another woman? Because if that’s it then I’m going to…”

“Enough!” father roared. I jumped. I’d seen him angry before, but never to the point of yelling like that.

“Everyone out of the room but Felix. We are going to have words,” father said, his voice suddenly quiet. If anything the quiet was more disconcerting than the yell. That was a voice he only used when someone was in serious trouble, and for once that someone wasn’t me.

“But your highness,” Felix started.

“I’ll deal with you in a moment. Amelia? Renata?”

And so I stepped out of the room and closed the door behind us. As soon as the door clicked shut the shouting started. I winced. Even if it was Felix in there, that couldn’t be pleasant to deal with.

As soon as we were out Renata held out her hands and one of the security people helpfully unlocked her cuffs.

“Why didn’t you have them do that before you went in there?” I asked.

Renata winked. “I figured it would make more of a point with your father if I had cuffs on when I went in there.”

“So what do we do now?”

“We wait for your father to be done, but in the meantime I just want to tell you that I’m sorry this happened like this. I tried to run interference with Felix. He was supposed to listen to me, but then he pulls this stunt.”

“So this entire time you were sent out here to spy for father?”

“Something like that,” she said. “I was actually supposed to be shadowing Felix, but outside his chain of command, to prepare to take over his job. Apparently he didn’t like that one bit when he heard about it a few months back and now we have this.”

“The asshole,” I muttered.

“Yes, well, given everything that happened and how I wasn’t able to hold him back I’d understand if you didn’t want me as the head of your security.”

“Why would I do something like that? You let me have a normal life for the first time ever. I’m keeping you around!”

Renata smiled and nodded.

“So while we’re waiting, what do you say to finding a bar and having a drink to take the edge off.”

Renata raised an eyebrow at that. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

I rolled my eyes. “Great. I think I’m breaking free of Felix and now you’re going to mother me too?” Though to be fair I wasn’t entirely snarky with her even if I was a touch frustrated.

“Not exactly,” Renata said. “I was thinking more along the lines of the drinking age here in the states being twenty-one, and you’re only eighteen. We’ve already broken enough American laws today, don’t you think?”

I giggled. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. So we just hang out here?”

“I think that sounds like a plan.”

“I think this sounds like the beginning of a beautiful working relationship,” I replied.

 

 

 

 

 

 

25: Dani

 

“You can’t do this to me! I am an American citizen and you’re… well… um… You’re not!”

I struggled against the jackbooted and suited thugs dragging me along the corridor. I suppose if I was going to be thrown into a prison cell then there were worse places to be thrown than the halls of this very expensive looking resort. This was the sort of place that looked designed to cater to billionaires or, well, royalty.

Which made sense given the context.

They pulled me to a door and one of the guards flashed a band. I was pushed into a regular room. At least it was regular by the standards of this place. There were two king sized beds, only full back in my room where the peasants hung out, and there was a nice big flat panel television on top of a dresser that had honest-to-goodness marble across the top.

I mean I had a flat panel in the peasant quarters myself, but my flat panel wasn’t nearly as nice as this one. It was name brand with all the bells and whistles. I knew because they helpfully left a sticker on it that let me know it came with all the bells and whistles.

I wheeled around just in time to see the door close. There was no one in here with me. Maybe they thought guards on the outside would be enough to keep me in here. Well I’d show them. I walked over to the door and pounded on it a couple of times.

“This is kidnapping you know, right? I’m going to press charges and testify at your trials and it isn’t going to be pretty!”

There was no answer from the other side. Maybe they thought they had diplomatic immunity or something. Like that old cop movie my dad always watched growing up where the guy with the weird accent had his immunity revoked with a shot to the head. I never understood the appeal of that movie just like I always thought the plot was a little silly, people couldn’t just break the law like that even if they were diplomats, but now here I was in just that situation and I didn’t even have a gun or a snappy one liner to get me out of it.

Damn it.

There was a big old window along one side. I walked over to have a look. See if maybe there was some way to get th hell out of here from that direction. Unfortunately as I rattled the windows it became apparent they weren’t meant to be opened even though they’d been designed to look like they could be. Not that it mattered. The only way I was going off of that balcony was down. I was on the fourth floor, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to survive that sort of fall.

Okay then. Maybe I wasn’t going to be doing any escaping any time soon. Damn it. I fell down on the bed and grabbed a remote from the night stand. Flipped the television on and went through the channels. It’s not like they could keep me here forever, but they’d done me the solid of confiscating my phone before tossing me in here so it looked like I was going to have to party like it was 1999 and watch television like people did back in the dark ages before smartphones were a thing.

Thankfully there was plenty to amuse me. As I flipped through the cable news channels I saw, well, me. Plastered all over TV. It seemed I’d been right about all those people taking videos. They’d been uploaded and now I didn’t need my phone to go online because all these news agencies were being nice enough to put the videos on TV for me instead.

I flipped through the channels with a sort of detachment. On the one hand I knew I was looking at pictures of me being broadcast all over the country, all over the world, as people griped about the Allorans taking things too far. On the other hand I was having a hell of a time actually making the connection between the images on the screen and my own life. Things that happened on TV were supposed to be far away. Other people.

A banging on the door drew my attention away from a pundit who was speculating that this incident might be state-sponsored terrorism of some sort. It was from a particularly conservative cable news channel that was long on sensationalism and short on common sense and a dose of reality, but it still felt odd to see them talking about me like that. More banging on the door, followed by shouting.

What the heck was going on out there?

Then the door blew open and I blinked in surprise. Of all the people I thought would come to my rescue, Mr. Fredericks flanked by a bunch of local police officers was the last person I’d expected. He rushed into the room and looked me up and down.

“Are you okay Danielle?” he asked. “Did they hurt you or anything?”

Cops streamed into the room following a couple of security people, though I noted that the police were keeping a close eye on them. It seemed that the real law around these here parts had finally arrived. Took them long enough.

“I’m fine, really,” I said. “I think this was all just a misunderstanding.”

It had to be a misunderstanding. I couldn’t imagine Amelia pulling anything like this intentionally. She’d seemed pretty pissed off when she realized they’d pulled those guns on me. No, I’m sure wherever she was, she was fuming about this just as much as I was. It appeared that the princess of Allora didn’t have as much power as I would’ve thought royalty would have, though.

I guess the Royal Company had lied about that. Either that or we were still in the part of the fairy tale where the princess hadn’t taken control of her destiny to get the girl. Either way, it seemed like I was getting out of here while the getting was good. Whether I wanted to or not.

“We need to get you away from these people,” Mr. Fredericks said. “I was worried sick when I heard about what happened. Come on. The police will escort us out of here, and they’ll want to talk to you about what happened in the park.”

“But I don’t want to go,” I said.

Fredericks blinked. “You don’t? But these people kidnapped you!”

“These jerks are still holding Amelia somewhere, and I’m not leaving until I talk to her!”

“Perhaps I could help with that?”

The voice was deep and commanding. It was the sort of voice that clearly communicated that its owner was used to being in command. Its owner was used to being obeyed. I looked to the front of the room and got the shock of my life as I saw Amelia standing there at the entrance with a man I recognized from television. Her father, the king.

Apparently Fredericks recognized him as well. Maybe he’d been watching some of the same news I had while he was making his way over here to rescue me.

“Now you listen here. I’m not going to have you hurt another hair on her body! I can’t believe you would have the audacity to arrest one of my students when she hasn’t done anything to…”

The king held up a hand and, for a wonder, Fredericks went quiet. Damn. I would’ve given a pretty penny to know how he did that. That was the sort of trick that would’ve come in handy in multiple scenarios over the years, though I had a feeling it had more to do with Fredericks facing down the current head of a country and not some snot-nosed band kid trying to pull the same tricks snot-nosed band kids had pulled forever.

“Please, allow me to talk,” he said.

He moved forward into the room and it was clear he was in command. He brushed past Fredericks without a word and came to a stop right in front of me. I found myself shying away under that gaze. It was stern, and I had a feeling this guy had only come here so he could give me a dressing down for trying to kidnap his daughter or whatever the heck it was they thought I’d done that warranted the crazy overreaction I’d dealt with today.

He took my hands in his. He had strong hands. I saw a couple of the cops in the room tense at that, but they didn’t come to my rescue. Probably a good thing. This whole situation was already screwed up enough as it is without adding local cops trying to arrest a foreign head of state to the list.

“Dani, I want to extend to you my sincerest apologies,” he said.

I blinked. Looked over my shoulder to Amelia who smiled and nodded. I saw that same security lady from before, the one who’d been carted off right along with us, standing behind Amelia with a smile of her own.

Huh. That was interesting. Maybe things were looking up after all.

“You are?”

He chuckled. “Amelia and I have been at odds for some time now, and let’s just say that being at odds like that led to me making some bad decisions and not listening to her when I should have. That led to this. I can assure you that the person responsible for taking you into custody today has been removed from employment, and once we get everything squared away with the local police I’m sure they’ll want to have a word with him regarding his behavior today as well.”

“Well I suppose that’s a start,” I said. “I don’t see why you had to overreact like this in the first place, though. Is it because I’m a girl? Because that’s seriously not cool if that’s what this is all about.”

The king arched an eyebrow and I shut my mouth. Damn it. Me and my big mouth. It always got me in trouble, and now here I was talking to a damn king like he was Mr. Fredericks giving me a hard time. Only he smiled finally. I heard a giggle from behind him. It seemed Amelia thought this was very amusing.

“I’m not sure what you’ve heard about my daughter, but my issue was less with her inclination to date women and more with her inclination to cause scenes with the press.” He sighed. “Though I suppose that’s something I’m going to have to get used to as well. It’s a different game from when I was young.”

That last bit seemed more to himself than to me. He shook his head and looked around the room. Frowned at the police who were still standing around looking unsure of what to do.

“I’m sure the police will want to have a word with you. They’ll be questioning Renata as well, but after that I want to extend an invitation for you to spend the rest of your vacation here with us, and then who knows? I understand you have several months of your American summer break ahead of you, right?”

My mouth opened in pure surprise. I’d expected to get carted away by the feds for helping to create an international incident all because I’d fell for a pair of pretty eyes attached to a girl who happened to be a princess. I hadn’t expected the go-ahead from her father or an invitation to spend the rest of the week at a place like this and then maybe more after that. I looked over the king’s shoulder to Amelia to see if this was all actually true, and she grinned and nodded.

The king cleared his throat. “Of course we would put you in a separate room of my daughter’s suite. Propriety and all that.”

I blushed as I realized exactly what he meant, then nodded and smiled. I looked to Fredericks and he shrugged.

“You are an adult, Dani,” he said. “We did our performance today so I don’t need you anymore. It’s your decision if you want to stay with us or go with them.”

I didn’t hesitate for a moment with my decision. I pulled my hands away from the king and ran across the room to jump at Amelia and wrap her in a huge hug. A huge hug that was followed with a huge kiss, though I resisted the urge to make the kiss too steamy. We did have one hell of an audience here, after all. Just having Amelia in my arms was enough for me, though. We were still very much at the beginning of things, but I had a good feeling about this.

Especially now that we’d leapt one hell of a hurdle in our budding romance!

I came up for air and looked around the room. Fredericks had a huge smile on his face and the king was shaking his head as though he was still trying to get used to that sort of thing. Meanwhile all the cops and security people were pointedly looking in any direction but where we were. The cops. Right. Damn.

“Um, so I need to talk to someone in uniform about what happened? Could we get that over with so I can get back to my vacation?”

A guy in plainclothes stepped forward. “Right, ma’am, if you could just come over here for a moment with Miss Renata…”

It ended up taking about an hour to sort everything out with the cops. It turns out they were only really annoyed at the guy giving the orders to abduct me, and it sounded like that guy was about to have a very bad day. It seemed like maybe he was serving as a bit of a convenient scapegoat for the whole international incident thing, but that wasn’t my problem. Besides, the way Amelia scowled whenever she heard this Felix guy brought up led me to believe that he maybe deserved everything he was about to get and more.

Finally, after interviews that seemed to last forever, it was all over and it was just me and Amelia alone in the room. Well, almost alone. That Renata lady was still in there as well, though she was doing her best to make herself as scarce as possible. I guess if I was going to date Amelia then I was going to have to get used to the idea of people watching us at all times.

That was going to take some getting used to, but it was worth it for her. Besides, I was still too high on the idea that we’d gotten away with everything to be too concerned with bodyguards for the moment.

“So how do you feel about spending the rest of the day in the park?” I asked. “Though we’ll probably only be able to go on a few rides with all the lines.”

Amelia grinned and took my hand. “Are you kidding? I’m the princess of Allora! I couldn’t pull rank when I was in disguise with you the past two days, but now we can get to the front of any line we want as long as we let them take our pictures for PR stuff.”

“Huh. That’s going to take some getting used to.”

Amelia looked serious for a moment. “Yeah, I’m afraid this is going to be sort of a big deal now. Especially after everything that happened today. Cameras everywhere. It’s a different world, and I understand if you don’t want to be a part of it.”

I leaned in and kissed her. Now that it was just that Renata chick in the room I felt way more comfortable giving her a more thorough kiss than I had when there were a bunch of cops and the freakin’ king standing around.

“Are you kidding? Anything is worth it for you,” I said. I took her hand. “Now let’s get out there and make some headlines!”
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Falling in love wasn’t on Amber’s radar. Especially with another woman. Only life and love don’t have to make sense as she explores a new world with a secretive online lover!
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The boss trying to prove herself with a new intern. The intern who’s secretly the CEO’s daughter. A forbidden love that complicates everything. Who said love in the workplace was easy?
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Will life in the small town pull a budding relationship apart or bring them closer together than ever before?
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Anna and Erin were the best of the best looking for fun in their geeky game of choice, but they’ll discover there’s a thin line between love and competition!
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Claire and Allison are star-crossed lovers who get a second chance at their five year reunion!
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Night Terror is the greatest villainess in the world, and she has to find a way to defeat sexy new superhero Fialux. Oh, and she’s totally in love with her new archenemy. What could go wrong?
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A spacefaring captain on a mission of revenge finds lust and love in the unlikeliest of places out amongst the stars.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Free Sample: The Intern

 

Please enjoy these free sample chapters from…

 

[image:  ]

 

The Intern

 

The boss trying to prove herself to a new intern. An intern who’s secretly the CEO’s daughter. A love affair neither of them was looking for. What could go wrong?

 

 

 

 

 

 

1: New Boss

 

I didn’t intend to start the day questioning my sexuality, but the girl I saw hopping onto the elevator certainly brought my professed heterosexuality into question!

To say she was stunning would be the understatement of the century. Of the millennium. I knew, objectively, that there were beautiful girls in the world. And that was how I’d always thought of pretty girls when I looked at them. Objectively. It was always in a “oh wouldn’t it be nice to look as good as her” mix of admiration and envy. It was never with the sort of eyes that sent a bolt of fire running straight down to the core of my being and made me seriously reconsider everything I’d ever thought about the way the world worked and which way my sexuality leaned.

I mean sure there was the occasional experiment back in college, but who didn’t do that? Experiments were just that: experiments. Not the foundation of a relationship.

But damn. Looking at this girl with her perfect face. Brown hair that spilled down past her shoulders. The sort of body that would make a goddess sit up and take notice. Looking at her was making me want to lay one hell of a foundation, if you catch my drift.

I shook my head. What was I thinking? This was just some random pretty girl making her way through the lobby at my building. It’s not like anything was going to happen. It’s not like I was going to go up and chitchat with the girl or try to get her phone number or anything.

Still, it was nice to dream. Even if it was only for a moment.

Then she disappeared behind an elevator and I was brought back to the boring mundane reality of my existence. People in suits and business appropriate dresses making their way through the lobby to take the elevator to whatever floor they slaved away on at Zeidner Corp. I was up on seven which was pretty low on the totem pole.

And I’d just missed an elevator because I was so busy staring at that pretty young thing who didn’t look like she could even be out of college let alone working here. When I was already running late. I sighed. Christine was not going to be happy.

“Damn it Nicole,” I muttered to myself as I jabbed at the up button on the elevator with perhaps a little more force than was strictly necessary. “Are you never going to get it together?”

A lady standing next to me gave me a funny look, but I ignored it. I didn’t recognize her and it was a big company filling an entire damn skyscraper, so it’s not like she was an immediate concern. No, my immediate concern was being at my cubicle by 7:45am on the dot because, as Christine was so fond of saying to the people she was berating in the morning, “on time is late.” Never mind that the business day wasn’t supposed to start until promptly at eight. What was a little wage theft when they were getting around those pesky laws by making everyone salaried?

I sighed again as the elevator opened to take me up to my own personal daily hell. This definitely wasn’t how I’d imagined life going when I graduated and got a job here five years ago.

The doors swished open on our floor and I quickly made my way to my cubicle. Mercifully Christine’s office was obviously dark. It wasn’t unusual for her to show up anywhere from fifteen minutes to a half hour late, she definitely didn’t hold herself to the same punctual standards that she expected of her employees, but it also wasn’t out of the ordinary for her to show up early just so she could get in some yelling before the work day had actually started.

Either way it looked like I was going to be safe sliding into my chair and powering up my computer. The elevator dinged and I resisted the urge to prairie dog out of my cubicle and see who was coming through. The clicking of heels was more than enough to let me know exactly who it was. I stared with a quite slow-moving panic rising inside me as the ancient computer, nothing but the oldest and cheapest for our department, booted up at a speed that would make a glacier seem positively speedy in comparison.

Finally it booted up and I hit my password and even managed to pull up a spreadsheet before the clicking stopped at my cubicle. I turned around with the biggest smile I could muster on my face, though it was difficult when I got a good look at Christine and her usual morning expression carrying her usual morning cup of coffee that she refilled religiously, making her office smell like a cut-rate coffee house thanks to her bad breath. She had a scowl in her eyes and her lips were puckered up looking like a cat’s asshole.

Not a good look, but then again there really was no such thing as a “good look” when it came to Christine.

“At least you can make it in on time,” she said finally after inspecting my cubicle. I knew exactly what she was doing. Looking for anything that she could use to rain down terror. Sometimes I left some paperwork out overnight just to give her something to yell about, it was a quiet form of protest that wasn’t likely to provoke the sort of reaction that being late would, but I hadn’t had time this morning since I was already running late because I was mooning over some hot young thing who was probably a good five years younger than me anyways if she was still in college.

“Good morning Christine, good to see you too,” I said.

Her scowl deepened, but it’s not like she could do anything about it. Everything I said had been perfectly delivered in a pleasant and cheery tone. Never mind that in my head I was thinking how that phrase meant “go fuck yourself Christine, and I hope you get fired.”

Finally she finished her inspection of my cube and she was moving along. No doubt taking stock of exactly who was already in and who was running a little tardy. If the tardy ones were lucky they’d just get a stern email threatening them. If they were unlucky and Christine was feeling particularly salty this morning then they’d get called into her office to get chewed out which was never a particularly fun experience. I was just glad I’d avoided it for one day.

No, instead I could get directly to work. I fired up the corporate logging software that made sure all our work was accounted for and started pushing numbers around. The facts and figures that made the world go ‘round at ZeidnerCorp weren’t going to generate themselves, and God help us if we didn’t get work done in a timely manner.

A message popped up in the window. I smiled when I saw it was from Amber.

“How’s dragon lady this morning?”

“Off doing her usual inspection of the department looking to see if anyone’s running late,” I said. “I take it you got here on time?”

“You bet I did. Damn she’s such a bitch.”

I shook my head and minimized the chat window as I heard clicking moving towards my cubicle again. I dreaded the day Christine realized that people could hear her coming because of her fondness for heels, but it’s not like I was going to say anything to her either. She moved past, a clicking shark sniffing the water for blood, and I brought the window back up.

“She’s really in a foul mood today. Usually she’s in her office gulping down her coffee and surfing the net by now.”

“Must be something irritating her,” Amber sent back.

I frowned. Something irritating Christine usually meant something was going to be irritating me. Sure enough she came clicking back past my cubicle and I heard her stop at the door. I closed my eyes and did a quick five count before turning to smile at her with the best and most insincere smile I could muster.

“How can I help you Christine?” I asked.

“How is the work coming along on the Johnson merger?” she asked.

“I should have that ready for you by the end of the day today which will give you enough time to look it over before it needs to be turned in,” I said.

When I first started this job I figured that would be enough to get Christine to jump for joy. I’d learned the hard way that it didn’t. From the smile that came to her face, smiles were never pleasant on her face, I knew that I was about to get some of that same feeling. I braced for it.

“Well isn’t that nice? Since you seem to have so much free time you won’t mind going ahead and reviewing some of the numbers for me, will you? Then when you’re done with that I have a couple of other things that are ready to be sent up but need to be reviewed first.”

I bit back a couple of comments that were forming in my head. She was the one who was supposed to give final approval for everything that was done in the department. That was a big part of her job, aside from assigning stuff out which she’d started foisting off on me six months ago. She’d never been this brazen before about trying to get me to run approvals. Damn it.

“Whatever you say, Christine,” I said.

As soon as she was gone I was back at my computer typing furiously, but it wasn’t for any sort of analysis. No, I needed to vent to someone, and Amber was the only person I could vent with even though she was on the other side of the floor. It was set up in a big square with Christine’s big glass office in the center. That glass on all four sides was part of the reason we knew she was in there playing games on social media most of the time instead of actually doing any work.

Lord help us all if she ever decided to actually check the chat logs for her department. Lots of heads would roll that day. Lots more than usual, at least.

An email popped up and I looked over more on instinct than anything else. Answering that ding was almost a Pavlovian response on this floor. If it was from Christine and it was urgent and you didn’t answer it right away then you could be in deep shit.

I sighed when I saw who it was from. Not Christine. It was from someone who should be a shining beacon out of this shithole. A headhunter. The only problem was there was at least one person who’d been canned for responding to a headhunter using their work email. So I deleted it like I always did, might as well have a record of being loyal for the IT people to look at, but not before looking at the email.

It was familiar enough. I’d seen it enough times that it was burned into my head. This lady must not be very good if she was desperate enough to keep pinging people, and on their work email no less, but I’d seen her name and email, Janet Yeager, often enough that it was memorized. I’d even forwarded one of her mails to my personal account in my early days before I knew that was strictly verboten around here.

I sighed. I was sorely tempted to respond today, but no. Better a crappy job than no job, right?

Whatever. I got back into the groove of things and tried not to think about Christine. Of course not thinking about Christine and how unfair it was working under a dragon lady of epic proportions naturally set my mind to thinking about other things, and it seemed that the one thing on my mind more than anything else was that girl I’d seen in the lobby. I wondered what she was doing here. She could’ve been going anywhere. Sure there were young people who worked here, I was still technically in that “young” category even though I’d been with the company for five years since graduating, but there was something about her that kept pushing her to the forefront of my imagination. An imagination that was going to some particularly not safe for work places the more I thought about her.

I was in the middle of thinking about a particularly wild frat party I’d gone to my junior year where I made out with a girl to get the crowd going, though to be honest I’d been a little excited at the excuse to have some fun with a friend who I thought was pretty damn hot. Only in my imagination it wasn’t the girl from my memory I was kissing. It was that girl from the lobby.

Well now that was odd. Not that I was thinking about girls considering my experience. Just odd that it would come up now. Sure I hadn’t exactly dated much, work took care of most of my spare time, and so it felt a little odd that I was suddenly thinking of any sort of dating, let alone dating a girl.

I was pulled out of my reverie by a ding, but not the sort of ding that meant I had a message from Amber or someone else on the floor. No, this was the sort of ding that immediately filled me with a sense of dread because it meant an email, and an email usually meant Christine needed something.

I hated it when Christine needed something. Why couldn’t that girl from the lobby need something? Yeah, I’d love taking care of her needs. Only the hot thoughts of the sort of fun I could have with her if I’d had more than a moment of staring at her dumbfounded from the other side of a closing elevator door were dashed when I saw the message. From Christine.

Damn it.

“In addition to your work on those approvals I’m also going to need you to go over the schedule for the next month and make sure we’re not missing anything,” she said.

I rolled my eyes and this time I let out a small groan. She expected me to do scheduling for her on top of everything else? That was her job, damn it. She was sitting in there playing games and having a grand old time collecting her huge salary and meanwhile I was sitting here doing her job and not getting paid anything extra for it. It was pissing me off. It was enough to make me do something drastic.

Like open my chat window with Amber and shoot off a message complaining. Hey, I wasn’t going to do anything too crazy. Talking back to Christine could be a career limiting move. People still told the story of poor Patrick, a guy who’d given her the finger in the middle of a meeting and walked out after he’d had enough of her bullshit. She’d given him a bad reference even though that was against company policy and the poor guy ended up having to move across the country to get a job considering how tight-knit the community was.

Tight-knit enough that Christine’s counterparts thought she walked on water. Not tight-knit enough that they knew what a raging bitch she could be. Mostly because she kept everybody strictly under her thumb and no one ever got out to spread stories at other companies.

“I can’t believe she’s trying to make you do that bullshit,” Amber said.

“I know, right? I’m already doing her damn job. Isn’t that enough for her?”

“Nothing’s ever going to be enough for her. Remember Patrick?”

I hadn’t actually known Patrick, his epic departure happened well before I started working here, but I thought of him on the regular.

“I have to do something about this, but I’m not sure what,” I said.

“Maybe if you try something other than flipping her the bird in the middle of a meeting?” Amber sent back.

I sighed. She did have a good point, even though something told me this was going to end in disaster even as I flipped back over to my email and started drafting something. The fact was there just wasn’t a chance I was going to be able to take on anything else without working even more ridiculous hours than what I was already being forced to endure. We’re talking the sort of hours you hear about medical interns or young lawyers who think they’re going to make partner pull. Not the sort of hours someone pulls when they’re stuck in a department with no hope of advancement because they’re stuck in a Catch-22 with a boss who will ruin their career whether they work hard or quit.

Damn it. I was starting to get mad. I was starting to feel something I hadn’t felt in awhile. Backbone. Just a little, but it was enough to make me draft a response.

“Christine, I would love to take this on but if you’re going to do that then I’ll have to request that you do the approvals or take some of the other work that you’ve given to me as I won’t be able to do all of it in a timely manner.”

I hit send and immediately regretted it. God that was a stupid move. I found myself wishing we had one of those email systems where you could recall an email as long as it hadn’t been opened yet, but of course that wouldn’t have mattered in this case anyway. No, the response came back almost immediately.

“My office. Now.”

A feeling of dread came over me as I stood and made my way towards the giant glass ice cube in the center of the floor. I suppose whoever designed the damn thing thought it was supposed to look all cool and modern, but for everyone who worked here it had become a symbol of the constant terror that was this department.

I sighed as I opened the door. I thought I might make it through a morning without yelling at her. Not for the first time I thought back to a voicemail I got a couple of weeks ago from a head hunter asking if I was interested in other opportunities in the area. I hadn’t responded because I knew Christine would torpedo any chance I had with another department as soon as they called to verify employment.

“Glad you could make it Nicole,” she said. “I was worried you wouldn’t have time to talk with me what with your busy schedule and everything.”

“What do you want Christine?” I asked. Surprisingly there was some heat to my voice. She arched an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. I kept waiting for the explosion, but nothing. What was going on here? This was nothing like the Christine I thought I knew. The one who was the terror of the seventh floor. If anything that had me more worried than usual. A mellow Christine was a plotting Christine, and I didn’t like the idea of being the one in her cross hairs while she was plotting.

“I think I’ve found an assignment that is worthy of your time. Something that a busy person like you could really appreciate, and it might help take some of that load off,” Christine said.

“Oh?” I said, trying my best to keep my voice neutral. This seemed too good to be true. Too good to be true was usually exactly that where Christine was concerned.

“Of course! I wouldn’t want to overwork my best asset, now would I? Corporate just told me we’re going to be getting a new intern. Getting ready for their last year of college. I’m sure you’ll be able to show them the ropes and find time to do everything else on your plate, right?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Sure enough here was the other foot dropping right down on top of me and making me completely miserable. A new intern? Sure in a perfect world that would mean I had someone to help me out with everything, someone to give some extra work to, but the reality was that training someone who knew absolutely nothing about our systems, bringing them up to speed, and trying to keep an eye out for mistakes would easily eat up more time than it would take me to just do the damn work myself.

Something about the smile on Christine’s face told me she knew that.

I gave the door a jolly good slam on my way out. Some of the glass rattled and I even saw a couple of people popping their heads up over their cubicle walls which was usually something to be avoided at all cost. It wasn’t safe to draw undue attention to yourself working in this department. It was just my bad luck that I seemed to draw all the attention just because I could get things done on time.

I headed back to my cubicle. It was going to be a long day, and there wasn’t a chance in hell I was getting done by five at this rate. There was already too much I had to do, and if I had to start training some idiot business major in how our system worked and get everything going tomorrow then I wanted to make sure I had as much of a head start as possible.

Oddly enough as I got to work I thought about that girl one final time. It really was a pity I didn’t get her name or number or something, as inappropriate as that would be. Then again it’s not like I was going to have any time for a social life for the near future if things kept going the way they were.

I was trapped. I needed a change. I just didn’t know how the hell I was going to pull that off.

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: Family Tradition

 

I sighed as I moved through the massive rotating door into the lobby. I tried to think of a time when I was actually happy to be stepping into this building. Maybe when I was younger. Like, really young. Before the accident. Before dad withdrew from the world while at the same time seeming to think that the weight of the world was now on my shoulders because I suddenly became the only heir to the Zeidner name.

I felt terrible for thinking that was worst than losing my mom and older brother in one fell swoop thanks to a private jet with a malfunctioning phalange, or whatever the hell it was. I wasn’t an aircraft mechanic. I wasn’t going anywhere near anything that flew higher than five feet, for that matter.

Yeah, maybe I’d felt good about coming in here when I was a little girl going to see daddy at work. He’d been all smiles then. These days going to see daddy at work was a chore, though. It meant that I was going to feel that weight of the world, of ZeidnerCorp, settling on my shoulders again. One nice thing about going off to college was that I could just be me for a little while and forget about everything that was waiting for me when I graduated and got out of school. Even the summers used to be a fun distraction from the bullshit, but now with this stupid internship I had a feeling the real world was about to come crashing down around the perfect college bubble I’d built for myself in a major way.

Damn.

There was a reception desk at the front with a guard, but I didn’t bother to stop there. Sure I was supposed to act just like a regular intern showing up at the building, though that was a little ridiculous considering I was going to be interviewing with the owner of the company rather than some middle manager. Not to mention that the internship was a shoe-in considering my name was on the building and I stood to inherit it when the old man finally kicked it.

I jabbed at the button on the elevator with perhaps a little more force than was strictly necessary, but it’s not like the elevator was going to feel it and I needed something to take my anger out on. I knew it was ridiculous to pull the poor little rich girl routine, but at the same time I couldn’t really help myself. Sure I actually liked all this business stuff, I was my father’s daughter after all, but at the same time it galled that no one had ever bothered to ask me what I wanted to do. No one ever checked in to see if I really wanted to take over rather than just taking my inheritance and doing what I wanted. It was always assumed that I was going to be the good little scion.

The elevator doors opened and I stepped in. Hit the button for the top floor, but it didn’t light up. Whoops. I always forgot that I needed my card to get up there. A guy wearing a cheap suit who had “middle management” written all over him stepped in right behind me and chuckled before I had a chance to bust out the card. I turned in time to see him look me up and down in a way that really annoyed me and impressed me at the same time with the way he was able to combine a dirty old man looking at a young woman with someone who thought they knew the ropes at this company laughing at the young girl obviously making a mistake.

“You need special access to get up there honey,” he said, and I bristled at his tone of voice and comparing me to bee vomit. Whoever he was, he had casually condescending down to an art form. “Are you here for intern interviews? If so they’re doing those on twenty.”

“No, I’m actually here for a meeting with Mr. Zeidner,” I said, fixing him with my sweetest smile that definitely didn’t match the cool tone. I pulled out my key fob and tapped it against the elevator controls. They beeped and I hit the button, enjoying the surprised look on the guy’s face.

I turned back to the elevator doors and my breath caught. There was a girl standing on the other side of those doors and she had me feeling weak in the knees. She looked about my age, or maybe a few years older. I wondered if she was here for the internship program or if she worked somewhere in the tower. I wouldn’t mind working under her, if you catch my drift, though that would probably annoy the man to no end. Not because it was with a woman, that was something he’d been surprisingly fine with when I finally worked up the guts to tell him, but because she worked somewhere in the tower.

He wasn’t a big fan of interoffice romance between the owner and the help unless we were talking about one of his secretaries. And unfortunately being the future owner didn’t grant me any leeway when it came to that sort of thing.

Still, this girl was nice to look at. Blonde hair cut short enough that it had me wondering if she might swing my way. A gorgeous face with blue eyes I could lose myself in. She was wearing a work outfit that looked like it wouldn’t be out of place on a runway somewhere, and the way she filled out that button down shirt and the skirt underneath that went just down to her knees and the edge of the corporate dress code policy for that sort of thing had me wanting to unbutton that shirt and see what happened as I was running my hand up her legs and…

I shook my head. I shouldn’t be thinking things like that. Not when what I should be doing is steeling myself for doing battle with the old man. Still, that girl was just so fucking gorgeous. She had a casual beauty that said she didn’t even realize how hot she was, and I fucking loved that. I wanted to pull her into the elevator with me and kick old condescending cheap suit with his bad cologne out so we could have a little fun.

I moved back up her body one final time and my heart skipped a beat. She was staring at me. Pretty fucking intently. That was the kind of look that made it absolutely clear she was interested. And then the elevator doors were closing and I sighed.

It probably wasn’t to be anyways. Someone working somewhere in the building dating the heir to the company fortune? Even if I did manage to figure out where she worked there was a good chance she wasn’t into girls despite the way she’d been staring at me so intently that I thought my clothes were about to catch fire. And of course there was the old man’s hypocritical rule about dipping your wick in the company ink, even though I didn’t technically have a wick to dip.

“So how did you manage to get that access anyways? Are you one of the old man’s new secretaries?” cheap suit asked.

The guy reached into his pocket and handed me a card with a smile on his face that managed to be at the same time smarmy, condescending, and more than a little sleazy. It was a wonder that a man could fit that much snaky charm into one look, but I dutifully took his card even as I couldn’t believe he was talking to me like this! Then again it’s not like he probably knew who I was. It’s not like I’d spent much time at the tower since I was a little kid, and the company was big enough that I could walk these halls mostly anonymously.

“If so maybe you could stop by my office when he’s done with you. He gets tired of his secretaries pretty fast, you know, and I’d be happy to see how well you take dictation. Maybe give you some more long-term career prospects as long as my wife doesn’t find out.”

He chuckled at his own joke and winked at me. He actually winked! My mouth was hanging open. I couldn’t believe someone like that was actually working here. I couldn’t believe he was talking to me like that! If this was par for the course at the company then there was definitely going to be some house cleaning when I eventually worked my way up, and there was no doubt in my mind that I was going to work my way up. It was fucked up, but as much as I hated the way the old man was hard on me, at the same time I always saw that as a challenge to live up to. This building would be mine someday, and not just because I’d inherited it. Because I’d earned it.

Also because it was my last name on the outside, but you get the point.

“Actually my name is Erica. Zeidner. And I was going up to have a meeting with my father before I start an internship here at the company tomorrow,” I said.

The way the look froze on that guy’s face was well worth having him hit on me in that clumsy and disgusting manner in the first place. It was obvious he was seeing the end of his career flashing in front of him as he stared down at him. As I smiled up at him with my best syrupy sweet smile. I held up his card as the door opened on his floor.

“And thank you so much for giving me your card! It’s going to be so helpful when I tell my dad all about the nice things you said about him.”

The guy eyed the card for a moment and it was clear he was debating whether or not it was worth it to try and snatch it out of my hands. Not like it mattered. I’d already memorized all the pertinent details just in case he tried something like that. Instead his shoulders slumped and he stepped off the elevator. He turned to stare as the doors closed.

“Have a great day sir!” I said just before his face disappeared behind the doors.

I let out a sigh of relief and fell back against the wall giggling. I had to admit that had been fun. It was too bad the old man wasn’t going to give me an undercover assignment so I could do more stuff like that. Really get in and figure out how things in the company worked from the bottom up. Maybe root out some managers who’d gotten a little too complacent in their petty positions of power.

No, I figured I could look forward to a job up in administration on the top floor. I really would be nothing more than a glorified secretary, learning how board meetings worked by sitting in on them with the old man and making sure I soaked up all the things he’d learned over the years. Though I definitely didn’t have to worry about some of the other things that his secretaries did.

The door opened onto the top floor and I made my way to his office, squaring my shoulders and preparing for battle as I breezed past his latest secretary, some pretty little blonde thing that reminded me of the girl I’d seen down below, though of course this one would be into the gentlemen if she was working for dear old dad. She raised her hand as though to stop me but I ignored her. The less I thought of the string of mistresses he’d had since the accident the better.

“So glad you decided to join us,” dad said as I stepped into his office, an expansive room that made up a good portion of the top floor with a large floor to ceiling window that looked out over the city. Off to one side was an equally massive conference room with the same view that was separated from his office. Right now the glass was clear, but I knew it could frost over at the flip of a switch to give them privacy.

Amazing the little technical marvels people came up with.

I glanced down at my watch and grimaced. I was only five minutes late, and it’s not like he was one to talk about being late anyways. He’d famously shown up to my graduation thirty minutes after I walked onto the stage, and I’d heard it was the same with meetings here.

“I’m just learning from the best,” I said.

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I figure around here everyone waits for the owner, right?”

Dad blinked and then a huge smile split his face. Now that was interesting. He hadn’t done much smiling since the accident a few years ago. He held up a finger and wagged it in the air.

“You’re already learning. I like that. But remember that only works if you’re meeting with someone who’s lower on the totem pole than you, and I’m as high on the totem pole as you can get these days.”

I sighed and took a seat. “Right. So what’s going on with this internship anyways? Am I going to be licking stamps with Barbie out there, or are you actually going to let me put my degree to use?”

“Is that what you want to do?”

I paused and thought about that for a moment, wondering if this was a trap or something. Ultimately I shrugged and decided I might as well be honest.

“Not really. I’d rather be in the trenches. I just had an interesting encounter on the elevator with a gentleman who thought I was going up to be your latest secretarial sacrifice, and he said some things that he’d never say to the owner’s daughter. Makes me think interesting things could happen if I was out in the wild where no one knew who I was.”

Dad cocked an eyebrow. “Now that’s interesting. Did you get his name?”

“Even better,” I said. I dug into my shirt pocket and pulled out the card. Slid it across the table. “He basically propositioned me in the elevator. He’s a walking sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen.”

Dad pocketed the card and turned back to me, suddenly serious. “I’m going to be honest. When you were coming in this morning I had to potential internships ready to go. One was licking stamps and one was really getting into the weeds and seeing how the company works.”

“I’ll take the weeds, please,” I said.

Dad smiled and pulled out a manila envelope that he slid across the table. I picked it up, ripped it open, and dumped the contents out on his desk. The thing that most drew my attention was the name badge. It had the ZeidnerCorp logo on it, and a picture of me that he’d gotten from somewhere, but that wasn’t my name. At least it wasn’t my last name.

“Erica Smith? That’s the best you could come up with?”

He shrugged. “I figured it’s be easier if you only had to deal with one name change. Are you sure you want to do this? You’re going to be treated no different than a regular intern, but I expect you to keep your eyes open.”

“Open for what?”

“I’m not sure. If I knew then I wouldn’t be sending you out into the world to look at things with a fresh set of eyes, would I?”

“Fair enough,” I said. I picked up the badge and looked down at it. Erica Smith. This was going to be interesting, to say the least. “So where am I going to be doing my undercover boss routine?”

“I was thinking we’d start you in Statistical and Data Analysis,” he said. “Seems like that would be right up your alley. They’re down on seven. I have a feeling posting you there will be interesting, at least.”

I locked eyes with him and suddenly wondered what he was up to. What I was getting myself into. Usually when he said things were getting interesting that meant nothing good, but it’s not like I was going to find out unless I went down there and threw myself to the wolves. Besides, if he thought this was “interesting” then I figured it would be the perfect opportunity to get out there and prove myself.

“Fine, I can do interesting,” I said. I stood, but he held out a hand that stopped me in my tracks and I sat back down. It was like he was using the Force to move me around with his hand waves. “Something else?”

“You might be going down there as Erica Smith, but you need to remember that you’re Erica Zeidner,” he said.

I rolled my eyes and suppressed a sigh. I was starting to hope we might go the entire meeting without launching into this, but apparently I’d hoped in vain. His own eyes narrowed at my eye roll but he didn’t say anything. That brief scowl was more than enough to get the message across. Supposedly that scowl was enough to liquify the bowels of unsuspecting junior executives, but I’d seen it often enough that it didn’t bother me.

Much.

“You’re representing the Zeidner name out there. That means no wild partying. No carrying on. I don’t want a repeat of some of the things Lilith has been telling me about from your school,” he said.

“I told you not to have her following me around anymore,” I said.

“And I told you that I’m not going to have my only daughter who also happens to be a tempting target since she’s the daughter of a billionaire, out there completely unprotected.”

“The only reason you have her following me is so you can keep tabs on me and make sure I’m not besmirching the family name,” I hissed. Damn. That was more anger than I usually let creep into my voice when I was talking to the old man, but this happened to be an issue I felt very strongly about. I hated that he had that dark-haired harpy following me around everywhere keeping tabs on what I did. It was ridiculously hard to get laid when there was some creepy older lady following you around, though she’d never gone so far as trying to get into my apartment or anything.

Though there were times when I wondered if she ever slept. The woman was like a vampire with the hours she kept. Had just about the same complexion and personality as a vampire as well, come to think of it.

It was a pity that we were getting into this now. Things had been going so well. When he opened with the smiles and it seemed we were on the same page with regards to where I’d be posted in the company I almost thought we were sharing something close to a father/daughter moment.

Of course it would all turn out to be so much bullshit. I stood again, not bothering to listen as he droned on about how he expected me to comport myself as the daughter of the owner of the company and the granddaughter of the founder. I’d heard this lecture so many times before that I could recite it in my sleep.

“Right, this has been fun, but I have to get ready if I’m going to be starting the job tomorrow.”

To his credit he at least stopped the lecture and grinned. He knew when he was pontificating, it was one of the things he did best, and he was usually pretty good about stopping when I called him on it.

“Right. Well just remember who you are, and best of luck to you in the new internship.”

Best of luck in the new internship. An internship where I was Erica Smith, anonymous college girl looking to make her way in the world and not Erica Zeidner, billionaire heiress who had whatever she wanted. Though at the end of the day I’d be going back to my penthouse apartment and takeout from some of the best restaurants in town rather than back to a hole in the wall apartment and the best ramen that could be bought in this city on the meager amount of money they gave interns.

Still, it felt like this was going to be fun. I could finally get a chance to be me, truly me, and not the last name. I was surprised at how excited I was at starting this new gig tomorrow.

And as I made my way back down to the lobby I found myself thinking about that girl again. I’d only seen her for a brief moment on the other side of the elevator doors, but what a compelling brief moment. I wondered where she worked and if maybe I’d see her in the course of my time as an intern. It didn’t seem likely given how big the building and the company were, but a girl could dream.

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: First Day

 

The doors opened on the seventh floor and I smiled, readying myself for another glorious day in paradise. Sarcasm definitely fully intended. Still, I had a job to do. Even if I’d barely gotten home before midnight the day before because I was working so late trying to take care of that job.

I figured I needed to be happy and chipper for the new recruit, whoever he or she ended up being. I glanced at my watch. It was twenty ‘til. Plenty of time for me to sit at my desk and have a moment to myself before Christine arrived. Besides, I figured it would be a little while before the intern showed up. It’s not like whoever it was had any way of knowing the unofficial attendance policy on the seventh floor.

I stepped into my cubicle and managed to suppress a shudder at the familiar surroundings. My ancient computer in one corner with the monitor situated so it could easily be seen by someone walking past, a requirement from Christine because she wanted to make sure no one was screwing around. Not that anyone could screw around on the computer if they wanted to considering all games and access to any website that wasn’t strictly work related was strictly restricted.

There was one major difference to the usual soul-sucking decor in my cubicle. A girl. Sitting in my chair. I raised an eyebrow. What the hell was this? I cleared my throat and the girl whirled around. Immediately anything I was about to say caught in my throat because holy shit, it was her. It was the girl from the elevator yesterday who had me in a funk all day long because my thoughts kept drifting to her.

Thoughts and daydreams were about the only thing Christine couldn’t strictly control on the seventh floor, and so I spent a lot of time doing that when I wasn’t in a mood to work. That had been another big part of the reason why I didn’t get done until close to midnight.

The girl seemed just as surprised to see me. I suppose that was a good sign. I wasn’t the only one looking like a complete idiot, at least. Her eyes ran up and down my body and for some reason that look felt more intimate, more sensual, than any lover’s caress I’d ever felt. That was the kind of look that made me feel like I needed a cigarette when she was done. Fuck!

“You!” we both said at the same time.

I blinked. Of course I recognized her, but it didn’t seem like she would have any particular reason to remember me. We’d just had that brief moment in front of the elevator, after all, and it’s not like I was anything special to look at. Definitely nothing compared to the runway model meets business attire goddess who was sitting in my chair.

“I’m sorry, but can I help you? Are you starting on this floor?”

“You could say that,” the girl said. She held her hand out. “I’m Erica. Your new intern!”

I took her hand in a daze, and it didn’t help that taking her hand sent an electric fire dancing from my fingers down to the rest of my body, particularly to between my legs where that electric fire turned into a raging atomic maelstrom of arousal. Fuck! If this girl was my new intern and this is how I reacted to seeing her then we were in for a bit of trouble. Briefly I thought about asking Christine to reassign her to someone, anyone, but of course I wasn’t going to do anything of the sort.

For one I didn’t think that would end well at all. Christine thought she was punishing me by giving me this intern, though I guess the joke was on her since giving me this intern was going to be anything but a punishment. It was sure to be absolute torture every moment I had to be working close with her given how I’d already reacted to her presence, but it wasn’t going to be anything close to punishment.

Secondly, and more importantly, I had no intention of letting this girl get away from me. No, that reaction yesterday in front of the elevator was telling me something, and I felt like her showing up in my cubicle like this today was the universe trying to tell me something. What it was I wasn’t sure, but I was going to roll with this and see what happened.

“I’m Nicole, a definite pleasure to meet you Erica,” I said.

Erica glanced back at my chair. “Sorry for taking your butt rest there. My marching orders said I was supposed to be working with Christine, but then when I got down here this morning there was a note on her door saying I should come looking for you?”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. That got a raised eyebrow from this Erica girl. I made a quick decision in that moment. I wasn’t going to be dishonest with this girl. Not completely, at least. I figured if she was going to work here then she should probably know enough to tread lightly around Christine.

“Sorry,” I said. “Christine has a habit of pushing her work off on me. That’s how I inherited you. Though it’s not a problem at all!”

I hastened to add that last part after an odd look came across her face. The last thing I wanted was for the poor girl to think there were two people in this office who thought she was a burden to be foisted off on someone else. I’d be crushed if I felt like I wasn’t wanted when I went to my first internship, and I was not going to do that to this girl.

“Well this looks like it’s going to be an interesting experience,” Erica said. Then she shifted gears, or at least she tried shifting gears without realizing she was just moving on to a different version of the same problem. All fucked up roads led back to Christine’s dictatorial management style on floor seven. “So what brings you in this early anyways? I got in early to impress the new boss, but what’s your excuse?”

I sighed again and glanced at my watch. “I suppose you should know this as well. If you’re not here on time then you’re late, and Christine considers “on time” to be fifteen minutes before you’re supposed to be here. Not sure if that will hold true for you as well, but it’s probably better if you don’t find out.”

“Damn,” Erica said. “This Christine really sounds like a dragon lady.”

“You have no idea,” I said. Then my eyes went wide. I heard the elevator door opening followed by the telltale click-clicking of Christine’s high heels making their way across the tile floor. My eyes went wide and it was obvious from the look on Erica’s face that she could tell something was up. I hated that I was looking so worried in front of her like that, but I couldn’t help it. I just hoped Christine was in a good mood this morning, because I really didn’t want this poor girl to have to put up with her bullshit on the first day in.

“That her?” Erica asked.

I nodded and turned to face the door to my cubicle. Christine appeared, and my jaw very nearly dropped. I found myself wondering who this woman was and what she’d done with the sour faced bitch who usually ruled floor seven with an iron fist.

The woman standing before us couldn’t have been any different from the usual Christine. She had the same bun, the same clothes that didn’t fit quite as well as they used to, the same makeup that was way overdone, but there was one huge difference. The scowl that was usually on her eyes was gone and the puckered expression that bore so much resemblance to a cat’s asshole plastered on the front of her face was gone, replaced by a wide smile.

I wondered if the pod people invasion had finally started and Christine was the first one they got. That made more sense than the idea that she had suddenly decided to grow a heart and act like a genuine human with real emotions.

“Good morning Nicole! Wonderful to see you!” she said, positively beaming. I was immediately on guard. Her acting nice in front of the intern was an explanation I could almost understand. Maybe she wanted to make a good impression or something. Her being nice to me, though? Particularly after that incident yesterday where I actually dared to show some backbone? Well that was way out there.

“Um, good morning?” I managed to stammer, and for a moment I saw a flash of something. A flash of the old Christine everyone on this floor knew and hated. It was a flash of irritation that was almost comforting because it was familiar, because it meant that I wasn’t going crazy and I hadn’t inexplicably stepped into a parallel mirror universe where Christine’s evil twin was the nice one.

Still, it was disheartening at the same time. The old Christine was still there. Lurking under the surface. Waiting.

She turned to inspect Erica for a moment, though it wasn’t the kind of inspection we’d shared. No, she was staring intently, almost as though she was searching for something. I didn’t know what it was or if she found what she was looking for, but no sooner had her eyes returned to Erica’s face than she was stepping forward with her arms outstretched for a hug! I watched in stunned silence as she wrapped Erica up in a hug.

“And you must be our new intern Erica!” she positively beamed. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to have the opportunity to work with you!”

The opportunity to work with her? Wait a minute. Did that mean she was going to pull the new intern away from me? Damn it. Yesterday I would’ve jumped for joy at the possibility, but today, now that I knew who she was, it was the last thing that I wanted. It was a selfish, jealous desire, but I wanted Erica all to myself! I definitely didn’t want to share her with Christine. That would be throwing her to the wolves.

“Actually I’d already been working through assignments for Erica, and so you don’t have to…”

Christine’s hand went up in an obvious silencing motion, but I plowed right on. I wasn’t going to go down without a fight even as I thought how ridiculous it was that I’d showed backbone twice in as many days. That was usually the sort of behavior that got someone fired. I was starting to wonder if maybe I did enough work for her that she couldn’t afford to fire me, but I also knew that was a dangerous line of thinking.

No one was irreplaceable in this department. People who started thinking like that usually learned the hard way that it couldn’t be farther from the truth.

“And I was planning tours of the floor and the facility, really let her dig in and see how things work around here. I know you didn’t have much…”

This time Christine actually turned to fix me with a glare. A glare that Erica wouldn’t be able to see from where she was standing, I might add. Clever how Christine managed to pull that off. What the hell was her reasoning for suddenly acting all nice like this? Why did she care what a simple intern cared about her?

“Since you can’t understand a gesture I’m going to ask you to please shut up,” she said, menace and some of the real Christine bubbling to the surface. Behind her Erica cocked an eyebrow again, but otherwise there was no reaction. Damn. She was a cool customer. If I’d been thrown into a new workplace and the first thing that happened to me was getting thrust in the middle of an office catfight I think I’d have some sort of reaction.

Christine turned back to Erica. “Now as I was saying. I was hoping we could have a meeting and go over all the fun we’re going to have with your internship.”

All the fun they were going to have with her internship? The hell?

“What about that sign on your door that said I needed to come see Nicole here?” Erica asked. “That didn’t seem like you had anything planned for me?”

I braced myself for the explosion. I had to admit that the girl had balls for standing up to Christine like that on her first day, but there was enough of the old Christine percolating just under the surface that I figured a little talkback from an intern of all things would be enough to set her off. She did tense for a moment, but otherwise there was no reaction. No blowup. She just gritted her teeth and that smile stayed plastered on her face.

“Yes, well about that…”

“Oh it’s perfectly okay Christine,” Erica said. “I know you’re probably very busy with all the work you do to keep this department running.”

I resisted the urge to laugh at that. If I didn’t know any better I’d say Erica was having some fun with Christine, but of course that was impossible. Still, I was in the know enough to think that was pretty damn funny, even if I wasn’t about to show any outward sign of just how funny I thought it was. This Erica girl might have some blessed star watching over her and keeping Christine from getting really mad with her like she would with anyone else, but I didn’t have any such blessing.

“I’m sure it would be a much better use of everyone’s time if I stayed here with Nicole and learned the ropes while you focused on running the department.”

As she said that she looked at me. Fixed me with an intense stare that had me wondering if maybe there wasn’t another reason why she was suddenly so interested in sticking with me. I found myself daydreaming about a forbidden office romance for the briefest of moments, but then I viciously stomped down on that notion. It was ridiculous. Not to mention that it would be terrible for me to get involved with an intern I was supposed to be supervising, assuming I actually got to supervise her. And that wasn’t even taking into account that it was probably just wishful thinking that she’d be interested in me in the first place!

“Are you sure about that? I think you’d get a much better idea of everything that happens here on floor seven if you were in the big office,” Christine said.

Erica’s eyes darted to me again and then she turned back to Christine with a smile. “That’s quite all right, but thank you for your dedication. I think I’ll have plenty to learn from Nicole here.”

A shiver ran up and down my spine at that. Why was a shiver running up and down my spine? I’m sure she meant that in a purely professional capacity. Thinking there was any sort of double meaning to what she said was just so much wishful thinking on my part. Wishful thinking that was going to get me in trouble if I did wind up supervising her. That was still very much up in the air. I expected Christine to lay down the law and make it clear that this new Erica girl was going to do whatever she said. That was just like the old Christine.

So color me surprised when her shoulders sagged and all the fight seemed to go out of her. The smile was still there on her face, but it didn’t seem as intense as before. Almost as though the work of keeping that smile plastered on her face for so long instead of her usual scowl was too much for her. It was obviously draining her.

“Well then, I suppose Nicole will have to do. For now.”

I blinked. Did that really just happen? Did she really just let the new intern pick what she wanted to do? Again, the pod people theory came to mind and I found myself actually looking around Christine to see if there were any tentacles or something sticking out somewhere, but nothing. She turned to glare at me, oh yes the old Christine was definitely there, barely under the surface, looking for something to get angry at. But for some reason she didn’t seem to want to get angry here.

She was going to take that out on someone this morning, though. I’d have to make sure and get the warning out. As soon as Christine was clicking her way out of my cubicle and across the floor I found myself letting out a huge relieved breath.

“Well that wasn’t so bad,” Erica said, looking at me as though she was waiting for some sort of reaction. As though that big sigh wasn’t enough.

“Yeah? Well I don’t know who that woman is or what she did with Christine, but something’s going on there.”

Erica tapped her lip and followed the sound of Christine clicking over to her office. I could hear the glass door opening and then it slammed shut with enough force that the entire glass cube that contained her personal domain rattled. Oh yes, she was definitely very annoyed.

“So is she like that a lot?”

“The smiles or the rattling glass?”

“Either or?”

“Let’s just say that’s the first time I’ve seen her smiling without malice since I started here.”

I clapped my hands together and did my best to smile. It wasn’t that difficult to smile around this girl, though. She was just so captivating. I didn’t find myself thinking about girls like that very often, but there was just something about her.

And I realized that even though I was relieved that I was going to get to work with her directly I was also slightly terrified. I was definitely going to have to work to keep it under control. I’m sure the last thing this girl wanted during her internship was her supervisor hitting on her. I was going to have to work hard to keep things professional, as much as it disappointed me that I was going to have to maintain that detachment.

“Right, so let’s get you set up with a chair and see about getting you a computer or a laptop or something,” I said. “We don’t have any spare cubicles right now, so we’ll have to double up and be a little cramped for awhile, but don’t worry. I’m sure Christine will fire someone soon enough and we can move you.”

I was only half joking about that, but she seemed to take me seriously enough. She arched an eyebrow again and her lips parted ever so slightly and I found myself wondering what it would feel like to have those lips brushing against mine, but I chased those thoughts away as quickly as they appeared in my traitorous imagination.

“Oh don’t worry,” Erica said. “I’m sure I won’t mind working close with you.”

I stood there dumbfounded for a moment. Had she really just said that? That couldn’t possibly just be my imagination. Then I took hold of myself and headed to the supply closet with Erica in tow, and the entire way I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched.

I liked that feeling, dangerous as it was.

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: Blowing Off Steam

 

This internship was going to be pure torture. I felt my heart jumping into my throat when it turned out this Nicole girl I was going to be working under for the next couple of months was none other than the very same girl I’d seen when I was getting onto the elevator with the Pervatron 5000 yesterday. This definitely made this whole internship thing a hell of a lot more interesting than I thought it was going to be.

And it seemed like there was so much going on here. So much under the surface that I was just beginning to understand. I still had no idea what the hell was going on with this Christine lady. Nicole seemed terrified of her, but then she blows in with smiles treating me like I’m a long lost best friend or something.

It was almost enough to make me think she knew who I was, but of course that was impossible. Dad had presumably gone to great lengths to make sure not even a hint of a rumor that his daughter was somewhere in the building would get out. What was the point of sending me out to anonymously survey his domain if he didn’t pull something like that? And yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a leak somewhere.

“So if you look at the column there, we just have to make sure it matches the numbers in this column over here. Otherwise it means someone from up on ten is trying to pull a fast one by massaging their numbers, and that’s the sort of stuff that gets people investigated by the feds for fraud.”

I shook my head and glanced over Nicole’s shoulder again. Tried to concentrate on what she was trying to teach me about what they did in this department rather than concentrating on how nice she smelled. On the view that I had where I could almost see down her shirt as I leaned over her. I wondered if she was doing that on purpose, because it was driving me wild and making it very difficult for me to concentrate on important stuff like the job at hand or what the hell was going on here on the seventh floor.

I glanced at the clock down in the corner of her computer. I was forced to look at her screen because they weren’t going to be able to get a laptop up here for me until at least tomorrow at the earliest. From the way Nicole talked it seemed like it might be even longer. I got the impression that getting supplies wasn’t considered very important on this floor which seemed ridiculous. Everyone was supposed to get the equipment to do their job if they needed it. Just one more mystery for this floor that had me wondering what the hell was going on here.

Yeah, I could see why dear old dad would want to send me down here. There was definitely something going on here, and if I wasn’t seeing it being right here on the floor then I could definitely see why things were being hidden from upper management. And I had a feeling that Christine girl was at the center of everything, but I’d have to work on that.

Of course what I’d really like to work on is this Nicole girl. She had an unassuming beauty that drew me to her. I wanted to whirl her chair around and kiss her, and I was really fucking surprised at how intense that feeling was. I hadn’t expected to find that on a boring internship of all things.

“Y’know it’s getting close to five,” I said.

Nicole turned and looked at me, a sad smile on her face. “You can go at five if you want to, but I have so much crap to do that there’s not a chance I’m going to get out of here before eight or nine at the earliest.”

I blinked. That was ridiculous! “Does everyone have to work hours like that around here?”

Nicole rolled her eyes. “Not really. Just the people who were stupid enough to get in Christine’s crosshairs.”

“Really? How’d you do that? An argument or something?”

“I wish. I just did my work. And every time she brought something new for me to do I did that too. Before I knew it I was being loaded down with a bunch of her pet projects and now with managing an intern on top of that I’m just going to have to pull some long hours,” she said. “Not that I blame you or anything.”

"I know you don't blame me," I said. "I'm still sorry you have to put up with this."

I reached out and took her hand. Gave it a squeeze. Nicole looked over at me and her eyebrows raised in surprise. To be honest I was a little surprised that I was being that forward. After all, she was technically my boss. Taking her hand felt like the kind of personal gesture that was a little inappropriate for the workplace.

Not that I cared. It's not like they were going to fire me or anything. Or, at the very least, if they did get to the point where they were going to fire me I had a feeling dear old dad would step in and take care of business. Not many people enjoyed that sort of job security.

Nicole blushed and turned away from me. Started typing at her computer again. I let out a sigh of frustration and she turned back to me for a moment, but never once in that moment did her fingers stop dancing across her keyboard.

"Come on Nicole! You're young. Why don't you get out and live a little? Your work will be waiting for you in the morning!"

"You don't understand," she said. "If I don't do this then Christine will…"

"What? She'll yell at you more?"

Nicole looked back at her computer. Back at me. A smile split her face, and then she started giggling. I blinked in surprise. Giggling was the last reaction I expected, but it was infectious. A moment later we were both giggling and I was wiping a tear from my eyes, though I still had no idea what the hell was so damn funny.

"So are you going to tell me what the big joke is?" I asked.

"It's actually more depressing than it is a joke," Nicole said. "I was thinking about how I'm going to get yelled at by Christine and treated like shit whether or not I do her work. What’s the worst that could happen if I skip a night?"

"Well she could try and fire you," I said.

Of course what Nicole couldn’t know was nothing of the sort was going to happen to her if I had anything to say about it. Sure I didn't exactly have much pull within the organization. Not yet. Not until dear old dad decided to trust me with a little more in the way of responsibility. But I would go to the mats for her. She seemed like a good person. She was fun to be around her. She was so easy to talk to.

I'll be damned if I was going to let someone like that escape the company because she happened to have a bad boss. At least I told myself I was only doing it for selfless reasons. For the company. Because the other reasons I wanted to keep her around definitely weren’t workplace appropriate. The sort of thing dear old dad frowned on. Never mind all the fun he’d had with his secretaries over the years.

"I'm not worried about that," Nicole said with a dismissive wave and a snort that told me exactly what she thought about the idea of getting fired. "She wouldn't dream of firing the person who's doing all her grunt work. Besides, if she fires me the company will have to pay out all the vacation I've been saving up ever since I started working here. That would hit her budget so hard she’d probably get fired herself!"

More giggles. It felt good to laugh with Nicole. Though what I desperately wanted was to reach out and brush her hand again. I wanted to move my hand up and brush it along her cheek. Maybe wrap it around the back of her head and pull her against me.

No, that was getting into an area that was completely inappropriate. That was the sort of thing that could get us in trouble even if it was kind of hot thinking about being the naughty intern seducing the boss. And I wasn't sure I’d be able to do anything to save our jobs if I pushed one of my father's buttons like that.

I could giver her a little push to get out there and live a little though.

"So what do you think about hitting a bar near the office? I'm sure you know of a few good places to throw down and unwind!"

"What would make you say that?" Nicole asked.

"You seem like the kind of person who might need a drink or two when you get done with a day at the job."

I hated that anyone working for the company would feel like they needed to have a drink or two after a day at the job, but there wasn't anything I could do about it. Not now, at least. I could observe, though, and report on everything I saw. I was starting to wonder if maybe this Christine lady was the whole reason dad had sent me down to visit this particular department in the first place. I'd learned very early in life that he didn't leave much up to chance.

"I know a couple of places where we could stop and get a drink," Nicole said.

"What about dancing? The place definitely has to have dancing!"

Nicole blinked. "We’re in the business district. What makes you think anyplace around here would have dancing?"

"What? Are you telling me everybody decides they don't want to go out and have a good time when they get a real job? There's no meat market for people to meet up and hook up after work? Because if that's what you're saying, then I'm never leaving college ever!"

Nicole tapped a finger against her lips for a moment and then her face lit up. I was glad to see her face lighting up. I’d freely admit that I had an ulterior motive for getting her to a place like that. Sure I was enjoying my time with her, but I was also very interested in seeing what she looked like when she let loose. I had a feeling Nicole maybe had some moves, and they were moves I very much wanted to see.

Besides, I figured just watching her would be innocent enough. It seemed like it would be perfectly okay as long as we were doing it outside of the confines of the office. Outside of this building where dad's tendrils reached out into every facet of life. Sometimes I felt like he had eyes in the walls.

"I think I know a place like that," Nicole said. "But I'm sure it's not going to be like a college bar or anything like that. There might be people looking to hook up after work, but these are old boring people with jobs who have to be back at the office first thing in the morning."

"It sounds wonderful," I said.

And so I found myself sitting at a dive bar not too far from the building. At least it was a dive by the standards of the campus bars I was used to, and that was saying something. But they did have a dance floor. I suppose I'd asked for a dance floor. I just never specified that it had to be a dance floor in a moderately classy joint.

I took a sip of my beer and looked out over the crowd.

"This is a lot more depressing than I thought it would be when I asked you to take me here," I said. Looking out at the dance floor wasn’t putting me in a mood to go out there myself. Nicole certainly wasn’t making any move out there. She seemed just fine hanging out by the bar nursing a beer.

Damn it.

"Hey, you asked for dancing. You didn't say it had to be pretty," Nicole replied right back.

I smiled and raised my beer in a salute to her and the echo of my own thoughts. I suppose the old phrase about being careful what you asked for were still true. Or maybe it was be careful what you wished for. It worked just the same in this situation.

Well if dancing wasn’t in the cards then at least I could go for conversation. Figure out what made Nicole tick.

"So what did you want to do before you got stuck working for dragon lady?" I asked.

Nicole looked out over the dance floor and sighed. A bunch of middle-aged or older people out there busting a move to songs that hadn’t been popular on the charts for at least a couple decades. Probably not since before I was born.

"Certainly not working for dragon lady," Nicole said. "I suppose it's the usual stuff. Do my job. Be good at it. Go up the corporate ladder and be recognized for my accomplishments."

She punctuated that last bit by letting out a sarcastic "ha!" I smiled and shook my head. It was a shame a talent like this was being wasted because of poor middle-management.

"You never know," I said. "Maybe something good will happen to you eventually."

"At this company?" Nicole asked. "I don't see that happening. But it's a nice stepping stone. A job you put up with for a couple of years while you frantically look for work somewhere else where your boss isn’t a total bitch!" She frowned. “Assuming your current total bitch of a boss doesn’t do her best to sabotage you when you move. People stopped telling her where they were going after she called one place and lied through her teeth to tank some guy’s job offer. I still don’t know how she didn’t get sued for that one.”

I shook my head and raised my beer one final time. They clinked together. "Here's to not working for total bitches!"

"No worries about having that experience while you're working as my intern," she said. And then she surprised me by kicking her head back and downing her entire bottle of beer. My eyes went wide as I witnessed this incredible feat of alcohol consumption. She slammed the beer down and smiled.

"Come on! The night's just getting started!" Nicole said.

I had a brief thought in the back of my head that this was the sort of thing dad wouldn't approve of, but then I decided fuck it. My entire life had consisted of doing things he wouldn't approve of, and I didn't see why that should change now that I was working directly under his thumb.

And so I waved the bartender over and ordered another round. Nicole tried to protest, but I held up a hand and told her it was my treat. The night was young, after all, and I figured there would be plenty of time for her to pick up a round or two.

I don't know what I'd expected when I started my internship at the company, but it certainly wasn't this captivating girl sitting before me. Captivating? Yeah, I suppose that was the best way to describe her. I was intrigued. I wanted to get to know her better.

Whatever. Tonight was a night for having fun, getting blasted, and toasting our new working relationship. I just needed to remember to put particular emphasis on the working part of that phrase, lest I get myself in trouble.

But damn could I have some fun getting in trouble with this girl!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: New Routine

 

I woke up to a buzzing next to my head. I opened one eye and peered at my nightstand. My phone was buzzing there, but it was difficult to tell why it was buzzing. The world refused to resolve into a non-fuzzy picture.

Damn. I'd had entirely too much to drink the night before. If I didn't know any better I'd almost say Erica was trying to get a girl drunk. I found myself feeling just a little warm and fuzzy at that thought, but I dismissed it as ridiculous and pushed it out of my mind.

No, I needed to figure out why my phone was buzzing frantically. I worried that there might be a death in the family or something.

I pulled the phone towards me and tried not to let the bright light disturb me too much. It was like somebody was taking an ice pick and ramming it straight into my brain through my eyes. Well, metaphorically at least. If someone actually did that then it would probably kill me. Though death would be welcome compared to the headache that was brewing.

I squinted at my phone until the small letters on the text messages sort of made sense. It looked like somebody was upset from the way it was all caps with lots of exclamation marks. My heart  sank as I saw that. I only knew two types of people in this world who texted like that. The first was teenage girls discovering the Internet for the first time letting everyone know how excited they were about everything around them. The second was Christine, because of course she wasn't happy unless she was doing the textual equivalent of screaming at someone. She was always screaming at someone whether in real life or over texts.

And right now she was screaming at me. Her messages asked me where the hell I was. Getting increasingly frantic. I glanced up at the time on my phone and very nearly pissed myself. There were even a couple of messages from Amber in there sounding increasingly worried and spelling out in gruesome detail just how furious Christine was. Damn.

I was late. Very late. It was at least two hours after I was supposed to be at work.

A firing offense if there ever was one. I might've been cavalier with Erica the night before about my chances of getting fired, but I knew heads had rolled for far less than this.

I shot off a quick message, though it was difficult because my fumbling fingers refused to cooperate long enough to get anything down in the text box. I texted that I’d be there shortly, no excuses offered, and then I was off to shower and get ready for work in record time.

I just hoped I’d still have a job when I got there. Damn it. What the hell was I thinking last night? Going out partying with my new intern? Some boss I was turning out to be!

I actually did get to work in record time. A half hour later I was running through the door after a very brisk walk from my apartment. I had an increasingly sinking feeling as I stepped off the elevator. Christine stood by my cubicle, her foot tapping. Her arms crossed. I wondered if she'd been waiting there since she sent me the first text message. It wouldn’t surprise me.

I was in deep shit.

"And just where were you?" Christine asked.

I swallowed. She didn't sound angry. She was cool and collected, but that was even more unsettling. It was the quiet anger you really had to worry about.

"I…"

"She was with me," a voice called out from behind me.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Damn it. Of all the times for Erica to arrive late. That could only make things even worse.

Erica breezed past us with a cheery smile on her face and a coffee carrier balanced in one hand. There were three coffees there. As she passed Christine she plucked one out and handed it to her.

"My treat!" she said with an oblivious smile. Then she turned and winked at me, the smile never leaving her face. Okay, maybe she wasn’t quite as oblivious as I thought.

Christine looked at her in astonishment, her mouth working but nothing coming out. I braced for the inevitable. She was just an intern. No matter how weird Christine had been acting yesterday, there was no way she was going to let Erica get away with something like this. There was no excuse, in her mind at least, for somebody being even a little bit late. Ever.

Hell, there'd been a guy who got reamed because he'd been hit by a car and was late. Never mind that he was late because he’d been at the hospital all day. Of course he'd kept his job. Barely. Even Christine was smart enough to avoid that sort of lawsuit.

There was no chance Erica was going to get away with this, though. She didn’t look like she’d been hit by a car.

"And why are you so late?" Christine asked, but it was clear the wind had been taken out of her sails. What the hell was going on here?

Erica stuck her head out from the cubicle. Looked at Christine and then over to me. "Is something wrong?"

"I…" Christine started, then stopped. "I was just wondering why the two of you were running so late today. You know I like to run a tight ship here on the seventh floor!"

"Oh that? We were working so late last night that we both decided to come in a little late this morning. You don't mind, do you? After all, it clearly states in the company handbook that flex time is cool, right?"

My mouth hung open. It was a wonder a fly didn't go ahead and take the invitation. Christine was also staring, but her expression was unreadable. There was just no way this could possibly work. There was no way that Christine, the dragon lady of the seventh floor, was possibly going to let a lowly intern get away with dictating company policy to her.

She sniffed. "Well then. I’ll just be sure and get confirmation you were in the system working late."

"Go ahead," Erica said. "Check the logs! I’m sure there won’t be any irregularities with any of them for this floor, right?"

"Yes, well…" Christine said, then she whirled around and stalked back to her office. If she was a cat her tail would be twitching.

I turned to Erica who was beaming at me. Who was this girl, and how the hell did she do that?

Then again, she had convinced me to go out rather than staying late and working the night before. She definitely seemed to have the ability to charm people when she wanted to. Though there had to be more than the ability to charm going on with Christine.

Shit. Working the night before. I scrambled into the cubicle.

"What were you thinking, telling her there’s nothing wrong with the logs?"

Erica shrugged and smiled. "What's she going to do if she makes a big stink about the logs? Anyone higher up who goes in and investigates is going to see that you're working on a lot of projects dragon lady in there should be doing. If she rats you out then she rats herself out."

"That's… Fucking genius!"

"I knew you'd think so," she said. "Now how about your coffee? I made sure to bring a little extra to go with yours."

She slid a bottle of ibuprofen my way. I grinned and we held our coffees up in salute as we downed some sorely needed medication. It was going to be difficult getting through this day, but the medicine would help. I looked at Erica and grinned. I couldn't help but be in awe of the way she'd handled Christine. I'd definitely have to figure out how that worked before she finished her internship.

"Right," I said. "Well now that we’re both in here, I might as well show you how to get started on some of our work."

We spent the rest of the morning exploring the exciting tedium of spreadsheets interrupted by the occasional message from Amber, though she kept things more tame than our usual conversation. Probably because she knew I had Erica in here with me. 

Erica, in the meantime, was being very forward. She scooted in close to me, and I tried my best to ignore how close she was. The way she always leaned in. Hell, on one occasion I found myself glancing over and realized she'd leaned over far enough that I could catch the barest glimpse of her cleavage, and for the first time in my life I found myself actually enjoying what I was seeing. Like, I'm talking really enjoying it. Not just glancing and thinking "oh, I wish I had that!"

I shook my head when I realized what I was doing. What the hell was I thinking? I quickly looked up to her face, and from the way she'd locked eyes with me and smiled it seemed like she'd definitely noticed me looking. Shit. I was crossing all sorts of forbidden barriers here with my intern, and we'd only known each other for barely a day!

I tried to be strictly business after that. We eventually settled into a routine, but I couldn't help but notice the way she looked at me occasionally, and it had me wondering.

Only every time they came up I stomped down on those thoughts. I was the boss, she was the intern, and that's all there was to it. Anything else would be very unprofessional and inappropriate.

All that tension made the conversation we had at the end of that first full day just a little uncomfortable.

"So I was thinking of going out somewhere again. What do you think?" Erica asked.

I turned and smiled at her. Tried my best to hide how excited I felt about the idea of going out with her again. It wouldn't do to seem excited considering it wasn't going to happen.

"I'd love to Erica…"

It was amazing how she managed to keep her face under control. She slipped for just a moment. A frown was there for just the barest fraction of a second. Which just made me feel all the more terrible about turning her down.

Particularly considering the combination of all the fun we'd had the night before and how she'd miraculously managed to keep me from getting yelled at by Christine the dragon lady today.

"I have a feeling there's a “but” somewhere in there?" Erica asked.

"Unfortunately yeah," I said with a sigh. "Listen, last night was fun and all. I had a great time. Probably the most fun I've had since I started working at this place. But it's not appropriate…"

Erica sighed and smiled. Her smile was radiant. It was so welcoming. I found myself wondering what it would feel like to lean forward. To maybe press my lips against that smile and…

Whoa. Now where the hell had that thought come from? I shook my head to try and clear it. Going out with her the night before was bad enough. Starting to have those sorts of thoughts, though? That was definitely something that would be frowned on by the organization. Not to mention that I’d never had those sorts of thoughts about a woman before!

"It's okay," Erica said. "I understand entirely. My dad is always going on about how you shouldn’t mix business and pleasure. Not that he's very good about following his own advice."

I shook my head. "It's been my experience that men aren't very good at following their own advice when it comes to that sort of thing."

Erica giggled. "Well I understand why you're doing this," she said. "But don't think this lets you off the hook. I'm not going to give up that easily!"

A thrill ran through me at those words. Suddenly I very much wanted her to not give up. I very much wanted her to keep trying to get me to go out with her. Wait, go out with her? Did I really just think of it as going out with her? Like a date? What was coming over me?

This was dangerous. So very dangerous.

"I think you should go and have your fun though. Enjoy being young and out there. I'll be here working like the old spinster I am!"

Erica leaned forward. Put her hand on my own. I felt a thrill run through me at that touch and then I immediately schooled myself to an impassive face. It wouldn't do to show her how giddy I felt at that touch. Then again there was no way to hide the goosebumps that rose around that spot where she was brushing my arm.

"You're definitely not an old spinster. Trust me on that."

I looked away. Partly because I was blushing, but mostly because I didn't think I was going to be able to stand the burning intensity in her eyes. Damn it. It wasn't fair for someone to be able to look at me with that much intensity! Her eyes were pure sex sending a thrill running through me. My body was betraying me. It was making me think thoughts that were totally inappropriate for a boss to her intern. And yet they were so delicious precisely because they were so forbidden. I needed to get control of this, and I needed to get control of it now!

"Go on Erica," I said. "That's an order. And make sure to tell me about all the fun you had tomorrow. Living vicariously through you will give me a welcome distraction while I'm working on dragon lady’s boring spreadsheets."

Erica sighed. "Well if you're not going to be satisfied until you’re rid of me…"

Being rid of her was the last thing I wanted, but at the same time it didn't seem like a good idea to go telling her that. That would just needlessly complicate an already complicated situation. I shooed her out of the cubicle even as I hated myself for doing it.

"Go. Have fun!"

And with that Erica stood and made her way out. Only I found myself leaning out of the cubicle as she left. I found myself looking her up and down in a way that had absolutely nothing to do with assessing her professional qualities and everything to do with assessing how good she looked in that button up shirt and the tight skirt that molded to her body just low enough to get past company policy. It was definitely on the line, though. A very fun line that I was suddenly very much enjoying.

As she reached the elevator she turned and caught me looking. Fixed me with a grin and another one of those steamy looks. At least I thought it was a steamy look. Maybe that was wishful thinking? I'd never gotten a look like that from a woman before, after all, and so I had no idea how the hell this was supposed to work. What the hell "this" even was.

I sighed and rolled my chair back as the elevator doors closed. This was crazy. It was time to focus on spreadsheets and the real world for a little while. Before I let my fantasy life get away from me entirely.

I looked down to a blinking notification in the corner of my screen. Messages from Amber asking where the heck I’d been, and then one final question.

“Something going on? Haven’t heard from you in awhile.”

Was something going on? I wasn’t sure, but it seemed like it. It was a good thing she’d logged of for the day, because talk about a conversation I didn’t want to have. I sighed, clicked out of my messages, and tried to concentrate on spreadsheets. Tried being the operative word as thoughts of Erica kept intruding on my work.

 

 

 

 

 

 

6: New Feelings

 

This was crazy. I was letting my fantasy life get away from me entirely.

Arrive in the morning. Usually I tried to bring coffee of some sort. Through a little bit of trial and error I'd figured out exactly what Nicole liked. It was silly, but it made me feel warm and fuzzy to hand her a hot cup. I'm sure she thought I was kissing her ass, but I just wanted to help.

Besides, I didn't know anybody in the company who needed to kiss their boss’s ass less than I did.

Sitting in a cubicle with her all day long was pure torture. It was like that first day when I saw her as the elevator doors closed, only now those feelings hit me every time I turned my desk around. Talk about making it difficult to get any real work done! I felt like I was going to explode. Like I had a fever, and the only cure was more Nicole.

In short, I had one hell of an inconvenient girl crush, and it was driving me to distraction.

"Are you having some trouble there?"

I very nearly jumped out of my skin. I turned and Nicole was smiling at me. She was always so easy-going. The exact opposite of how stressed out everybody else was on this floor. I wondered if that was because she was trying to put on a brave face for me, or if she was really able to let her troubles roll off her so easily. If it was the latter I really needed to learn her tricks.

"Nothing like that," I said. "Just a little distracted, is all."

"I can understand why," she said. "Those spreadsheets can get pretty boring. Sometimes I think part of the reason why I spend so much time working on them is because I spend half my time daydreaming to get away from the dull monotony."

"Really?" I said with a grin. "I thought the reason you spent so much time on all the spreadsheets was because Christine was always giving you more and more of her work."

Nicole stuck her tongue out at me. I'm sure she only meant it as a playful gesture, but I couldn't help but shiver as I thought of some of the other far more interesting things she could do with that tongue.

And there I went again. Getting distracted.

"You've got that look on your face again," Nicole said.

I schooled my face to passiveness. Shit. She could tell when I was mooning over her? Damn it.

"What are you talking about?" I asked.

"That faraway look in your eyes. Like you're a million miles from here."

I'd hardly say I was a million miles from the cubicle. The problem was I was right here in the cubicle. Right next to her. That was enough to make my mind wander to some very interesting places. I never thought I'd find someone as interesting as Nicole in the office, but now that she was right here in front of me I had to have her.

Which made it all the more disappointing that she seemed completely uninterested in what I was offering.

I sighed.

"Seriously Erica," Nicole said. A worried expression on her face all of a sudden. "What's bothering you? Did Christine say something? If she bothered you…"

She looked through her cubicle wall towards where Christine would be sitting in that massive glass office that always showed her busy not doing her job at pretty much all hours of the day. That was definitely going in my report when I talked about my experience here on the seventh floor.

"I guess I won't do much of anything," Nicole said. "Except maybe bitch about her. That's always fun!"

"Tell me about it!" I said, suddenly seeing an opportunity to change the subject and seizing on it. "I'm pretty sure I saw her playing solitaire for a solid half hour yesterday. I didn't know they even still installed solitaire on computers these days!"

Nicole rolled her eyes. "She probably convinced somebody in IT to help her out with that."

"You mean she browbeat someone until they gave her what she wanted?"

Nicole giggled. "That does sound like Christine's management strategy, but in this case I’m pretty sure she was banging one of the IT guys at some point."

“Poor bastard,” I said.

Nicole sighed again. Usually we could giggle about that sort of thing, but not for long. It was always funny for a little while, but then it inevitably turned to the depressing reality that was working on the seventh floor. A depressing reality that I fully intended to change as soon as I had an opportunity. Not that I had any idea when exactly that opportunity was going to be, which drove me crazy.

Almost as crazy as I was going wondering when I was going to get another chance with Nicole. If I'd known that first night out at the bar was going to be the only night we enjoyed together then I would have tried to make more of it. At least I thought I would’ve tried to make more of it. It's difficult to tell.

Sure I'd thought she was hot back then, but at the same time it's not like I'd spent enough time with her to really get to know her. To see her humorous personality and how scary smart she was. Too smart for the job she was doing, but then again I figured underemployment was just kind of a thing since the economy had been put into the tank while I was still in high school.

Now I was left with a conundrum. How did I break through that barrier of professional propriety that made her unwilling to go out with me after work? I'd asked almost every day when we got to the end of the day, and every day she always had an excuse. Usually that she had too much work to do and couldn't possibly think of going out, but I think we both knew that was just a polite fiction.

That did give me an idea that was just crazy enough to work. Either that or it was wishful thinking coupled with some pretty heavy self-delusion, but I had to try something.

She'd said we couldn't go out for drinks as boss and intern. Well she hadn’t said that in so many words, but the implication was clear enough. But supposing I asked her out on a date instead… It was crazy, but at the same time fortune favored the bold. I wouldn't be my father's daughter if I didn't take the occasional risk in the name of getting what I wanted.

Besides, I figured this was a pretty safe risk. I’d seen the way she looked at me from time to time. I even thought I’d caught her checking me out on a couple of occasions. There was tension in this cubicle, and there was no way it was all in my imagination.

I really desperately hoped it wasn’t all in my imagination. Otherwise I was about to make an ass of myself.

"So I was thinking…"

Nicole held up a hand almost immediately. "Oh no. I'm going to stop you right there."

I blinked and snorted. "What are you talking about?"

"You're about to ask me if I want to join you at a bar or something," she said. "It's going to be really tempting because I had a lot of fun that first time out, too much fun if I’m being perfectly honest, but it's just not right for the boss to go hang out with her intern. You know that. I say the same thing every time you ask."

A hint of frustrated exasperation crept into her voice at that last bit. I hoped she was frustrated because she really wanted to go out with me but was holding back out of a sense of obligation or professionalism or whatever the hell it was that was keeping her from enjoying herself.

"Well you're completely wrong about that," I said.

Nicole cocked an eyebrow and fixed me with a look that said she wasn't buying whatever I was selling. "What are you talking about?"

"I wasn't going to see about going out and having a drink after work with the boss.”

"But that's what you've asked every night since we started working together. Since that first night when we both had a little too much to drink."

"Maybe that's so," I said. "But that's not what I'm asking tonight."

"Okay then. What are you asking?"

I took a deep breath. Here we went. Fortune favors the bold and all that. I always hated it when my dad said that growing up, but now that I was a little older I was starting to understand the sentiment behind it.

"I was thinking I wouldn't ask my boss out for drinks after work. I figured it would be much nicer to ask a pretty girl out on a date?"

I winced as the last bit came out as a question. I’d been taught to never let something come out as a question like that. Not when I was trying to be confident.

Nicole blinked. "Excuse me?"

Well, there was nothing for it but to forge ahead at this point. I'd already done the crazy thing and asked her out. What other option did I have? It's not like I was going to take something like that back!

"I'm asking you out on a date," I said.

"A date."

"Yeah, you know. Two people who maybe like each other. Get to know each other a little better? That whole schtick?"

"I know what you're talking about," she said. "I'm just a little surprised. That's the last thing I was expecting!"

Well then. That might be the last thing she was expecting, but from the way she was getting flustered it seemed like she liked the idea. There was a blush creeping up along her chest and neck. She was embarrassed, but her mouth was open and her breathing was picking up. Yeah, I almost had her. I just had to reel her in. And hope she stayed surprised and off balance long enough to forget all that pesky professionalism.

"It's just that I'm pretty sure there's something going on here. I’d go crazy if I didn't see where it was going."

"But I'm your boss," she said. "That would be completely inappropriate."

Damn it. I was losing her. I had to think fast!

"Yeah, but it's not like it's against the rules," I said. "You're just breaking guidelines rather than actual rules."

"How do you figure?"

"I looked up the rules for fraternization in the workplace before I decided to ask you out.”

I did nothing of the sort, but she didn’t have to know that. This was another lesson from dear old dad. If you didn’t have a leg to stand on then it was even more important to bullshit like you did.

“It says of there is to be no relationship between a supervisor and their employee. The only problem with that is that I'm not technically considered an employee as far as the handbook is concerned. In the subsection where it talks about different employee levels intern is clearly listed as a separate category from actual employees. I assume they're trying to protect themselves with legalese, only in this case the legalese works out in our favor!"

"Bullshit," Nicole said.

"I swear it's not!" I also really hoped she didn’t check the handbook because I didn’t even know if there were separate employee classifications like that.

Nicole bit her lip. Stared at me for a moment that felt like it was going to stretch on forever. She looked over her shoulder in the direction of Christine in her giant glass fortress of solitaire. Then back at me. She grinned.

"I'm not sure if what you just said was bullshit or not, but I'm going to choose to believe it because I really want to say yes!"

I blinked. Was I really in? Had it really been that easy?

"Great!" I said. "So is there any place in particular you'd like to go?"

Nicole shook her head. "No you don't. You're the one asking me out, so you're the one planning the date."

I grinned right back at her. Planning a date. I liked that she was letting me take charge. Now to come up with something that would truly blow her mind!
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A spacefaring captain on a mission of revenge finds lust and love in the unlikeliest of places out amongst the stars.
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