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Royalty Series Book 3
 
Alice, a small-town teacher who had lost her parents years ago, had always felt out of place. There was just something missing in her life that she could never seem to identify. When a man showed up to tell her that she was the long-lost daughter of a King and Queen who had been exiled from their country and were now dead, Alice didn’t believe him.
Nora, a Major in the Royal Protection Service of Kleinland – a small island nation in the North Sea – had always fought for the crown, including the war that was lost to the rebels. While Kleinland was now being run by a dictator, who’s intent on ruining her country, Nora volunteers to find and bring back the nation’s rightful heir, a teacher in America named Alice.
Alice is hesitant to believe and claim her title as Queen of Kleinland, but the Major could be very persuasive. She’s also very attractive, and Alice is wondering why she’s never thought of a woman the way she’s thinking about the Major when she should be focused on trying to oust a dictator with his army and regain control of her new country.
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PROLOGUE
The North Sea was the shallow, northeastern part of the Atlantic Ocean, located between the British Isles and the mainland of northwestern Europe. It covered two hundred and twenty thousand square miles. It was bordered by Great Britain, the Orkney and Shetland Islands, Norway, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France.
It had been one of the most important European fisheries. It also served as a shipping zone among European countries and between Europe and the Middle East. Even more relevant today, though, were the reserves of petroleum and natural gas beneath its seafloor. Whenever something was in abundance, and someone needed it, there would always be conflict, and the North Sea had had its share of conflict. However, without the North Sea allowing people to share ideas, goods, and people, the cultural development of Europe might not have been possible – or, at least, would not have been as fast, and the world today could’ve been vastly different.
Most people knew about the countries of northern Europe. They knew about Great Britain and much of its history, including the royal family that had shaped much of Europe as well, but they usually didn’t know about a small island nation right in the middle of the North Sea. It had been passed around as a colony and territory of many of the northern-European countries since the Vikings just like food at a family dinner. Someone wanted the mashed potatoes, so the dish was passed around until they could take their fill. Like the mashed potatoes, the island had known mostly war since it was first sighted and claimed. In the years since it established its own independence, they’d only known civil war over the government the country had versus the government the people wanted.
A monarchy was established there because it was all people knew from their former occupiers, and it ruled for over a hundred years before the civil war broke out. The people wanted change – they wanted a constitutional monarchy or no monarchy at all – and the royal family went into hiding more than twenty years ago before they were officially exiled and scattered to different parts of the world despite having done nothing to deserve being removed from their country by force.
The new government was formed where a president was put in office, and that same President had found a way to win every single election ever since, despite many candidates putting up a great effort to claim the title. He’d also managed to ensure that there was no law around the number of terms a president can run for, enabling him to remain in office for as long as he lived. That was, at least, until now. The country was, yet again, ready for change. The man ruling the small nation had effectively become a dictator – a King if not in title – and he had done little to ensure the happiness and prosperity of his people, choosing to spend money on homes, vacations for his family, and other items of luxury.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t much the nation could do without going to war again, unless they took advantage of the fact that, for the first time in their history, the party opposing the President was in power. The election was fast-approaching, and there was a chance they could stabilize the nation under a new leader, an entirely new government. That was the plan, at least. What the people of this country didn’t know was that there was someone; there was a plan. There was a young woman in another country who had no idea who she really was and what she could mean to this country. Someone was about to tell her, and that could change everything.



CHAPTER 1
She watched the young girl sitting by herself at the cafeteria table, eating apple slices from a plastic bag and looking toward a table filled with pre-teens talking and laughing during their lunch break. Alice could relate. As the young girl finished her apple slices, Alice watched her get up to toss her trash away and then leave the cafeteria, likely for a moment alone in the bathroom before the bell rang. Alice used to do the same thing. When she got older, she thought back on that routine and wondered about it. She’d already felt alone at the lunch table surrounded by people, and she’d hated that feeling. Yet, she’d sought it out in a bathroom moments later, that time alone. It usually lasted only a minute or two before other girls would come in to use the restroom in preparation for their next class, but Alice had always cherished and hated her minute of solitude at the same time. None of the other girls back then seemed to need it. They all had each other, and that was enough for them.
When Alice would go home after school, she usually disappeared into her bedroom to play the keyboard her parents had bought her, trying to compose something herself, but it had always sounded like garbage when she would play it back. She’d given up on her dream of being some famous composer or musician before her fourteenth birthday. She’d lie in bed, staring up at those stars she’d stuck to her ceiling, turning off the lights to see their full brightness even in daytime. She’d just never felt right. She hadn’t been sure why, but she was certain she was the only girl who felt that way. As an adult, Alice knew how wrong she’d been. Every single teenager felt that at some point, and likely, stared up at their ceilings wondering why they felt so alone.
“Hi, Sarah,” she said, walking toward her classroom.
“Hi, Miss Smith,” Sarah replied solemnly.
“How was your lunch?” Alice asked as she now walked beside the young girl.
“Fine.”
“And are you ready for the test tomorrow?” Alice asked her.
“I think so,” Sarah replied, shrugging a shoulder.
“You’ll do great. No trick questions, I promise,” Alice told her, giving her a smile.
“Okay,” Sarah said. “I have to get books from my locker.”
“I’ll see you in class,” Alice replied.
Sarah walked past the room and to her locker, which she unlocked, and Alice watched her for a minute. Then, she turned to see another young girl a grade above Sarah also standing at her own locker, removing books. She was wearing headphones. They both pulled out their books, closed their lockers, and walked to their next classes before the end of the lunch period. Alice silently hoped they’d find each other someday and band together in their loneliness, forming a friendship that would help them both make it through middle school. Then, she darted inside her own classroom before a hundred kids pushed their way into the hall, trying not to be late for their next class.
◆◆◆
 
“I just wish I could – I don’t know – sprinkle magic fairy dust over all of them and tell them they’re not alone; they will make it through their teenage hormones and come out the other side with only a small amount of baggage,” Alice said later over drinks with her friends. “Some of us have a little more, but it’s not all that bad.”
“I only just got out of my gay rage stage, like, last year,” Stan joked.
“You’re thirty-three years old – if that’s true, I’m really worried about you,” Bexley replied. Then, she looked over at Alice. “The problem is that when we try to tell them this stuff, they only see us as ‘old people in their thirties,’ who can’t possibly relate, so they dismiss it.”
“I know.” Alice rolled her eyes. “I just see her sitting by herself, and I think of how I was back then. I didn’t meet you guys until college. And I kind of came out of my shell freshman year, but–”
“Junior year,” they both said together.
“What?” Alice laughed.
“You came out of your shell junior year,” Stan stated, taking a drink of his custom cocktail that he made for himself.
“Yeah. Freshman year, you were really quiet and just kind of hung out with us. Then, sophomore year, you were a little better, but it wasn’t until we all moved in together junior year that you finally opened up.” Bexley placed a hand on top of Alice’s. “But we understood why, honey.”
“We knew you were a keeper, so it was worth waiting for you to really come into your own,” Stan added.
Alice thought back to her last two years in high school, and that familiar feeling swept over her, as if there was a breeze on the bar’s outdoor patio. She was right back there. The car accident was fresh in her mind again. The loss, the feeling of having no one else in the world made her tremble, despite it being a warm night and her having had two glasses of wine already. She remembered it all like it was yesterday.
“You okay?” Bexley asked.
“I’m fine,” she lied.
“So, I think the guy from last week is back,” Stan noted, looking past them toward the outdoor bar.
“You have got to stop hitting on your customers. Not every guy who comes here is gay or into men,” Bexley told him.
“It’s a gay bar,” Stan argued, looking around the bar he’d opened two years prior. “If he’s in here, he’s likely at least entertaining the possibility.”
“Or, he’s here with his friends,” Bexley retorted.
“He’ll at least understand my confusion, then,” Stan reasoned, standing up. “I’m going to go impress him with my bartending skills. He’ll ask me about said skills, and I’ll tell him I worked my way up the bartending ranks until I finally saved up enough to build this place. He’ll take a drink of whatever I come up with, love it, and make out with me in the back office until I suggest we go back to my place.”
“Which, conveniently, is right next door,” Alice said, laughing at him.
“Exactly,” Stan replied. “Do you want me to send over another drink for you guys?”
Alice and Bexley always drank for free at Stan’s bar. They’d helped him build the place by painting, sanding, staining, putting furniture together, and doing just about everything else. Alice was certain some of her blood was probably trapped somewhere in the hardwood floor and that she’d lost a nail between layers of shellack on one of these tables. Stan gave them a free-for-life discount, which neither woman took advantage of.
“I’m good,” Alice replied. “Go have fun.”
“Oh, I will,” he said.
“When will he grow out of this phase?” Bexley teased as Stan walked off.
“Likely – never. He has an endless supply of attractive men now.”
“And he’s so pretty,” Bexley joked, making Alice laugh. “Hey, are you really okay? You went somewhere before, didn’t you?” Bexley checked.
“Where I always go when I think about way back when,” Alice replied, finishing her wine. “And I should get going now. I’m exhausted, and I have papers to grade.”
“You’re not going to help me find someone tonight?” Bexley asked.
“Bex, you’re in a bar. You’re not really a fan of one-night stands or casual flings.”
“So? Maybe I’ll find my future bride tonight.” She looked around the bar.
Alice laughed and said, “What are the odds of that happening while Stan has EDM playing inside and I see no women outside?”
Bexley groaned and said, “I know. It’s been a very long time, though, Al. Like, I need to get laid soon, or I think my parts will just start hibernating.”
Alice laughed again and replied, “I don’t need to know that, but I also don’t think that’s how it works. If you really do just want sex, there’s a group of women that just walked in. Go buy one of them a drink and see what happens.”
“Oh, to be a straight woman,” Bexley commented. “You really think it’s just that easy with women?”
“I have no idea,” Alice replied, standing up. “Are you okay? I can stay if you need me.”
“No, I’m fine. I’m just going to sit here for a minute to see if anyone approaches and might want to buy me a drink.”
“Well, I hope you meet your future bride tonight.”
“Me too,” Bexley replied, looking up at her. “Where is she, Al? I’m thirty-three years old. I want kids. If she doesn’t show up soon, I’ll have to go the whole ‘Tina Fey in Baby Mama’ route – which isn’t a bad route; it’s just not the one I thought I’d be taking.”
Alice leaned down and kissed her friend on the cheek.
“You’ll find her soon enough. I can’t wait to be your maid of honor.”
“Yeah, I know,” Bexley said.
“Night, Bex,” Alice replied.
Bexley nodded at her, and Alice left through the gate, which put her right on the sidewalk that she could take home from there. Two blocks later, she climbed the stairs to her second-floor apartment and unlocked the door. A few steps later, and she was staring at the picture of her parents hanging on the wall in her small living room.
“Hi, guys,” she said to the photo. “I miss you.”



CHAPTER 2
“Thank you. Let’s give them a round of applause,” Alice said and started clapping herself.
Her students applauded in that typical half-effort of all pre-teens in a classroom, and the two students, who had just given their presentation on The Battle of Gettysburg, sat back down in their seats, probably grateful their presentation was over and they could relax.
“Before we move on, I’d like you all to think about our country today. What can we learn from the Civil War and this battle, specifically? How does that apply to America today?” Alice turned to the dry-erase board behind her and started writing on it. “And, I’d like two to three pages on this by Monday.”
“There’s a game this weekend,” one of her students said as the others groaned in protest.
The local high school did have a big football game this weekend against their archrivals. Then again, there was a big game every weekend throughout the season, and if she stopped assigning her classes homework for the football season, they wouldn’t get any until after Thanksgiving.
“Good thing you’re not playing in it, Miller,” she teased the boy. “And it’s Thursday – you have plenty of time to type up just a couple of pages for me.”
The bell rang. Students stood up in unison, tucked their shirts back in, and began filing out of the room. Alice taught at the local private school. It meant smaller classes but also uniforms, which she was a fan of, but the kids weren’t, so she let them untuck their white polo shirts while in the classroom on the condition that they tuck them back in before they made it to the hallway. She’d been here since she started teaching after getting her degree. She’d planned to stay as long as they’d have her, but a small-town private school in Kansas also didn’t exactly pay a lot, so staying here meant some sacrifices on her part. She had an old car that really needed replacing, and she’d probably never buy a house of her own. Well, she still hoped she’d get married and have kids one day, and maybe they’d be able to afford a place together, but for now, she’d drive her old clunker and stay in her one-bedroom apartment. She was at least lucky enough to have the best landlord in the world – Bexley’s grandmother. She never raised Alice’s rent and sometimes dropped by with a plate of something homemade. Alice would help by mowing the woman’s lawn in the spring and summer, shoveling snow in the winter, and just keeping her company. Bexley was her only grandchild who lived in the area, but she also had a career that required her to travel and spend a lot of time in different places around the state, so she didn’t have a lot of time left over for her grandmother.
Alice, on the other hand, had a lot of time. She also had no family, so sitting with Bexley’s grandma sometimes was nice. It made her feel like she had a grandparent when she’d never known her own and her parents had died when she was sixteen, with no siblings for either of them. As far as Alice knew, she was the last member of her family, and that meant she could use a kind grandma. The apartment was just icing on the ‘grandma’ cake.
“Hello. Are you Alice Smith?” a man with an accent she didn’t recognize said to her.
Alice looked up from her desk toward the door. The man was wearing a very nice-looking navy-blue suit with an actual pocket-handkerchief in it and a tie that looked like it was tied way too tight. Alice hadn’t ever seen a man with a handkerchief in his suit pocket in her life. Well, on TV and in the movies, but not in person. In short, he didn’t belong here.
“Can I help you?” she asked. “Visitors need to sign in with the office. If you’re picking up a child, you–”
“Are you Alice Smith?” he asked again.
“I’m sorry; who are you?” she asked back, putting her red pen down onto the stack of tests she’d just been grading.
The students had long since gone home. In fact, the sun was setting, indicating it was time for her to go home as well, but there was a strange man standing between her and the exit. She wasn’t sure how worried she should be about that, so she went with very worried just to be safe.
“My name is Glenn Daughtry. I need to speak with you about something important,” he replied. “May I come in?”
‘Well, he’s polite, at least,’ Alice thought to herself.
“Have you checked in with the office?” she asked.
“Yes. They kept my identification, or I’d show it to you right now,” he replied, smiling kindly at her. “I promise you, I mean you no harm, Miss Smith.”
“I haven’t told you that I am Miss Smith yet,” she said, still wary of him.
“Of course,” he said, nodding at her. “You’re a history teacher, correct?”
“Alice Smith is,” she said, lifting an eyebrow at him.
Mr. Daughtry smiled and walked a few steps into the room. Then, he crossed it and stood by the row of windows. Alice glanced at the door, which was now wide-open, meaning she could leave.
“As you can see, I mean you no harm. You’re free to walk out that door right now, but I’m hoping you’ll at least hear what I have to say first.” He turned back to her. “To Alice, of course.”
She nodded, curious now. This was the most interesting thing that had happened to her in a long time. That probably said something about her, but she decided to hear him out.
“Alice is a history teacher,” Mr. Daughtry continued, “so it’s likely she’s heard of a small country called Kleinland.”
“In the North Sea?” Alice asked, recalling the mention of the tiny country in a book.
He smiled and said, “Yes, that’s it. That’s where I’m from.”
“Okay,” she replied, leaning back in her chair.
“If I were talking to Miss Smith, I’d be telling her something right now that she’s not likely to believe,” he went on. “It’s something most people wouldn’t believe.”
Alice crossed her arms over her chest and said, “Mr. Daughtry, I have papers to grade. Can I help you in some way?”
“Only if you are Alice Smith,” he replied, placing his hands in his pockets. “It’s not something I can share with just anyone.”
“Just get on with it,” Alice said, motioning for him to continue. “We both know who I am.”
“I think you’re wrong about that, actually,” he said. “Your Majesty.” He bowed his head.
“I’m sorry; what did you call me?” she asked.
“I called you by your proper title,” he said. “Your Majesty.”
“Your–” Alice shook her head. “I think you have the wrong Alice Smith. It’s a common name. Happens a lot,” she lied.
“Your real name is Alice Julia Marie Koningin, Queen of Kleinland. Of course, you weren’t born a Queen – you were born a Princess to a King and a Queen of a war-torn country. Your parents were sent into exile and died shortly after, unfortunately. Your given title at birth was Her Royal Highness Princess Alice Julie Marie Koningin, Duchess of Oxford, and first in line to the throne of Kleinland. Our Oxford, not to be confused with the one in England.” The man smiled again. “Unfortunately, you were only given that title by your parents but not officially, due to the circumstances. And Koningin isn’t really a surname – it means ‘queen’ in Dutch. Your parents gave that to you because they wanted you to still have some bit of who you were, despite the fact that they had to part from you for your safety. Your adoptive parents were named Smith, so–”
“I’m sorry… What in the hell are you talking about?” she said, no longer able to listen to this man ramble on about stuff that was clearly meant for someone else.
“Alice, you are a Queen,” he said. “You were born a Princess, but you are a Queen.”
“I’m Alice Smith from Kansas. I was born here. I–”
“You were born in a small room of a palace to your parents who were being ousted by a corrupt government.”
“Are you meant to be somewhere right now? Like, maybe an asylum or a time machine? Should I call someone to come pick you up?”
“I understand that this is confusing and might be difficult to hear.”
“Difficult? I wish I were some Princess of a country in the North Sea. I–”
“You’re not a Princess anymore.” He moved closer to her desk. “You are the rightful Queen, and we need you.”
“Who is we? What are–”
“Alice– May I call you Alice?”
“Well, it’s better than Your Majesty,” she remarked.
“Alice, if you know about Kleinland, you know we had a civil war many years ago. It lasted for more than a decade and ended with the monarchy being dissolved, a general taking over, making himself a president, and he’s ruled for the past thirty-three years. He’s corrupt, to say the least, and he’s ruined our economy. We have no tourism. He’s closed the borders and built extravagant houses for himself, his mistresses, and his many illegitimate children. He’s taken from our country for far too long. Most people in Kleinland live in poverty or just above. The government cannot help. He’s become a dictator.”
“Why don’t you vote him out?”
“He’s managed to make it a law that a president can rule for his lifetime. He has a band of loyal followers that kept him in office until it went into effect, and we are struggling. We are in despair. We want to save our country, but we can’t do it on our own.”
“Why not? If it’s that bad, why–”
“It’s been difficult, but we’ve managed to finally have enough people ready and willing to make our move. My party plans to remove the President from office by any means necessary and install a new interim prime minister until actual elections can be held. We do have a parliament, but they’ve been made redundant by the President. They’ve been just for show all these years. We want a constitutional monarchy with a parliament and a prime minister.”
“Why do you need a monarchy?”
“The people crave a return to the country pre-war. Your parents were wrongfully removed from the throne, but at the time, we had one of the few true monarchies left in the world. They governed the nation without a prime minister or other governing body.”
“You keep saying my parents,” Alice noted.
“You do know you were adopted, right? I was told you found out as a teenager.”
“I did, yeah. But my parents told me my birth parents were teenagers and gave me up so I could have a better life.”
“In a way, that’s true. Your parents gave you up and sent you here, to America, for your safety. They were exiled from Kleinland and worried that you’d be a target since the country didn’t dissolve the monarchy; a man who craved power and control did. Technically, if you lived and he found out, you’d always be a risk to him. I won’t get into more now. We have much to talk about, but you need to know that your parents loved you more than anything. At the end of the war, the Queen remained in hiding – no one knew she was pregnant outside of the inner circle. You were whisked away in the middle of the night, put on a plane with a nanny, and sent to the middle of nowhere. An adoption was pre-arranged, and the parents you know picked you up at the airport.”
Alice’s heart raced inside her chest, and she shook her head rapidly back and forth. It was true that she was adopted and that she’d found out as a teenager, but she’d suspected a long time before that. While she had similar reddish-blonde hair to her father, that was where the family resemblance ended. Her mother had a dark complexion. Her father wasn’t much lighter. Alice was pretty pale, with several freckles over her nose and cheeks. Her parents had both been, as her mother would say, ‘big-boned,’ while Alice was rather thin, despite having a pretty big appetite and not at all being athletically inclined enough to even think about working out regularly. They also had hardly anything in common. Alice was a reader and an academic; her parents were farmers with a small jam business on the side. Alice was more of an indoor girl, while her parents took her on many, many camping trips because they loved the outdoors so much.
When they’d finally revealed that she was adopted, they’d sat Alice down on the sofa and told her that her mother had been fifteen and her father hadn’t been much older. They’d put her up for adoption in order to give her a chance at a better life. Alice had rushed to her room to cry then. Even though she’d always suspected, having it confirmed was something else entirely. After they died, Alice had no one else. She’d been sixteen when the car accident had taken them both away from her at once. Their farm hadn’t really made money in quite some time and was a very small property, to begin with. At sixteen, she had to enter the system. Then, at eighteen, she’d aged out and had a little money from the sale of the property to help her with college. She’d been alone ever since, but she’d felt alone for as long as she could remember. Was this why?
No, she wasn’t a Queen. This was ridiculous. She’d actually believed this guy for a minute. Just because he’d dressed in a nice suit and talked with some kind of fancy accent didn’t mean he knew anything about her. Then again, he did know something about her. He knew she’d been adopted at birth, that she’d found out about the adoption as a teenager, and that her parents were dead. How could he know all of that? Obviously, the Internet existed, but there was nothing online about her being adopted. She’d never been one to pour her deep-dark secrets in some online journal or on social media. The only people alive that knew about all of this were her two best friends.
“Why are you here?” she finally asked.
“Because we need you,” Mr. Daughtry replied.
“No one knows about me, so how could they–”
“Certain people know about you; me included, obviously. One DNA test would confirm what we already know for the people.”
“You want me to take a DNA test?”
“Ma’am, I know who you are. It would be for anyone who might doubt it. I don’t. We’ve kept a distant eye on you throughout the years, for obvious reasons.”
“I’m sorry; what does distant eye mean?”
“We couldn’t actually involve ourselves in your life – that would have drawn suspicion – but we checked in every so often to make sure you were okay. A man I work for was at your parents’ funeral. He stuck around for a while after to make sure you were okay.”
“I wasn’t okay,” Alice said, standing. “I was sixteen years old and lost the only family I ever had. I had two options: I could run away and have nothing, or I could stay and be placed in the system but get the money from the farm after, to help me go to college, which is what my parents always wanted for me.” She gathered up her things. “I’m not saying I believe any of this, but if I did, I’d think it was pretty awful that you people left me on my own when I really could have used a family. I had nothing. I had a trash bag I carried from home to home whenever I had to move for one reason or another. I stayed in five homes in two years, changing schools three times my senior year. I worked hard enough and managed to make it to state school. I did that.” Alice flung her bag over her shoulder. “While you people watched? That’s pretty messed up.”
“Ma’am, it was for your own safety.”
“Then, why are you here now? This visit couldn’t be for my own safety.”
“Because we’re ready now. The country is ready now. We’re on the brink of another civil war as more and more nations want to conquer us because we own most of the rights to the oil and natural gas in the North Sea. We haven’t been independent all that long, and we’ve had three wars since the day we became our own independent nation. We’re on the verge of a fourth war because our President wants all those rights for himself and his own allies. He doesn’t care what might happen to the people; he has an exit strategy if he needs one.”
“What the hell would I do? I’m a seventh-grade US history teacher in Kansas,” she replied.
“No, you were always meant for something greater than this, Alice. And now, we’re ready to see it,” he stated.
“I’ve only ever wanted to teach these kids. So, before you start throwing around words like ‘greater,’ keep in mind, this is greater to me.”
“Of course.” Mr. Daughtry bowed his head slightly. “My apologies, Your Majesty.”
“Stop calling me that. I’m no one’s Queen,” she said. “And I have to go home.”
“Alice, then,” he said, approaching her very cautiously. “What do I need to do to prove this to you?”
“Nothing, because it’s not real,” she said.
“This is real, Ma’am,” he replied. “I assure you, I don’t belong in an institution. I am not lying. This is not a prank. This is real, and our plan involves the reinstatement of the monarchy, making it a constitutional monarchy, and having you work with us to lead the country into an era of peace.”
“You have your people for that. You hardly need some American girl.”
“You’re different. Your parents were great leaders. Your grandparents were great leaders. You will be loved by the people. You can help affect positive change.”
“Right now, I just want to go home and make myself something for dinner, Mr. Daughtry. Can I show you out?” she asked, motioning toward the door.
“I’ll be here for a while longer, Ma’am. I’m hoping we can talk again. Over coffee, perhaps?”
“Not likely,” Alice replied, walking out the door.
“Just do me a favor,” Mr. Daughtry said, following her out. “When you get home, look up your parents; your birth parents. You look just like your mother, Alice. You were named after your grandmother and your aunt, who died when your mother was just a child; Alice Julia. The Marie comes from your father’s side.”
“My middle name is–”
“That’s the name the Smiths gave you, but it’s not your real name. Just look them up. Look up Kleinland. You’ll see that I’m telling you the truth.” He pulled a card out of his pocket and held it out to her as they walked. “Here’s my card. I’ll be sticking around, but you can call me at any time. We can talk further when you’re ready to hear what I have to say.”
Alice pushed open the two heavy double doors that led outside.
“I’ll never be ready for whatever it is you’re suggesting. Have a good night, Mr. Daughtry.”



CHAPTER 3
“And you like teaching?” he asked before he slurped his soup.
“I do, yes,” Alice said, looking around the restaurant.
“Yeah, I don’t think I could be a teacher,” he replied. “I think I’d be okay having my own kids one day, but not babysitting someone else’s all day.” He slurped again. “At least, you get the summers off, right?”
“Not really,” she said. “All of us have summer jobs; me included.”
“Oh, right. What do you do?”
“I work at the children’s museum,” she said. “And sometimes, I work there on the weekends during the year as well.”
“We have a children’s museum?” he asked, dropping his spoon into his soup now, making a louder sound doing so than was necessary.
“We do. It’s small, but we have one,” Alice replied, wiping her mouth with her napkin. “Would you excuse me? I need to run to the restroom.”
“Sure,” he said, picking his spoon back up.
Alice stood, made sure to bring her purse and phone with her, and then headed toward the bathroom. At the first opportunity, she veered toward the front door of the restaurant, pulled out her phone, and dialed.
“Bex, I need help.”
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I’m just on a terrible date.”
“The guy from the grocery store?”
“No, the one Marcia introduced me to,” she said.
“What happened to grocery-store guy?”
“Nothing happened with him. He never called.”
“So, you’re on a blind date right now?”
“Yes. Marcia swore to me that her husband’s business partner would be a great match for me. Bexley, he’s slurping his soup.”
“Oh, kiss of death,” Bexley joked.
Alice laughed and said, “He spent ten minutes telling me how he thinks Marcia needs to lose weight, but he’s afraid to tell her. He actually asked me how he should do it.”
“No, he did not,” Bexley said, laughing.
“Bex, I need an out call. This is awful.”
“Okay. When?”
“Give me three minutes to sit back down and pretend to take a bite of my salad and then call me.”
“What is the excuse?”
“He won’t hear you, so it doesn’t matter. I’ll make something up in a minute.”
“Okay. Three minutes.”
“Thank you.”
“Want to meet for drinks at the bar? I told Stan I’d be there in an hour.”
“Sure. Just don’t start getting dressed and forget to call me,” Alice replied.
“I won’t.” Bexley laughed again. “I’m setting a timer now.”
◆◆◆
 
“You do hate slurpers,” Stan teased.
“Shut up,” Alice replied, laughing.
“Well, do a shot. It’ll make you feel better,” he said, passing her a shot of tequila.
“I didn’t drive, so I guess I can,” she replied.
She picked up the small glass and downed the shot, regretting it when the sting hit her throat but knowing she needed it after the week she’d had.
“So, grocery-store guy never called?” Bexley asked.
“Nope. It’s only been five days, though. He might be one of those guys who wait a week so they don’t appear desperate,” Alice replied.
“I think that’s dumb; the games guys play,” Bexley commented.
“Like girls don’t play games,” Stan argued, defending his gender.
“I don’t like the games girls play, either.” Bexley glared playfully at him.
Alice licked the tequila from her lips and wished she had a glass of water because she’d need it after that shot. She’d skipped dinner and had always been a lightweight.
“Not too busy tonight,” she said to Stan.
“Not yet. The real crowd comes in long after you, old people, go home and sleep,” he joked.
“You’re six days older than me,” Alice reminded.
Stan just waved her off. The bar was probably about half-full, but most people were inside. The outside patio didn’t usually fill up until well into the evening. There was only one other group on the patio with them right now, which gave her some semblance of privacy.
“Hey, can I talk to you guys about something?”
“Did he also chew the bread with his mouth open?” Bexley asked.
“Not about him,” Alice said.
“I have a lull right now, so go for it.” Stan smiled at her.
“It’s really weird, and I don’t know what to think of it.”
“Oh, now I’m really interested.” Stan leaned forward.
Alice rolled her eyes and said, “It’s serious.”
“Are you okay?” Bexley asked, sobering instantly.
“Yeah, I’m fine. This guy stopped by the school yesterday. I was grading papers and about to go home, and he just showed up.”
“Was he hot?” Stan asked.
“He’s probably at least sixty years old,” she replied.
“Is he rich?” Stan asked.
“Shut up,” Bexley said to him, smacking him on the shoulder.
“He told me he knew my birth parents,” Alice said.
“He what?” Bexley asked.
“Yeah. He told me something else, too.”
“He knew your birth parents? Does that mean he used to know them, or that–”
“They’re dead,” Alice replied.
“What?” Bexley asked. “They were, like, fifteen or something when they had you. That would make them under fifty. What happened?”
“I still don’t know if I believe him, but I did some research, and what he said checks out.”
“Alice, what are you talking about?” Stan asked.
“He told me he’s from Kleinland.”
“Is that in Missouri?” Stan asked.
“It’s a country,” Alice explained. “Its name literally means ’tiny land’ in Dutch. It’s in the North Sea.”
“I failed geography.” Stan shrugged.
“It doesn’t matter.” Alice shook her head. “The country hasn’t been stable for a long time. War over gas and oil rights and other things,” she said. “Anyway, he told me that my parents were actually from there, not fifteen-year-old kids from Kansas.”
“What?” Bexley asked.
“I looked them up when I got home after, and I look just like her.”
“Your birth mom?” Bexley asked.
“Yeah, it’s pretty uncanny.” Alice sighed. “And I have his eyes.”
“So, it’s true? They’re really your birth parents?” Stan asked.
“I think so,” she said.
After getting home from her strange encounter with Glenn Daughtry, she’d gone online and done some research on Kleinland and its royal family. Alice had been instantly drawn to one particular photo of her parents standing next to one another, dressed in their royal regalia. She’d placed her hand over her mouth as her jaw dropped. Not only did she look just like her mother, but when she clicked on other pictures of the family, she could see a resemblance to her grandparents, too. Somehow, she’d known just by looking at pictures that this was her birth family. She hadn’t slept at all last night. Alice had clicked on every link on the damn Internet that somehow mentioned Kleinland and the royal family until well into the morning. By the time she was so exhausted she couldn’t keep her eyes open, her alarm had gone off, so Alice had jumped into a cold shower to wake herself up enough to go to work.
“How did they die?” Bexley asked.
“My mother got cancer, and it moved quickly,” she said. “My father died less than a year later. No one knows what from, apparently, but an article said he might have had a broken heart.”
“An article? You mean, an obit?” Stan checked.
“No, it was an article,” she replied.
“Why was there an article about it?” Bexley asked.
“Because they were the King and Queen of Kleinland,” Alice said.
Stan spat out the drink of beer he’d just taken. Bexley’s jaw dropped.
“I’m sorry. What?” Stan wiped his mouth.
“The guy who stopped by is actually a high-ranking member of what used to be their parliament, I think. I looked him up, too. He told me that I was born a Princess.”
“A what?” Bexley spoke.
Alice relayed everything that the man in the fancy suit had told her, along with the details she had managed to uncover from her own research, while her two friends sat in stunned silence until she finished. Then, they sat in stunned silence for another minute.
“You’re a Queen?” Bexley finally spoke.
“You’re a fucking Queen!” That came from Stan.
“No, I’m not. I guess I might just be related to one.”
“Alice, that makes you royalty. That’s what royalty is,” Bexley replied. “You’re royalty. Holy shit! You’re royalty.”
“I’m just a farmer’s daughter from Kansas.”
“What are you going to do?” Stan asked.
“Nothing,” she stated.
“What do you mean, nothing? You basically own a country.”
“That’s not how it works,” Bexley said to him. “She doesn’t own a country.” She turned to Alice. “You don’t, right?”
Alice laughed and said, “No, I don’t.”
“And he wants you to move there?”
“That’s what he said.”
“And be the Queen?”
“Yes,” she replied.
“And you told him?”
“To leave,” Alice replied.
“Fuck,” Stan said, running his hand through his hair. “Wait… I don’t have to stop swearing now that you’re a Queen, do I?”
“I’m not a Queen,” Alice repeated, laughing.
“But if what he’s saying is true, Al – you are,” Bexley said.
Alice swallowed hard. Then, she watched a group of loud men walk into the bar.
“I should get home. I didn’t sleep last night, and I’m starving because I skipped dinner.”
“I’ll drive you,” Bexley announced. “I ate dinner and didn’t do a shot. Lightweight,” she added.
They left Stan, who wanted to continue talking about Alice’s revelation but had to get to work when the place started getting busy, and Alice swore that she’d call him tomorrow to talk more. Then, she climbed into Bexley’s car, and Bexley drove her the few blocks home. When the car pulled up in front of Alice’s building, Bexley turned it off.
“I’d miss you,” she said softly.
“What?”
“If you left,” Bexley replied.
“Bex, I’m not going anywhere. Well, that’s not true – I’m going to sleep because I’m exhausted.”
“You’re royalty, Al. And from what you told me, you’re the only one left. That’s a big deal,” Bexley noted.
“For someone else. Not for me. I’m too busy dealing with the fact that my adoptive parents lied to me, they’re not here for me to be mad at, and my birth parents are gone. I always thought I’d meet them one day, Bex. I figured I’d look my mom up, and we’d meet for an awkward cup of coffee. She’d tell me who my birth father is, and I’d meet him later.”
“I know. I’m sorry, Al,” Bexley said, placing her hand on top of Alice’s. “Do you want me to come up? I can make you my famous grilled cheese. We can watch a movie until you fall asleep, and I can crash on the couch.”
“No, I’m okay,” Alice replied. “I’m just going to fall asleep and worry about food tomorrow. Thanks, though, Bexley.” She opened the car door. “I’ll text you tomorrow.”
“Yeah, okay,” Bexley said; again, softly.
“Drive safe,” Alice added.
When she made it inside her apartment, she went immediately to the bathroom, where she washed her face and brushed her teeth. She changed for bed and climbed under her comforter, opening her laptop and clicking on the bookmark. Then, she stared at the picture of her parents, the King and Queen of a country.



CHAPTER 4
This was crazy, and she knew it. She wasn’t a Queen. Yet, as she watched her students pair off and work on an assignment together, Alice couldn’t stop herself from thinking about how she’d never fit in around here, and she’d known it from such an early age. Her parents were great people. They’d always tried to push her out of her comfort zone, but never too far. Yes, they’d insisted on the whole camping thing, but it hadn’t been that bad. She’d always brought books and other things to do that she could just as easily do outside. She liked learning how to start a fire from her mom and how to fish from her dad. She doubted she’d ever need those skills, but it had been a family experience, and she missed those now that they were gone.
It was true that she’d always felt alone in school; that she thought no one else could possibly understand. Alice knew now how wrong that was, but when she turned to look out the classroom window, she thought about how maybe she’d been right in a really unexpected way. If she really was the daughter of these royal people from a strange country, who had been adopted by small-town American farmers, then, in a way, she was alone in a different way than everyone else.
Alice heard a few students laughing, so she turned around and walked to the back row of desks. Usually, that was enough to get them to refocus on the work, and this time was no exception. When she turned back to the front of the room, she noticed someone standing in the parking lot outside the window. It was a woman. She was dressed in an all-black pantsuit and had short dark hair that nearly matched it. The pixie-like cut accentuated her strong cheekbones, which were also helped along by the dark sunglasses the woman wore. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and she was looking into Alice’s classroom. Alice couldn’t see her eyes, but from what she could tell, the woman was looking at her.
“Miss Smith, what are we supposed to put down for number three?” a student asked her. “Does it have to be a whole paragraph?”
Alice turned around and answered, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched for the rest of the day. When school ended, she didn’t stay as she normally did because she had grocery shopping to do and wanted to beat the rush of after-work shoppers. On her drive over, she listened to a podcast and tried not to think about the man who had walked into her life, told her that she was royalty, and hadn’t made an appearance since. She parked and walked into the store, first heading to the produce section to stock up on bananas and apples, which she nearly always included in her lunch during the week. When she picked up a few apples and placed them into the clear plastic bag, she looked up and noticed the woman from earlier. She was standing near the flower section, looking at the mixed bouquets.
“A coincidence,” Alice told herself.
She moved to the dairy section, where she picked up milk and half-and-half for her coffee, along with some butter. She grabbed eggs and some yogurt before searching for the hickory smoked bacon she liked better than the rest and felt eyes on her yet again just as she put it in her cart. The woman was in the aisle ahead of her, looking at a row of birthday cards. Alice continued through the store until she had everything she needed and made her way to the checkout, where she paid. By the time she got to the parking lot and loaded her items into her car, she thought for sure she was done seeing this mystery woman now. Then, she spotted her a few cars over, looking her way.
Alice bit her lip, climbed inside her car, and pulled out of the lot, looking in her rearview mirror the entire way home. She thought she spotted the woman’s car a few cars back from her own once, but this wasn’t a large city. She knew several of the people in the grocery store just now. She ran into her neighbors constantly, and if they arrived at the same time, it would make sense that they would finish shopping around the same time, too. Alice parked her car in front of her apartment and went inside with as many bags as she could carry in one trip. Walking back out to get the rest, she noticed the car in question parked across the street. The woman was still inside, and she was looking at Alice. Alice swallowed, thinking about what Glenn Daughtry had said about people finding out about her and wanting her dead. Her heart started racing, but she tried to appear calm as she headed back inside, where she dialed the police.
“She’s been following me from work to the grocery store, and now, to my home. I work at the school, and she was there today. The kids are there, and I–”
“Has she threatened you or–”
“No. And I don’t know why she’d be following me, but I don’t think it’s a coincidence. She looks at me; stares at me.”
“Okay. I’ll have a patrol just drive past and check it out,” the dispatcher said.
“Thank you,” Alice replied and gave the woman her address.
Five minutes later, she was peeping through her curtains when the police car drove past the woman in her vehicle and then kept going. Alice thought they’d at least stop and talk to the woman, find out what was going on. Instead, they parked and proceeded to Alice’s door.
“Miss Smith?” one officer said.
“Yes,” she replied, looking out to the car that was still parked there and the woman that was now getting out of it.
“Ma’am, the vehicle parked across the street has diplomatic plates on it,” the officer told her.
“What?”
“Diplomatic license plates. Technically, that car is the property of another country,” he explained.
“Can I help you, Ma’am?” the other officer said, turning around when he noticed Alice looking over their shoulders toward the woman who was now approaching Alice’s house.
“I assume you’re here for me?” she said in an accent that sounded similar to Glenn Daughtry.
“Can we ask what you’re doing here?” the same officer said.
“I’m going to reach for my identification, if that’s okay,” the woman replied.
She moved her sunglasses to the top of her head, and her dark eyes were finally visible to Alice. For some reason, Alice no longer felt threatened now that she’d seen them.
“Slowly,” the officer said.
Both officers turned to face the woman with their hands on top of their holstered guns.
“My name is Nora Bakker,” she said, pulling her ID out of her inner breast pocket. “I have diplomatic immunity from Kleinland.”
“Where?” one of the officers asked as he took her ID and looked at it. “This is a badge.”
“Yes, I’m a member of the Royal Guard Service,” the woman told them. Then, she looked at Alice. “I’m here on a job, officers.”
“A job?” Alice asked, crossing her arms over her chest.
“Ma’am, perhaps we can take this inside?” the woman suggested.
“Inside my apartment?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” she replied, nodding. “Mr. Daughtry sent me.”
Alice’s eyes went wide. Now, it all made sense.
“Miss Smith?” the officer asked, passing the woman her ID back.
“Yes?”
“We can’t do much if she’s got immunity. We can call–”
“No, it’s fine,” Alice interrupted. “Thank you for coming. Sorry about this. I just didn’t know…”
Alice wasn’t sure what she didn’t know or what to say to them. She couldn’t exactly tell them that she didn’t know a man from another country would send a guard to her place because she was quite possibly a Queen.
“We’ll write this up,” the officer said. “Call us back if you need to, though.” He nodded at Alice.
Then, she watched them walk back to their car, sit there for a minute, as if to make sure she was okay, and when Alice waved at them, they took off.
“Your Majesty, can we get inside, please?” the woman asked.
Alice looked at her, still with her arms crossed over her chest.
“Can I see your badge thing again?” she asked.
“Of course, Ma’am,” the woman replied, pulling it back out and handing it to Alice.
“Nora?” Alice said, looking down at the very official-looking document.
“Major Nora Bakker, Your Majesty,” she replied, bowing her head.
“Um… it’s Alice,” Alice said, rolling her eyes. She then handed the woman back her badge. “And what, exactly, are you doing here?”
“As I said, I’m here for your protection, Ma’am.”
“Protection from what?”
“From what, I imagine, made you think about calling the police,” she replied.
Alice gave her a small smile and said, “Touché.”
“I’d prefer if we talked inside, Ma’am.”
“It’s Alice. For crying out loud, call me–”
“I can’t, Ma’am. You’re the rightful sovereign of the country I’ve sworn to protect. While the current President might be the commander and chief of the armed forces, you are the commanding officer of the Royal Guard.”
Alice leaned in and said, “I don’t even know what the Royal Guard is.”
“Invite me inside, Ma’am, and I can tell you.”
“You’re not taking no for an answer, are you?”
“No, Your Majesty.”
◆◆◆
 
“Yes, Your Majesty, I sent Major Bakker there for your protection,” Mr. Daughtry confirmed over the phone.
“I don’t need protection,” Alice argued, watching Nora, who was looking around her living room.
“Ma’am, these are dangerous times in Kleinland. Now that I’m here, there’s a chance it will get out that you exist, which means – we need to keep you safe. Major Bakker is the best the Royal Guard Service has to offer.”
“Why is there even a Royal Guard Service if there’s no monarchy right now?” Alice questioned.
“I’ve told you that the people want the monarchy. The Royal Guard used to be a branch of our armed forces, and the Major was in the Kleinland Army Special Forces Division during the war. When we decided now was the time to make our move, we selected a few loyal soldiers to recreate the old Royal Guard Service.”
“The President doesn’t know about it?”
“The President thinks the Royal Guard is there to protect him. He considers himself a King, remember?”
Alice watched as Nora turned to her, and then she nodded at her.
“You can sit down,” Alice said.
“I’m fine, Ma’am.”
“She keeps calling me ‘Ma’am’ and ‘Your Majesty,’” Alice said begrudgingly into the phone.
“You are her commanding officer, Ma’am,” Mr. Daughtry replied. “Major Bakker is career military.”
“So, if I order her to leave…”
“She will go, but–”
“I know; I know – my protection.”
“We need to talk, Ma’am,” he said. “We only have a small window of time and need to get the pieces in place.”
“I’m one of the pieces,” she said.
“You’re the Queen,” he replied.
“I need to talk to the Major,” Alice stated and disconnected the call.
“Ma’am?” the woman said.
“I don’t need protection, Major.”
“I’m on orders, Ma’am.”
“And, apparently, I’m in charge. So, if I tell you that I’m safe and that you can go, you have to go. Right?”
“My duty is to protect you.”
“I don’t need any protection. I’m going to cook myself some dinner, grade papers, and watch TV. Unless you can protect me from reality television, there’s nothing for you to do tonight. I still need to think about all of this. I’ll call Mr. Daughtry tomorrow.”
“Very well,” the Major replied. “Have a good evening, Your Majesty.” She bowed her head again.
Then, Alice watched as the woman opened her front door and closed it behind her.
“Well, that was easier than I thought it would be,” Alice said to herself as she went to put her groceries away.
After dinner, she finished grading papers and went to bed. Then, in the morning, she woke up with her alarm, got dressed, and walked out to her car. That was when she saw a black car with diplomatic plates sitting in the same spot it had been the night before. The Major just nodded in her direction.
“She was out here all night,” Alice said softly to herself, finding something endearing about Major Bakker.



CHAPTER 5
“She stayed out there all night?” Bexley asked.
“I don’t know. I guess she could’ve gone to a hotel or something and then returned before I woke up, but it looked like she was wearing the same clothes, from what I could see.”
“And she just showed up?”
“She was at the school, the grocery store, and then my place. I thought she was stalking me or something.”
“A sexy woman stalking you? There are worse things,” Bexley replied, taking a drink of her wine.
“I never said she was sexy,” Alice said, laughing a little.
“I took some liberties,” Bexley replied. “Have you seen her since?”
“I was at school all day; I didn’t see her car in the lot. Then, I came straight here after parent-teacher night, and it was dark, but I didn’t see her car.”
“She could have changed cars,” Bexley noted.
“How did I end up in a James Bond movie?” Alice asked.
“What are you going to do?” Bexley asked, nodding over at Stan, who was working the bar on the busy night.
“Nothing,” Alice replied with a shrug.
“I don’t mean about her; I mean about the whole thing. You’re technically a Queen, Al.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she replied.
“It kind of does,” Bexley said. “I did some research of my own about that place, and it’s been a mess for decades now. The President is basically a tyrant. It’s communism without being called communism there.”
“I know,” Alice sighed. “I read the same articles you did.”
“And they think you can help?”
“I don’t see how,” Alice replied honestly.
“Ma’am,” a voice said from beside their table. “I’d prefer if you had your drinks inside the bar.”
Alice turned to see Major Bakker standing there, her head on a swivel over the outdoor patio.
“Hello,” Bexley said, looking at her. Then, she looked back to Alice and added, “I was right to take those liberties.”
Alice rolled her eyes at her friend before glancing back up at the woman standing there, looking like a Secret Service agent.
“Major Bakker,” she greeted.
“Your Majesty, would you please move inside?”
“No, I always have my drinks with my friends on the patio. This is our table,” Alice replied.
“Al, we can go inside; no big deal. Hi, I’m Bexley.” Bexley held her hand out for the Major to shake.
Major Bakker looked down at it, didn’t shake it, and looked over at Alice again.
“Ma’am, Mr. Daughtry would like to speak with you as soon as possible. I can take you to him now, but if you’d prefer to have your drink first, I suggest you do so inside the bar. This is an easy position for someone to–”
“To do what, exactly? I thought no one knew about me,” Alice said.
“We can’t be certain of that. And now that Mr. Daughtry and I are here, people will be talking back home.”
“Let’s just go to the bar,” Bexley suggested. “We can finish our drinks there.”
“Please,” the Major said, imploring Alice with those large dark eyes that just made her seem so trusting.
“Can I meet with him tomorrow? It’s late,” Alice said, standing up with her wine glass.
“He requested at your earliest convenience,” the Major replied, moving a step back when Alice moved out of the booth.
“Tomorrow is my earliest convenience,” Alice said.
“I can drive you to the hotel now, Ma’am,” the Major replied, not taking a hint.
“Al, just go. We can have drinks anytime,” Bexley told her. “We do, actually, have drinks anytime.” Her eyes went wide then. “Not that we drink a lot. It’s usually just a glass of wine or a beer or something. Our friend Stan owns the place. We–”
“Stanley Procise; yes, I know,” the Major interrupted. “I know who you are as well.” She gave Bexley a small smile. “And I’m sorry to disrupt your night.”
“My life,” Alice corrected under her breath.
“Ma’am, please come with me,” the Major said. “It’s my job to keep you safe, and right now, I don’t feel like you’re safe.”
“God, go with her, Al,” Bexley told her. “If she’s that worried about you.”
“Fine.” Alice handed Bexley her half-finished drink. “Tell Stan I’ll see him later?”
“Sure,” Bexley replied. “And call me when you get home.”
“I will.”
“My car is right over there,” Major Bakker said, motioning for Alice to walk ahead until they were at the small gate that blocked sidewalk traffic from the outdoor patio. Then, she opened the gate for her. “Just to the right, Ma’am.”
“You’re really going to keep calling me that, aren’t you?” Alice asked.
“Yes, Ma’am,” she replied.
“What am I supposed to call you?”
“Whatever you’d like, Ma’am. Major Bakker, just Major, or even just Nora.”
“That’s a pretty name,” Alice noted as the Major opened the passenger’s side door of the black car.
“Thank you, Ma’am,” she said, closing the door.
Alice waited until the woman was in the car, pressing the button to start the ignition.
“This car is a little conspicuous here. Don’t you think you should be driving something a little less flashy if you’re trying to go unnoticed?”
“Maybe, but this car is bulletproof, Your Majesty,” she replied, pulling them into traffic.
“What?” Alice asked.
◆◆◆
 
“Your Majesty,” Mr. Daughtry said when the Major opened the door and ushered Alice inside quickly.
“Not you, too… You called me Alice before,” she reminded.
“You didn’t know you were a Queen then,” he replied.
“I’m still not a Queen now. Isn’t there an oath and a coronation before I’m actually Queen in anything more than blood?”
“You’ve done your homework,” Mr. Daughtry said, smiling. “That’s good. Drink?” he asked, nodding to the small refrigerator in his hotel room. “I can have something brought up if you’d prefer.”
“I’m okay,” Alice said.
She turned to see that the Major was standing at the now-closed door with her hands clasped in front of her. For the first time, Alice noticed the holster inside her suit jacket.
“You carry a gun?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” she replied.
“Majesty, Major Bakker is certified in just about every weapon known to man. She’s a certified sniper, she’s a Jarl in Krigarenve, and is quite a proficient swordsman as well.”
“What is Krigarenve?” Alice asked, turning back to the Major.
“It’s a martial art common in northern Europe. It’s been around since the Vikings,” Mr. Daughtry answered. “A Jarl is an instructor. You’re also a brown belt in jiu-jitsu, aren’t you?” He looked over Alice’s shoulder toward Major Bakker.
“Black belt, actually. Last year,” she answered.
“So, you’re a badass? Got it, ” Alice said to her.
The Major allowed herself a smile. It was brief, but Alice saw it, which made her smile in return.
“The Major is only here for your protection. We would have sent more, but we didn’t want to be noticed.”
“Plus, she’s like a soldier Swiss Army knife, apparently,” Alice remarked. “And if you’re trying not to be noticed, you’re going about it the wrong way – this is farm country, and you guys are riding around in all-black cars with special license plates on them.”
“Well, we still need to be safe ourselves, and we don’t plan on being here that long. Honestly, Your Majesty, we thought we’d be gone by now.”
“I’m not keeping you here,” Alice said, crossing her arms over her chest.
“Ma’am, you are. We need to leave with you if this is going to work,” Mr. Daughtry replied. “Why don’t you sit down?”
“I’m not staying,” Alice said.
She watched as he hobbled a bit on one leg.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“He can’t sit unless you do,” Major Bakker explained.
“What?”
“Please, sit down, Your Majesty,” the Major replied.
Alice looked from her to Mr. Daughtry and nodded. She sat on the small loveseat in the room, and Mr. Daughtry sat in the very uncomfortable chair.
“Forgive the Major. She knows about my leg and doesn’t know that you’re unaware of certain royal customs,” he said, looking at the Major.
“Apologies, Sir,” she replied.
“Your leg?” Alice asked.
“I’ve gotten very good at hiding the limp, but I lost it during the war. Below the knee amputation, at least, but standing for a long time still isn’t something I’m able to do comfortably.”
“I’m sorry,” she replied. “I didn’t know.”
“How would you?” he asked with a smile. “Ma’am, we don’t have much time. I’ve been informed that people close to the President are asking questions about what we’re doing here. We had to file diplomatic papers to come here, and our passports were scanned. It’s only a matter of time until they ask why we’re in Kansas, of all places. They might be asking that question already. If they put together that we have spent time with you, they’ll look into your background. And while I know we did everything we could to hide the secrets of your parentage, they have hackers on the payroll and can figure it out if we give them enough time.”
“You’re asking me to go to a country I’ve hardly ever heard mentioned and be its Queen, when the monarchy doesn’t even exist anymore. You’re asking me to set up some government with you – I have a teaching degree, not in political science or public policy. I went to a state school, for crying out loud. You need a lawyer who went to an Ivy.”
“We have plenty of lawyers, Ma’am. We don’t need lawyers or politicians. We need one person to help us unite the country. We’ve taken polls, Ma’am. In secret, of course, but we have taken them. People want the monarchy back. They want a constitutional one, just like Norway, St. Rais, and the United Kingdom. They’ve seen the newest generation of royals reinvigorate the monarchies in those countries, making them relevant again. They just don’t think they can have it because that would mean finding a distant relative who’s related in at least some way to your family, hoping they’re up for the job. The problem with that is all of those relatives are part of the royal families of countries that have owned or colonized Kleinland at one point or another – they’d have their birth country’s best interest at heart, not Kleinland’s. You’re American; you have no monarchy. Plus, you are a direct descendant of Kleinland royalty. It has to be you.”
“I don’t know how to be a Queen,” Alice said softly. “I barely know how to be an adult.”
“We’ll teach you,” he replied. “Or, rather, we’ll have Queens teach you. We know a few.” He smiled at her. “I know you need time to think, but we have a flight out the day after tomorrow.”
“Two days?” she asked.
“We have no choice, Ma’am. We have to move quickly.”
“I can’t decide to leave my entire life here and become royalty in two days,” Alice replied.
“Will you at least think about it? Maybe you could go home and ‘sleep on it tonight,’ as the Americans say? We can meet again tomorrow. The Major can take you home whenever you’re ready.”
“I don’t know that I have much of a choice,” Alice replied.
She stood, and Mr. Daughtry stood up quickly as well, favoring his good leg.
“I’m so sorry. Do you have to stand when I stand, too? I didn’t know.”
“It’s okay,” he said, smiling cheerfully. “You’ll learn all the customs once we’re there.” He winked at her.
Alice thought she’d throw up. Two days?! How was she even supposed to believe this was real in two days, let alone make a decision that would change her entire life?
◆◆◆
 
“I’ll walk you to the door, Ma’am,” Major Bakker said when she put the car in park in front of Alice’s apartment.
“Did you stay out here all night last night?” she asked her.
“Yes, Ma’am,” the woman replied.
Then, she opened the car door. Alice opened her own door, but the Major rushed to her side and opened it the rest of the way, offering her hand to help Alice out of the car. Alice didn’t take it, but not to be rude; she just didn’t need it.
“Are you going to do that again tonight?” she asked.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“When do you sleep?” Alice asked as they walked toward the building.
“I’ve been up for days at a time before, Ma’am.”
“During the war?”
“Yes,” she replied softly.
Alice unlocked her front door, turning back to the Major standing very close to her.
“May I go inside first, Ma’am?” she requested.
Alice motioned for her to go inside the apartment, not wanting or having the energy to fight about it. A minute later, the Major returned to the door and ushered her to go inside.
“Safe?” Alice asked.
“Yes, Ma’am. I’ll be right outside if you need me.”
“Major, it’s late, and you didn’t sleep last night. Why don’t you stay in here tonight? I don’t have a spare room, but the couch isn’t bad,” Alice offered.
“That’s okay, Ma’am. I don’t–”
“Can I order you to do it?” Alice smiled.
“Yes, but–”
“Major, please just fall asleep on my sofa. It’s late. I’m exhausted. You’d be closer to me inside, right?”
“I don’t want to invade your privacy, Ma’am.”
“Then, don’t walk into my bedroom while I’m changing for bed. There’s a blanket in the closet with an extra pillow. I’ll just be a minute in the bathroom, and then you can have it, okay?”
The Major nodded as if she accepted Alice’s order but still felt awkward about it.
“I think I have an extra toothbrush in the bottom drawer. I’ll pull it out for you,” Alice added. “Good night, Major.”
“Good night, Your Majesty.” She bowed her head.
“So weird,” Alice said, laughing a little.



CHAPTER 6
“Why are you still thinking about this?” Stan asked.
“What do you mean?”
“Al, I mean: you’re the Queen of a fucking country. You should go,” he said.
“Going there would mean leaving here,” she replied as they walked.
“Yeah. So?” he said. “Oh. Because of Bex?” he asked.
“What about Bex?” she asked.
“Ma’am, can we get inside the restaurant now, please?” Major Bakker asked.
Alice turned around to see that the Major was now a little closer to where she was when she’d last checked on her shadow a few minutes ago. The Major had wanted them to drive from Stan’s place to the restaurant, but it was only a few blocks away, and under any other circumstances, they would have driven. The town was small, after all, so they’d chosen to walk instead. Bexley was supposed to be meeting them there. Stan had lived in the next town for several years until he bought the bar and his place here, which meant they all got to see each other a lot more. Bexley technically lived two towns over, which was why she often crashed at Alice’s place whenever they’d had too much to drink or were out late.
“By the way,” Stan whispered. “Bexley was right. She’s not my thing, but your Major Bakker is hot.”
“Stan!” Alice laughed.
“What? I can say that,” he argued. Then, he promptly turned around to the Major and added, “Don’t take this the wrong way, Major, but you are a very attractive woman.”
“I am so sorry for him.” Alice laughed again and punched Stan in the shoulder. “And I should apologize in advance for any other idiotic thing he might say. He doesn’t have any manners.”
“What? I’m gay,” he said to Alice and then turned back to the Major again. “So, I’m not objectifying; I’m just stating a fact. Not sure if you’d be interested, Major, but our friend Bexley is–”
“At the restaurant, waiting for us,” Alice interrupted and grabbed his elbow. “So, we should get inside.”
The Major nodded, and Alice admired how this woman was able to keep a straight face through Stan’s antics. She, herself, had never been able to do so in the beginning, when they’d all met. And if it was possible, he was even worse back in college. When they arrived, Bexley was already seated.
“Major?” Alice asked.
“Yes, Ma’am?”
“Are you going to join us?” she asked, patting the seat next to her.
“I’ll keep watch, Ma’am.”
“Major, if you stand there, people are going to notice. No one else in this town has a bodyguard. If you sit down, they’ll just think you’re here for lunch.”
“Yeah, sit,” Stan said. “I’m buying today. Most of the food here is terrible, but if you get the tomato soup with their grilled cheese, you’ll thank me later. Ask for bacon on the grilled cheese and extra basil in the soup. They make it fresh every day.”
Major Bakker looked around, and it reminded Alice of the morning, when she’d done the same thing outside Alice’s house. Waking up with a member of the Royal Guard in her living room had been strange. It was even stranger because Alice was typically an early riser, but the Major had been up even earlier. Despite the small bags under her eyes, though, she looked good, not like someone who had hardly slept over the past few days. Alice had made coffee, but Major Bakker had declined. Alice had a small batch of tea bags left over from all the times Bexley’s grandmother had joined her here, so she offered that next, and the Major nodded. Hot beverages in hand, they’d sat in silence for a long while until Alice had to get dressed for lunch. On their way there, they’d also stopped by the hotel in order to let Major Bakker change her clothes. Because she wasn’t supposed to let Alice out of her sight, Alice sat on the bed in the modest hotel room while the Major changed in the bathroom, wearing a nearly identical black outfit to the one she’d just changed out of. Then, they’d gone to meet Stan for their walk to the restaurant.
“I’ll sit, but I shouldn’t eat, Ma’am.”
“Why not?” Alice asked. “We’re inside. I’m safe. No one knows who I am.”
“Ma’am, I shouldn’t eat with you. It’s inappropriate,” Major Bakker explained.
“Shit. Should we be eating with you anymore?” Stan asked.
“Shut up,” Alice replied, laughing.
“Technically, no, Mr. Procise,” the Major replied. “My apologies, Ma’am.”
“Oh, my God. Can you just be a person right now? We’re eating lunch, Major.” Alice slapped her lightly on the arm. “Just talk to us like you’d talk to your friends back home.”
The Major had almost a wounded look in her eyes, and Alice worried she’d made her feel uncomfortable, which wasn’t what she had intended. Alice hated that she’d done that to her and wished she could take back what she’d just said.
“Maybe, if you called her by her name and not her rank, it would help her feel like she’s just hanging out with us,” Bexley suggested. “What’s your first name again? I’m Bexley, in case you forgot.”
“I didn’t,” she replied. “Nora.”
“That’s a nice name,” Bexley said, giving the Major a small smile.
Alice recognized Bexley’s infatuated expression and smiled at her friend. Then, she heard a phone ring.
“Excuse me,” the Major said, pulling her phone out of her pocket and standing up. “I’ll be right over here.” She pointed to the hallway that led to the bathrooms.
“Take your time,” Alice said.
The Major walked off, leaving them alone and giving Alice a chance to sigh for the first time that day.
“She is so gorgeous. Am I embarrassing myself?” Bexley asked.
“Absolutely,” Stan said.
“Hey!” Bexley laughed. “But she plays for my team, right? You agree?”
“She looks the part, but you never know these days.” Stan shrugged.
“Stop it,” Alice told them both, keeping her eyes on the Major, who kept looking up at her as well. “She’s nice. She’s obviously a little intense, but nice.”
“Is she just always going to be around now?” Stan asked. “Do you need to get a two-bedroom place? I don’t think she’s going to want to sleep on your old couch every night.”
“She slept on your couch?” Bexley asked, looking at Alice in both worry and confusion somehow.
“It was either that or in her car again, and I didn’t have the heart to make her sleep out there a second night in a row. She was up before me, which probably shouldn’t have surprised me about her, but it did. And she’d already folded the blanket she’d used and had it stacked with the pillow next to her. She’s definitely orderly; she must hate my apartment.”
“Because you’ve never met a dish you couldn’t just leave on the counter or a coaster you actually like to use?” Stan teased.
“I’m not that bad,” Alice replied.
She looked over at Major Bakker, who had her finger in her ear as if she were having trouble hearing. She was looking toward the floor and appeared to be a little more worried than normal, which was saying something. Then, Alice saw something out of the corner of her eye, so she turned to see people taking pictures through the window. She turned back inside when she heard a commotion.
“Shit,” Stan said.
“What’s going on?” Bexley asked.
“I have no idea.”
“Alice Smith?” a woman with a microphone asked as she rushed to be the first person to their booth. “Are you Alice Smith? Are you the Queen of Kleinland?”
“What?” Alice asked.
“Is it true that you’re a Queen?” a man asked as he shoved a microphone in her face.
“Hey! Back up,” Stan said.
“Yeah, go away,” Bexley echoed.
“Time to go,” the Major said as she pushed her way through the growing crowd and took Alice by the elbow.
“What’s happening?” Alice asked her as she reached back for her purse and gave her friends a pained expression.
“Al, call us!” Bexley yelled over the sound of people screaming at Alice.
“This is why I wanted us to drive,” the Major said as she pushed through the people and out the door.
“Bexley!” Alice yelled into the restaurant. “Car!”
Bexley and Stan were at her side in seconds.
“It’s right here,” Bexley said.
There were at least ten news vans parked up and down the street. Bexley’s car, luckily, was parked just outside the restaurant. She ran ahead of them to unlock it and climb into the driver’s seat. Stan got in beside her, leaving the Major and Alice in the back seat.
“Where are we going?” Bexley asked.
“To my car.”
“It’s by my place,” Stan said.
“What the hell is going on?” Alice asked as Bexley pulled them through the crowd of insistent reporters onto the main street.
“That call was from a friend of mine in the Royal Guard. He said that someone working with Mr. Daughtry was really a mole for the President’s party. He reported our movements here, and they figured out the rest. The paper trail was clean. The nanny who brought you here years ago went missing yesterday.”
“Oh, my God,” Alice said. “Missing?”
“They don’t know where she is. It’s likely that she gave them details about you – at least, the ones she knew – and they figured out the rest.”
“We’re here,” Bexley announced.
“We have to go. They’ll be here any second,” the Major said.
“Where are we going?”
“To a hotel outside of town. I have a room booked there under a pseudonym. Mr. Daughtry will join us there.”
“I can’t just–”
“Your Majesty, it’s not about the reporters – I don’t give a fuck about reporters. It’s about the people he could send after you. We have to go,” she interrupted even more seriously than she’d been a moment earlier.
“Go with her, Al,” Stan said, turning around. “Call us later.”
“She can’t,” the Major stated as she opened the car door. “They’ll be tracking her phone.”
“We need to know she’s okay,” Bexley argued.
“She’ll be fine.” The Major held out her hand for Alice to take. “I’ve got her.”
Alice took her hand, and they ran to the Major’s car. Once inside, the Major drove off and dialed a number on her phone. Everything was happening so quickly; Alice couldn’t process it all. She was in a car with a woman she hardly knew, trusting that this woman’s number one priority was keeping Alice safe not just from the reporters, who had tried to follow them, but also from people who might want Alice dead because she was related to someone she’d never met.
“We’re in the car. We’ll be there in thirty,” the Major said into the phone. “Where is the backup I requested?”
“Backup?” Alice asked, mostly to herself.
“They know now, so there’s no point in–” The Major stopped. “They never left Kleinland? I thought they were on a plane last night. We weren’t supposed to be here this long. They were–” She stopped again. “Fine. We’ll be on the highway in a minute. I’ve got to go.”
“Major, you’re scaring me.”
“I’m sorry, Ma’am.” She dropped the phone into the cup holder and started explaining, “We arranged backup to fly over last night; two more members of the Royal Guard. They’re men I trust, but Mr. Daughtry just told me they never got on the plane. The President grounded all flights last night, and they weren’t able to make it out. We weren’t supposed to still be here, and I knew I couldn’t stay awake much longer, so–”
“Stay awake?” Alice interrupted.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“You didn’t sleep at all last night, did you?” Alice asked.
“No, Ma’am.”
“Jesus, Major. How long have you been awake?”
“It doesn’t matter, Ma’am.”
“You’re driving a car at seventy miles per hour – I’d say it matters,” Alice replied.
“I’ve got adrenaline; I’m fine. I will keep you safe, Your Majesty.”
“What do we do once we get to the hotel?”
“We wait.”
“Wait for what?” Alice asked.
“For you to make up your mind,” the Major replied.
◆◆◆
 
Mr. Daughtry was in the lobby when they arrived at the motel, which looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in about a year. Alice suspected they’d chosen this place because it was the last place on earth people would expect a Queen to be staying. He told them about what had happened with his now-former employee and apologized profusely for not knowing that the man was a turncoat. Then, he told them he needed to leave to make some calls. He’d be staying a few rooms over, and they shouldn’t be seen together unless they were leaving.
“Can I have my phone back?” Alice asked the Major once the man left.
“No. I turned it off for a reason, Ma’am.”
“I won’t turn it on. I just want it back,” Alice replied.
“I’ll have a burner phone you can use.”
“Like the phones drug dealers have?” she asked.
“Ma’am, you can’t use your phone anymore. I won’t even be able to use mine. I have burners in the trunk of the car, so if you need to call your friends, I’ll get one for you.”
“Here’s the problem… I don’t have their numbers memorized.” Alice squinted at her. “I blame technology; we don’t have to remember phone numbers anymore.”
“I know their numbers,” the Major replied.
“You know my friends’ phone numbers?”
“I have them written down.”
“You’re very thorough,” Alice noted.
“Being thorough saves lives, Ma’am,” the woman replied, moving the ugly thick curtains aside a little to look out the window. “Nothing yet. We should be good here for a few hours, at least. The night, if we’re lucky.”
“And if we’re not?”
“We’ll move to the next place on the list.”
“You have a list?”
“I’m thorough, remember?”
Alice smiled at her joke. Well, it wasn’t really a joke, but it was better than nothing, and Alice needed something to help break the tension. Her heart hadn’t stopped racing since people had shoved cameras and microphones into her face back at the restaurant.
“Did they train you to be this thorough, or were you born this way?” Alice asked.
“Both, I suppose,” the Major replied. “You know the saying about making a plan and God laughing?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, I still believe in making those plans. There are men alive because of the plans I made. If we didn’t have those plans, some or all of them would have crosses with their names on them in cemeteries now.”
“How bad is it?” Alice asked. “I know what I’ve read, but you’ve been living through it.”
“I don’t really like to talk about it, Ma’am,” the Major replied, moving the curtain back in place. “I’ll get the burner phones for us.” She opened the door and then paused for a moment. Without looking back at Alice, she said, “Ma’am, I know this isn’t my place to say, but I’m here because I believe in what we’re trying to build. I fought for my country to be free and without tyranny and oppression like many others who lost their lives. I realize that this is something you never could have predicted for yourself, but this is my life. It’s every single day. People are starving on the street while our President lives in a mansion practically made out of gold. He withholds our natural resources from his own people and gives them to others who can help keep him in power. Mr. Daughtry is right: the people remember happier times when we had a monarchy; a King and Queen who cared about the people and governed with them in mind always. They were your parents and your grandparents; you have their blood in you. I’ve seen you with your students. I’ve watched you with your friends. I’ve even seen how you’ve treated me these past few days. You care. You offered me your home and coffee when you could have let me sit in the car all night. It’s in you, Ma’am. You can do this.”
Then, she walked out and closed the door behind her.
“No pressure,” Alice said to herself.



CHAPTER 7
“Are you going to sleep in here?” Alice asked.
“I have the room next door, Ma’am,” Major Bakker said. “They’re connected.” She pointed to the interior door next to the old television sitting atop the equally old dresser with a missing handle. “That door stays open.”
“Okay,” Alice replied. “No arguments from me.”
“And here’s your phone, Ma’am.” She handed Alice a flip phone. “It’s activated. You can call either Bexley or Stan, not both. Keep it under one minute. Tell them you’re safe and that I’ll get a burner phone sent to them by tonight. You’ll call them tomorrow on that phone from a different burner.”
“I’m so confused. How did the press get here so quickly? Why do they even care?”
“As much as America seems to not want a monarchy of their own, they sure do seem to care about monarchies around the world, Ma’am,” the Major noted. “The news broke in Kleinland last night, so if you think about it, it wasn’t all that fast. It gave the out-of-town press time to vet the story and come here.”
“I guess,” Alice replied. “Under a minute?”
“Yes, Ma’am. It’s safer for them as well. People will already be at your apartment. They’ll know who Stan and Bexley are, too, so they might want to lay low for a while. Please ask them not to make any comments about what’s going on.”
“I will,” she said.
The Major stared at her and added, “You can call now if you want.” She handed Alice a piece of paper.
“Can I have some privacy, please?”
“Can I trust that you’ll follow the instructions, Ma’am?”
“I’m sure that fancy watch of yours keeps perfect time. If I’m not done in one minute, come back in and take the phone from me,” Alice said.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Major Bakker replied.
She gave Alice that little head bow that she did and left the room. The door between them remained open. Alice dialed Bexley’s number, hoping Stan would be with her. She let it ring over and over again, but no one answered.
“Shit,” Alice whispered.
“Ma’am?” Major Bakker moved quickly back into the room.
“You have ears like a moth,” Alice retorted.
“A what?”
“A moth?”
“I thought the expression was ‘ears like a bat,’ Ma’am,” Major Bakker replied, moving to stand by the bed. “Did I get the colloquialism wrong?”
“No, but moths have the best hearing in the world. It’s a recent discovery. It’s interesting because the theory is that they’ve had to evolve to evade the threat of predators like the bat. They can hear a higher frequency than bats, so they can escape,” Alice explained.
“How do you know that, Ma’am?”
“I’m a teacher.”
“Of American history, Your Majesty.”
“It’s really more like all history when it’s seventh grade. And I learned that from one of my students. She came into the room one day after science class and told me what she’d just learned. She was so excited to know this new thing and to share it with me, that it stuck in my head,” Alice explained.
The Major nodded and asked, “What happened with the phone call?”
“She didn’t answer,” Alice said.
“She might be getting calls from the press. They’d have her number by now.” Major Bakker looked around the room as if it would help her figure out what to do. “You need them to know you’re okay? It’s that important?”
“Yes,” Alice stated. “They’re my family.”
The Major nodded and said, “I have a friend of a friend who lives in Missouri. I’ll ask him to send her an email telling her to expect your call. If they’re onto her email already, they can trace his IP but won’t get to us. Give me a few minutes.”
She disappeared into the other room and returned about five minutes later. Alice waited, not knowing what else to do. She was thirsty but didn’t know if she should drink the water in this place. The glasses on the bathroom sink were glass. There weren’t any of the plastic ones wrapped in an additional layer of plastic, showing that no one else had used them. And while she wasn’t a germaphobe, Alice wasn’t sure drinking the water in what was likely a used glass was the smartest move she could make right now.
“Okay. Give it five more minutes, Ma’am. Of course, this only works if she checks her email regularly.”
“She does. Bex is always on her phone for work,” Alice said.
“Call once. Let it ring three times. Then, hang up. Call back. That’s the signal,” she replied.
Alice had never needed a signal for someone to answer her call before, but she listened to the Major and did as she was told, swallowing and realizing how dry her throat really was, but not being able to do anything about it.
“Bex?”
“Al? Are you okay? I just got an email from some stranger in–”
“I’m safe. I’m fine. I’m with the Major. I can’t tell you where, but I’m okay. We only have a minute, but I’ll get a new phone tomorrow. Major Bakker is going to get a burner phone to you tonight. I can call you tomorrow on that, and we can talk longer.”
“God, this is really weird,” Bexley said.
“Are you okay?” Alice asked.
“Yeah, Stan’s here. I’ve got you on speaker now.”
“Hey, Al. Are you really okay?”
“Hey, Stan. I’m fine. I just don’t know what to do now. Major Bakker is telling me I could be in danger, which means you guys could be, too, and I–”
“We’ll be fine. The press is outside, but there’s already police blocking them from getting inside,” Stan told her.
“And I was thinking about taking a long weekend at the lake anyway,” Bexley added. “I’ll bring Grandma, too. Maybe this will all die down by then.”
“I hope so,” Alice said.
“Fifty seconds, Your Majesty,” the Major said from the other room.
“Shit. I have to go. But I’ll call again tomorrow.”
“Al, you need to go,” Stan said.
“I know. I just–”
“No. I mean, you need to go there. I’ve been watching the news and reading everything I can find on this place, and it’s bad there. People are calling for the President to step down now that they’ve discovered you exist. He’s got the military surrounding his house. It looks intense.”
“And you want her to rush over there?” Bexley asked a little louder than she’d likely intended. “Are you fucking crazy?”
“Not rush, but make a difference. If she can help, why–”
“Because she’s not from there; she’s from here. She’s–”
“Ma’am,” Major Bakker said, holding out her hand for Alice’s phone.
“I’ve got to go. Tomorrow,” Alice repeated and hung up reluctantly.
She handed the phone to the Major, who promptly removed the SIM card, destroyed it, and then threw it in the trash can by the door. Alice watched it happen and thought about how much she’d wanted to hear the end of Stan and Bexley’s argument. Maybe that would’ve presented a resolution for her instead of her having to figure this out for herself.
“Stan thinks I should go,” she said softly.
“What do you think?” the Major asked.
“Will you sit down, please? You’re just standing there, hovering. It’s weird. I thought there was a rule about sitting and standing or something,” Alice said.
“I’m a guard, Ma’am. I stand,” Major Bakker replied.
Alice motioned with her head for the woman to sit anyway. The Major nodded reluctantly and sat down in the chair in the corner of the room with her back to the wall.
“What difference can I really make?” she asked.
“We’ll never know unless you try, Ma’am.”
Alice sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the Major, who seemed calm and composed, as always. She also seemed really tired. Backup wasn’t coming, and Alice knew now that this woman wouldn’t sleep knowing Alice was in danger.
“If I go, could I come back?” she asked.
“What do you mean, Ma’am?”
“Like, for a visit,” she said. “Can I visit?”
“You want to visit Kleinland?”
“You’re asking me to give up my entire life. I don’t know if I can do that,” Alice said.
“I’m not asking, Ma’am. Your country is.”
“But this is my country. I’ve never even been to Kleinland,” she replied.
“It doesn’t matter. It’s in your blood, Your Majesty. Technically, you can go and leave at any time. Once you have your coronation, it would be less likely that you’d be able to leave so easily, but if you’re coronated, it’s not likely you’d want to. You’re in between right now. You can stay, but you will be at risk, Ma’am. He won’t stop coming for you now that he knows you’re alive. The press will be the least of your worries. I hate to say this, but the life you knew is over, Ma’am. You’ll never get it back. I’m sorry,” Major Bakker said. “If you don’t go back with us, I’d recommend moving and changing your name, at a minimum. I’d also recommend not having any contact with your friends again and changing professions. That’s the only way you’d be remotely safe; because he’s killed before, and he’s always managed to cover it up.”
“So, my options are to leave everything I know behind or leave everything I know behind?” Alice said.
“I’m afraid so, Ma’am,” the Major replied. “Ma’am, I’d like to make a few calls. Would you please excuse me?”
“Sure,” Alice replied. “Do I need to stand, too?”
“Not if I have your permission to leave, Ma’am.”
“You don’t need my permission, Major.”
“I do, Ma’am,” the woman replied and stood. “You’ll have to make your decision soon. If you want to stay, I have some connections that can work with you on a new identity. But Mr. Daughtry and I will have to go.”
“Go back?” Alice asked. “Won’t they target you?”
“We wouldn’t go back to Kleinland, Ma’am. We both have backup plans.”
“Your life is over, too,” Alice said softly.
“Only if you don’t come back with us to fight this,” Major Bakker replied.
Alice thought about everything the Major had told her, along with what Mr. Daughtry had shared. She had no idea what the best decision was for her, for her friends, or for the people of Kleinland, but she couldn’t go home. She couldn’t just go to work on Monday. She could no longer just go to Stan’s bar for a few drinks tonight. Her entire life was changing no matter what, and she could run and be a coward, or she could do what the Major had just said and try.
“I’ll visit,” she said. “If it’s possible for me to go there and keep my options open, I’ll go.”
The Major actually smiled for more than one whole second.
“I’ll make those calls now, Ma’am.”
“Okay,” Alice replied.
She looked back over at the glasses on the sink again, thinking about how thirsty she was and wondering why she could only think about that and not the fact that her whole life was about to change.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, Alice was driven quickly to a private airfield about an hour outside of the city. The Major and Mr. Daughtry helped her aboard a private plane, on loan from an ally nation. It didn’t have them listed as being on board and instead had some businessman and his family as passengers for any records.
“Are you okay, Ma’am?” the Major asked as they buckled their seatbelts.
“I’ve never been on a plane.”
“A private plane, Ma’am?”
“No, I’ve never been on a plane,” Alice said.
“You’ve never traveled by plane, Ma’am?”
The engines started up, and Alice pressed back into her seat reflexively. Then, she noticed it. She looked down and saw her hand on top of the Major’s hand on the armrest between their seats.
“Sorry,” she said.
“It’s okay,” the Major replied.
The Major turned her hand over and entwined their fingers. Alice stared down at them joined together.
“Is this okay, Ma’am?” she asked.
“Thank you,” Alice said, grateful. “I didn’t know I’d be a nervous flyer.”
“I threw up on my first flight,” the Major told her.
“You didn’t?” Alice laughed.
“Of course, I didn’t fly until I was eighteen and in the military. It was an army plane, and I had to jump out of it, but–”
Alice laughed again and said, “Show off.”
Then, the plane left the ground, and Alice squeezed the Major’s hand.



CHAPTER 8
Nora knew he was gone. While his body was still warm, that wouldn’t last long. The blood had stopped pouring out of him but covered his uniform and the ground below. It covered her hands as well. Too much blood had covered her hands since she’d started fighting. She rubbed them on her uniform pants, wanting to find a shower to scrub her body clean, knowing that wouldn’t happen for weeks or maybe months. Mortar shells slammed into the ground around her. She knew she needed to leave. It wasn’t safe where they were. Her sergeant was saying something to her, but Nora couldn’t hear him over the sounds of war. She leaned in closer to try to make it out, but just as she did, he fell to the ground. Nora stared at the spot where his head used to be and wanted to vomit.
“Hey, Major?” a voice said softly, sounding so out of place to Nora.
It wasn’t a voice she should hear on the battlefield. It was soft and sweet. It was also very American.
“Major Bakker?”
Nora snapped to attention, waking up at the same time.
“Hey, it’s okay. Are you okay?”
Nora turned to her right and saw Alice Smith sitting next to her. No, she wasn’t Alice Smith; she was Alice Julia Marie Koningin and the Queen of Kleinland.
“What’s going on?” Nora asked.
“You were shaking in your sleep,” Alice replied. “I didn’t want to wake you up, but…” Alice’s eyes moved down.
Nora followed them until she saw their hands joined together. She remembered taking the Queen’s hand earlier, when they were taking off, but she’d let it go once Alice seemed to be okay with the flight. It had been inappropriate when she’d done it, but Alice had been through so much already, and she’d seemed frightened of a plane, so Nora had taken her hand to give her something else to focus on. Nora snapped her hand away quickly, and Alice looked both sad and concerned, which surprised Nora.
“I’m fine. What time is it?”
“I have no idea,” Alice said with a smile.
Nora looked down at her watch. It had been a gift from her commanding officer when she’d announced she was retiring from active duty. Of course, he hadn’t known she was only retiring on paper. In reality, Nora was still in the Army Special Forces. All of this secrecy was necessary to rebuild her country, and Nora wanted that more than anything.
“We’ve been flying for six hours,” Nora stated. “We have a long time to go. You should get some sleep, Ma’am.”
“I was sleeping,” Alice said. “You took my hand.”
“I’m sorry, Ma’am.” Nora looked down.
“You don’t have to apologize,” Alice told her. “You looked like you were in pain. Are you sure you–”
“I’m fine, Ma’am,” she interrupted, knowing it was inappropriate to do so, but she was unable to stop herself.
“Your Majesty, can I get you anything to eat or drink?” the flight attendant asked as she approached.
“Major?” Alice asked.
“You can have whatever you want, Ma’am,” she replied, running her hand through her hair.
“No; I mean, do you want anything?” Alice asked.
“Ma’am, you don’t have to worry about me,” Nora said.
“Can she get a water and maybe some tea if you have it?” Alice asked the attendant. “Water is fine for me. I swear, I’ve been thirsty since you pulled me out of that restaurant,” she said to Nora.
“We’ll be serving dinner soon, Ma’am,” the attendant replied. “I can bring you a snack if you’re hungry now, though.”
“I can wait. But can you bring the Major, here, some crackers or–”
“Ma’am, please excuse me,” Nora interrupted her again and stood up, moving past the attendant.
“Should I still bring her the tea and crackers, Ma’am?” the attendant asked Alice as Nora moved toward the back of the plane.
“Please. And thank you,” Alice said softly.
Nora allowed herself a small smile at how the Queen seemed to care about her well-being. Then, she took a seat next to Mr. Daughtry, trying not to think about that at all because Alice shouldn’t be worried about her. It was Nora’s job to be concerned for her Queen.
“How is she doing?” he asked.
“I don’t know. It’s hit or miss,” she said.
“How so?”
“One minute, I think she’s ready for something like this. The next, I worry that she’ll be in Kleinland for a day and want to fly home.”
“We need her if this is going to work, Major,” he replied.
“I don’t think she understands the severity of what we’re going back to. You can read about it, but it’s quite another thing to be there, Mr. Daughtry.”
“I know.” He nodded. “All we can do is try to prepare her the best we can. Do you think she has what it takes?”
“I think she’ll need some help. She can’t do it alone. I can protect her, but I don’t know what it takes to be a Queen.”
“We can call in some allies to help her with that.”
“Does it ever embarrass you, Mr. Daughtry?”
“Does what embarrass me?”
“The fact that we’re always at war with ourselves? We seemed to be the only northern-European nation that can’t quite stop fighting each other. Maybe it would be better if we returned to being a Dutch or British territory – they seem to be mostly civilized to each other within their borders.”
“You don’t mean that,” he said.
“I’ve watched hundreds – maybe thousands – of men die in the war. We know our President is secretly murdering his enemies. We know he’s allied with countries we should not be allies with. Our only hope is that we can implement a constitutional monarchy with an American with no experience at the helm. I’m sorry, and I’ll never say this to the Queen, but I don’t know anymore.”
“During the monarchy, we had peace. The people remember that. It was the President who ruined that for them. It’s just taken us this long to finally have enough people in positions where we can remove him from office. Hell, we had a mole in my office that I wasn’t even aware of, and he’s almost ruined the whole plan with his betrayal. We’re hanging on by a thread right now, and if we show up empty-handed, we’re done. If she’s with us – if she can pull this off with a little help – we’ll have our coup. The people will finally believe in Kleinland again.”
“And what if she can’t?” Nora asked him.
“We have to support her, Major. If she can’t, that’s the end. We’ll have to run, you and me, and everyone we know will have to leave Kleinland or risk being killed.”
“Major, your tea,” the attendant said as she held a tray with a bottle of water and hot tea in front of Nora.
Then, the attendant placed down a small plate with what looked like plain crackers on it. Nora wanted to smile at the Queen’s thoughtfulness, but she held it in.
“Thank you,” she replied to the attendant.
◆◆◆
 
“So, I don’t actually get to see anything?” Alice asked. “What’s the point of me visiting?”
“It’s just for now; to keep you safe, Ma’am,” Nora replied.
Nora turned to the Queen, who was attempting to look out the window, but finding it tinted thoroughly to keep people from seeing anyone inside, she turned back to Nora.
“I get them not being able to see me, but I can’t even see the city,” she said.
“We’re not in the city, anyway. The airfield where we landed is an hour outside of our capital city. We’re headed in the opposite direction toward a safe house,” Nora explained. “The only thing you’d see out that window is the coast at night. That is to say, nothing. We don’t exactly have the infrastructure set up to light the roads here how you’re used to in the States, and the only part of the country that has adequate anything on the coast is the south part. We’re headed north right now, Ma’am.”
“Where is Mr. Daughtry going?”
“To another safehouse, Ma’am. He is going south. He’ll meet up with you when the time comes.”
They rode in silence the rest of the way. Nora called her men when they were five minutes out to let them know their ETA. The safe house was a small cabin, really. It had running water and electricity that ran off of batteries, but there were no luxuries. It was meant for people like her, not people like the Queen.
“We’re going to run in very quickly, okay?” Nora instructed when they were about to pull up. “No one is following us, but I want to be sure.”
“Okay,” Alice said. “Yeah.”
And Nora had to admit, she was pleasantly surprised about how Alice was handling this whole situation. Nora had trained for this practically her entire life. She’d always known the military was her future. She knew she’d put her life at risk for her country. Alice was a schoolteacher from Kansas who, as of just a few days ago, could walk down the street to meet her friends with no one noticing or caring. Nora opened the door and practically pulled the Queen out of the car, running with her toward the cabin. Two of her men ran alongside them until they were inside. Those guys remained outside, but she was met with two more of her men inside.
“Major,” one of them greeted.
“Major,” the other said right after.
“Sergeant, Captain,” she replied. “This is Her Majesty, Queen Alice.”
“Your Majesty,” they both said at once and bowed their heads appropriately.
“Hi,” Alice replied, giving them a shy wave.
“We have a bedroom set up in the back, Ma’am. There’s food and basic supplies. We have enough rations here for three days without having to leave,” the Captain said.
“I’ll bring back enough for seven when I return, just in case. I don’t expect us to be here that long, but I want to be prepared.”
“Seven days?” Alice asked.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora told her.
“Major, I’m here to see the country.”
“Ma’am, please…” Nora took Alice’s elbow gently. “Trust me. You’ll see your country, but you have to be alive to do that.”
Alice nodded solemnly.
“I’ll be back tomorrow at 0700,” Nora told her men.
“Back? Where are you going?” Alice asked her, sounding slightly frantic now.
“Ma’am, I have to check in on someone. And I need to get some sleep. My men will protect you. I have two inside, and there are eight outside. Two on the front; two on the back. There are also two on the coast to ensure no one comes from the water, and another two about five miles out watching the road. They’ll alert us if anyone we don’t know comes this way.”
“I only know you,” Alice whispered.
“Your Majesty, my name is Captain Ronald Carraway. I’ve served alongside the Major for the past fifteen years. This is Sergeant Mikael Eker. He’s been on my staff for over eight years. We’re both members of the Royal Guard. In fact, my father served your father, the King. It’s our sworn duty to protect you, and I assure you, Ma’am, we would give our lives to do just that.”
“I’ll be back tomorrow morning,” Nora told the Queen.
“Okay,” Alice said, still not sounding convinced.
“In the meantime, get some sleep, Ma’am,” Nora added.
She left a minute later, after inspecting the safe house top to bottom to ensure her men had done a good enough job with the doors, windows, line of sight into the house, and… well, everything else. Then, Nora spoke to the two men outside the front and made sure they understood their duty. After that, she left. She knew she couldn’t go home. The President’s people had likely ransacked it or were at least watching the place.
Nora also knew she really only had one person in Kleinland who she needed to make sure was okay. She’d been radio-silent for her trip to the States, so she hadn’t checked in, and now that the news was out about Alice, Nora needed to make sure she was fine. She knocked on the familiar door, checked all her angles, and planned her escape route if needed. She knocked again. No answer. Hopeful, she knocked one more time, and finally, the door opened.
“Nora?”
“You’re okay?” she asked, moving inside quickly and closing the door behind her.
“What are you doing here?”
“I came to check on you. Has anyone–”
“Nora, it’s late.”
“Femke, you know what’s going on right now. I came to check on you. Are you okay? Has anyone been by asking about me?”
“No, Nora; no one’s been by. Yes, I know what’s going on out there. I found out from state TV instead of from my ex-girlfriend.”
“What is state TV saying?” Nora asked. Then, she shook her head. “Ex-girlfriend?”
“Did you go home yet?”
“No, I came straight here.”
“Nora, I left you a note because I couldn’t call you,” Femke said, moving back into her apartment away from Nora. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I was supposed to move in with you last week. You went on some supersecret mission I can’t know about. You’re still fighting a war that ended. I have to go to work and plan my life. I wanted someone to do that with, but you can’t even get through a night without having a nightmare and waking up in a cold sweat. This place is bad enough as is. I don’t want to do this with you anymore.”
“You’re breaking up with me?”
“Nora, I already did.” The woman sighed. “You’d know that if you ever answered your phone, but you’re always on a mission. You supposedly retired, but you’ll never really retire from this life, Nora, and I don’t want that for myself. We had a good year together. Let’s just admit that that’s a good thing and move on.”
“You’ve made up your mind, then?”
“Yes.”
Nora nodded and looked down at the floor.
“I already got all of my stuff out of your place, and I left your key on the counter with that note I guess you haven’t read.”
“Okay. I guess that’s it, then.”
Femke laughed and said, “You fight for your country more than you fight for the woman you supposedly love.”
“I fight for my country because my country hasn’t given up on me. And I won’t give up on it. I can’t say the same for my girlfriend. I’m sorry; my ex-girlfriend.” Nora turned to go. “Just be careful. People know you know me. Make sure to tell as many of them as you can that you ended things with me. Tell them you never want to see me again. Tell them you’re against what I’m doing, if you have to; make it clear you’re not on my side. Just be safe, Femke. It’s about to get worse before it, hopefully, gets better.”



CHAPTER 9
“You’re back?” Alice said when she heard the front door open and left the bedroom to see who had arrived.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora replied.
“I thought you were coming back in the morning.”
“My plans changed,” Nora said. “I thought you’d be asleep, Ma’am.”
“I can’t sleep.”
“Why not?”
“I can hear the water outside.”
“That’s normally something that puts people to sleep, Your Majesty,” Nora replied.
“I’ve never heard the ocean. I guess it’s a sea, but still,” Alice said.
“Can I get you some tea, Your Majesty?” the Sergeant asked.
“No, thank you,” Alice replied.
“I’m going to take a shower, Ma’am,” Nora said.
Alice nodded. Nora bowed and walked past her with her bag. Alice didn’t know what to do now. The only bathroom in the place was inside the bedroom. She knew she was exhausted. She had slept a little on the plane, but not soundly, and Nora waking up from that nightmare and then moving to the back of the plane away from her had thrown Alice. She’d only wanted to help the Major, but she’d somehow messed that up. Why these people seemed to believe she could be a Queen was beyond her, but she knew she still had to come with them. Had she stayed home, regardless of the press and the risk, she always would have wondered what could have been had she not been a coward.
“I’m back on at 0700, Ma’am,” the Major said when she emerged from the shower dressed in a pair of gray sweats and an army T-shirt, with her short hair still wet.
“Okay,” Alice said, not knowing why the Major was telling her this.
The woman then left the bedroom, closing the door behind her. Alice sat on the edge of the bed. The sound of the waves crashing outside seemed so close. It was as if the waves were battering the side of the building, and that scared Alice. She’d only left Kansas twice. Both times were to go camping in a nearby state. She’d never been to the ocean, and she’d never experienced jet lag before, so while she was tired, she also had no idea if she’d be able to get some sleep tonight. She heard some voices in the small living area, so she stood to open the door a little. When she did, she found the Major moving to the sofa to lie down with a thin blanket over her and the Sergeant and Captain playing a card game on the round kitchen table. Alice turned around to see that her bed had three blankets on it. It took her a minute to untangle them from one another, but when she did, she went out to the living room.
“Ma’am,” the Captain said and moved to stand.
“Shh,” Alice said.
He nodded and remained sitting, as did the Sergeant. Finding the Major already asleep, Alice draped the extra blanket over her. Then, she turned around and went back to the bedroom to try to get some sleep of her own.
◆◆◆
 
“Your Majesty,” he said, taking her hand and turning it to kiss the outside of her palm.
She’d gone in for the handshake like an American. Alice guessed she’d have to get used to this whole hand-kissing thing, which she found incredibly weird and intimate for someone she’d just met to do.
“Hello,” she replied.
“We’re all here, Ma’am,” Mr. Daughtry said.
Alice had woken up at dawn. She’d had that blissful moment where everything was normal before her brain really turned on and remembered that she was in another country – a hostile one – where she was, apparently, the Queen. Then, she’d heard the ocean again. She’d looked down and noticed that the blanket she’d placed on the Major had been placed back on top of her at some point during the night. She’d smiled, climbed out of bed, and gone to the bathroom. Then, she’d made her way to the only window in the bedroom and pulled the curtains aside a bit. She saw the water for the first time in that moment and smiled. The Major had entered the room a second later, telling her they had coffee and breakfast ready for her if she wanted it. Now, there were six more men gathered in this small space, along with the Captain and Sergeant. Major Bakker was standing next to Alice, as if she didn’t want to leave her side.
“Everyone, this is Her Majesty, Queen Alice,” Mr. Daughtry introduced.
“Alice is really fine,” she said.
“No, it’s not, Ma’am,” Major Bakker replied.
“These are the men who will help us overtake the President and his party.”
“Where are the women?” Alice asked.
A few men laughed, and a couple nodded.
“You’re quite right, Ma’am,” Mr. Daughtry said. “We are not as progressive in that department as we’d like to be.”
“But you’re all good with a Queen instead of a King?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” one of them replied.
Another said the same, and on it went until they all replied in the affirmative.
“Our plan has changed now that everyone is aware of you, Ma’am,” a man said. “We’d planned to storm the castle, if you will, but that’s no longer an option.”
“Agreed.” Mr. Daughtry nodded. “We believe the best approach is to ingratiate you with the people. We want them to get to know you a little and for you to get to know them. We can’t be reckless, so there won’t be a parade in the capital or anything.”
“As if we could afford one, anyway,” another man noted, rolling his eyes.
“We have an opportunity, though, to do a few things, at least, in order to make you more known.”
“The more known you are, the less likely he is to try to touch you. That doesn’t mean he won’t risk it, but the world knows about you now, which means all eyes are on you and Kleinland.”
“That makes him even more dangerous,” Major Bakker remarked.
“How so?” Alice asked.
“You’re all thinking like politicians. I’m thinking like a soldier,” she stated. “He’ll be more devious with whatever he’s planning. Instead of coming at us directly, he’ll use surrogates that he can claim he has no knowledge of. He’ll use poison or–”
“Poison?” Alice asked, her eyes wide.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Major Bakker replied. “But we’ll keep you safe, I promise.”
“It might be best to get her out of the country for a bit,” one of the men suggested. “We could line up some interviews, get the press involved, and make it very difficult for him to get to her.”
“Out of the country? I just got here. I could’ve done whatever interviews at home,” Alice stated.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” he replied.
“Ma’am,” Mr. Daughtry began. “We’re your advisors, but you’re the Queen. Technically, we’re here to give advice and walk you through our plan, but whatever you do is your decision.”
“And if I want to go back home because this all just got very real?”
“St. Rais,” Major Bakker said.
“What?”
“Ma’am, we can take you to St. Rais. The Queen is actually a distant cousin of yours, and her parents would have known your parents. She’s been supportive of what we’ve been doing here.”
“Yes, and the Queen Consort is American. Well, she was before they married. It’s been a long time since she’s lived there, but she was also thrown into this life. It might be good for you to spend time there. He won’t touch you on foreign soil, especially if you’re staying at the palace,” Mr. Daughtry said.
“A palace?” Alice asked.
“I can make the call tonight,” a man standing in front of the refrigerator offered.
“I’m confused. You brought me here just to take me to another country?” Alice said, shaking her head.
“A friendly country, where you’ll be protected while we get you some exposure, Ma’am.”
“I came here for a visit. I’m not even sure I’m going to stay.”
“She’s not staying?” a man asked Mr. Daughtry.
“Excuse me; I’m standing right here. You can stop acting like I’m not in the room and talk to me like an adult,” Alice said.
The man bowed his head and said, “Apologies, Your Majesty.”
“Look, I came here to learn more about Kleinland, where I supposedly came from, and my family. So far, I’ve seen a deserted airfield, the inside of a car with extremely dark tinted windows, this house, and I had about a three-second view of the North Sea through some trees back there. Are you saying that now I have to go?”
“Your Majesty, it would–”
“I’m asking her,” Alice interrupted, looking directly at Major Bakker. “Is this the right call?”
“I think so, Ma’am,” the Major replied. “It’s not forever. We’ll come back here when it’s a little safer. If you choose not to come back at all after that, we’ll all have to revise our plans, but I think St. Rais is the right place for now.”
“Make the call, then,” Alice said to the man who’d offered earlier.
“Good choice, Ma’am,” Mr. Daughtry replied.
“I’m just a teacher. I’m not exactly well-versed in geopolitics. I don’t know how this is supposed to work,” she said.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty, but what just happened is exactly how this is supposed to work,” Mr. Daughtry said. “We advise. You decide. You scold us when appropriate.” He smiled. “You’re figuring it all out even faster than we’d hoped.”
While the men all got to work, Alice went into the bedroom. She needed a moment to herself. She didn’t feel like she was figuring anything out at all and was certain Mr. Daughtry was merely placating her, but it was something, at least. She sat on the edge of the bed and had only a few seconds before the door opened, and the Major entered the room.
“Apologies, Ma’am,” she said.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yes, Ma’am. They’ll be at it for a while. I thought I might let you see a bit of this place before we head back to the plane.”
“What do you mean?”
“This is the only cabin for several kilometers. My men say no one’s come near the place for three days. Would you like to go for a walk, Ma’am?”
“I can go for a walk?” Alice asked.
“As long as you don’t mind some company.”
“Let me guess: two heavily armed men?” Alice lifted an eyebrow.
“No, Ma’am. I’ll walk with you. They’ll be a few meters behind us, though.”
“I can see the water?” she asked, smiling.
“Yes, Ma’am. I can give you a few minutes out there, but we have to come back quickly.”
Alice stood up and left the cabin with the Major at her side and the two men close behind them. Major Bakker climbed up boulder-sized rocks and held out her hand for Alice. Alice took it and was helped up and over the rocks until her feet hit pebbles. The men made the climb but stayed back as they started walking.
“Wow,” she said. “It’s beautiful.”
“Kleinland has very interesting geography,” Major Bakker began. “We’ve got the beaches here, but we also have cliffs to the south and all-green land to the west with some ice nearly all year round to the east.”
“Really?”
“Yes, Ma’am. It’s a beautiful place; or, at least, it could be if we were allowed to make it that way.”
“Major, it’s pretty beautiful right now.” Alice stopped walking and looked out at the water as waves crashed into the gray-and-black pebbles. “Can I walk in it?”
“I wouldn’t. It’s incredibly cold, Ma’am.”
“I can handle it. I’m from Kansas,” she joked.
She kicked off her shoes and headed toward the water. Then, she touched it with just the tip of her big toe and nodded. She could handle this. As a wave came nearer, Alice stood strong. Then, she promptly stepped backward.
“Holy shit, that’s cold!”
She heard it before she turned around. It was the Major’s laughter.
“You’re laughing at me?” Alice asked, walking back to her.
“Sorry, Ma’am.” The woman sobered.
“No, it’s fine; you can laugh. I deserve it.” Alice put her shoes back on her now-wet and slightly dirty feet and looked back up at Major Bakker. “Nora, will you come with me to St. Rais, or will someone else?”
The Major gave her a small smile and said, “I’ll be there.”
Alice smiled back.



CHAPTER 10
“I’ve never been on one plane, and now I’ve been on two in as many days,” Alice said as they climbed off the small private plane.
They’d flown under different names again to prevent anyone from knowing it was them. Alice had been someone named Patricia Aspen, which sounded more made up to her than her actual name.
“Can I ask you something?” she asked Major Bakker.
“Of course, Ma’am.” The woman ushered Alice into the waiting car.
“Why did my birth parents choose my adoptive parents?” Alice asked. “I don’t know if you know. I guess I’m just curious.”
“Oh,” Major Bakker said as she got into the car next to her. “Back entrance to the left,” she instructed the driver. “They’ll be expecting us.”
“It’s okay if you don’t–”
“No, sorry.” Major Bakker turned to her. “I just wasn’t expecting that question, Ma’am.”
“Do you know the answer? I guess I can ask Mr. Daughtry, but…”
“I know some of it, Ma’am,” the Major said as the car took off quickly from the airfield.
“Are we in a street race?” Alice joked at the speed.
“Even though we’re in a different country, I’d still feel better about getting you to the very protected palace as quickly as possible,” Major Bakker replied. “And if you’d like to know, I can tell you what I’ve been made aware of.”
“Please,” Alice said, turning more toward her.
“Your parents were being held beneath the palace when your mother found out she was pregnant. They hid it from the captors, which wasn’t easy. It meant she went without the right amount of food, the right exams and check-ups, the right vitamins, and even the right clothes, but they managed. I was told your father took excellent care of her,” Major Bakker said, smiling at Alice.
“Yeah?” Alice asked softly.
“Yes, Ma’am. They’d had a difficult time conceiving, and they’d tried for years. Your mother had at least one miscarriage before you. There was talk she had at least one more than that, but it was never confirmed. When she got pregnant with you, I think they worried even more about the fact that she’d lost children before than the fact that they were being held against their will in their own country. They didn’t have a lot, but there was one kind guard that helped them when he could. In fact, he was on their side. He would sneak them food and clothing. Sometimes, he was able to get them medicine when they got sick. Eventually, they trusted him enough to tell him about you.” Major Bakker smiled softly, and Alice noticed it was an unguarded smile for the first time. “He told them he’d help keep the baby safe. Whenever they could, they’d plan what would happen when the Queen gave birth. She told them she wanted to name you Alice Julia Marie. Your father was the one who suggested giving you the last name of Koningin because he wanted to somehow tell you without telling you that you were a Queen.”
“What happened?” Alice asked.
“Your mother gave birth. The guard got you out and snuck you to the nanny that would get you to the Smiths.”
“But why the Smiths?”
“The guard helped them by reaching out to people he could trust and asking about adoption. They chose the US because they thought it would give you the best chance at a good life. It was far enough away from Kleinland, and they knew no one in Kleinland would mess with America. The guard found a list of couples waiting for babies to adopt. The Smiths were on it. Through an associate, he had them interviewed and determined they’d be the right family for you. Then, the nanny dropped you off and made sure the paperwork disappeared after your name was changed to Alice Smith.” Major Bakker smiled again. “It worked out well that their last name was one of the most common in America, Ma’am.”
“Nora, how do you know all this?” she asked. “You actually know a lot more than I expected you to.”
The woman turned toward the front of the car and said, “That guard was my father.”
“What?” Alice asked.
“Not long after you were born, he helped your parents get out of the country. They died shortly after, unfortunately. Your mother – of a very fast-acting cancer. Your father – almost immediately after; though I don’t know what of. My father was discovered, imprisoned, and shot for his treason.” She emphasized the last word, and Alice could see the disgust on her face. “He’s a hero.”
“Yes, he is,” Alice said softly, meaning it. “I am so sorry, Nora.” She reached out her hand and took the Major’s. “Your father saved my life.”
“Now, you understand why this is so important to me,” she replied but pulled her hand out of Alice’s grasp. “Your Majesty, I was a child when my father died. People watched my mother for years after, expecting that she’d do something, too. I grew up dealing with all of this, Ma’am. I began to wonder if it would ever end.” She looked out the window. “I wondered if we’d ever have a country like this one; one where the people are truly free and taken care of. I fought for that. Other people have died for that.” She turned back to Alice. “I believe we have the power to change Kleinland for the better.”
Alice’s heart raced. Nora was looking at her now, not Major Bakker. She knew Nora was older than her, but she couldn’t be that much older if she’d been a kid when her father died, saving Alice’s life. Nora couldn’t be any older than forty, if Alice had to guess, and she was usually good at guessing ages. It was clear that Nora had been through battles. Alice could see the loss and grief in the depth of those brown eyes.
“We’re here, Major,” the driver announced. “Your Majesty,” he added.
Alice rolled her eyes.
“You can’t do that in front of other people, Ma’am,” Nora pointed out.
“What?”
“Roll your eyes when someone uses your title.”
“It’s not really my title yet,” she replied.
“It was your title the moment your parents died, Your Majesty. When we’re out there, if you do that, the people won’t believe in you. Right now, they believe the idea of you; the idea of a woman destined to help them rebuild a country. If you mock even just your title, you’ll lose them, and Kleinland will be worse off than it was before we found you.”
“How can it be worse than what it is now?” Alice asked.
“Because it’s always better when you at least have hope. You are their hope, Ma’am.”
Somehow, Alice knew it was Nora speaking again, not the Major.
◆◆◆
 
“Your Majesty,” Queen Antonia I greeted her with a smile.
“Oh, hi,” Alice said. “Sorry, they told me what to do. I just got a little nervous and–”
“It’s quite all right,” the Queen replied, taking Alice’s outstretched hand and actually shaking it. “It’s all very new, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” she replied.
“You can call me Elizabeth.”
“Not Antonia?” Alice asked.
“Antonia is my formal name as Queen. Elizabeth is my actual name,” Elizabeth replied.
“Sorry, I’m late.” Another woman walked briskly into the room that appeared to be the Queen’s office. “Our nine-year-old daughter decided it would be fun to make our seven-year-old son shove uncooked macaroni up his nose to see if he would do it. Why does he still shove stuff up his nose?”
“Did he do it?” Elizabeth asked.
“He was about to, but I walked in just in time. Also, hi babe,” the woman said, kissing Elizabeth on the cheek. “And hello, Your Majesty.”
“This is my wife, Palmer.” Elizabeth introduced the other American in the room.
“It’s nice to meet you,” Alice replied. “Your Majesty,” she added.
“Oh, no; not a ‘Your Majesty.’ And you can call me Palmer,” she said. “So, the kids are in their own rooms, doing schoolwork. I think we have at least ten minutes before one of them tries to make the other one do something stupid. Should we sit down?”
Alice looked over to the Major, but Nora remained silent. In fact, she stood back from the three of them, near the wall, with her hands clasped in front of her.
“Sure,” Alice said.
She followed the two women over to the sofa and waited for them to sit next to one another before she sat across from them.
“Have you gotten settled in your room?” Elizabeth asked, taking her wife’s hand and moving it into her lap to hold.
“Yes. Thank you for letting me stay. I know this was unexpected.”
“Of course,” Elizabeth replied with a kind smile.
“How are you doing with all this?” Palmer asked her.
“Honestly, I don’t know. I’m not even sure what day it is right now. It feels like just yesterday that I was teaching my students and having drinks with my friends. Now, I’m in a country I’ve hardly heard of – no offense – and I’m apparently the Queen of a country I’ve also barely heard of. There are people counting on me to be this person that I’m not, and I’m not sure I’m up for the challenge.”
“We’ve both been there,” Palmer said, looking at her wife. “I was here on vacation when I met Elizabeth. I hardly expected to end up staying forever and getting married.”
“And I wasn’t planning on being Queen. I was going to get a Ph. D and live a very quiet life. We’ve been married for over a decade now, have two children, and I’d hardly call our life a quiet one.” Elizabeth smiled at Palmer.
“I don’t think you were ever really meant for that quiet life, babe,” Palmer replied.
“Oh, our anniversary party is tomorrow night. You should join us,” Elizabeth said. “My sister, Victoria, throws us a party every year. We have friends coming in from all over. You could talk to them as well.”
“I don’t think I have anything to wear for a party, and I have no idea what a royal party is like, so–”
“We have plenty of clothes here,” Elizabeth said. “And it’s just a party. There’s food and drinks, and people stand around talking. There might be some dancing, if I can get this one to dance with me.”
“I always dance with you,” Palmer said, chuckling a little.
“I know you do, my love.”
Alice looked over at Major Bakker, who was still standing against that wall. Nora said nothing. Alice’s face scrunched in disappointment.
“I’d love to attend,” Alice replied.
“Great. We’ll get you set up with whatever you need,” Elizabeth said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me; I need to go take Soph to her piano lesson. I’ll be back shortly.” She kissed her wife, stood, and when no one else stood, Alice remained sitting down.
“I used to stand up when she did, but she yelled at me a bunch about it.” Palmer laughed. “She told me that I’m her wife; I don’t have to stand every time she leaves just because of some royal rules. She’s not big on them, so don’t feel like you have to follow everything.”
“I don’t even know what to follow. I’m from Kansas.”
“I’m from Pennsylvania,” Palmer replied, shrugging a shoulder. “You’ll pick it up. It’s weird for us because we didn’t grow up with monarchies. We read about them online and in the gossip rags in the grocery store checkout lines, but that doesn’t mean we know how to act around them.”
“I’ve studied monarchies. I can name all of Henry VIII’s wives, and I know about the British monarchy today, but other than that, I couldn’t even tell you every monarchy that still exists in the world.”
“Neither could I,” Palmer said, laughing. “There are a lot more countries still with monarchies than you might believe, though. I swear, every party we go to these days, I end up meeting a King, Queen, Prince, or Princess from some other nation I didn’t know had a monarchy. It’s rarer to have what we have here. I think we’re the only country in the world with a monarchy that doesn’t take a dime of public funding. Constitutional monarchies are most common, obviously.”
“How did you do it?” Alice asked.
“What? Move here?”
“Give up everything you knew,” Alice said. “Your whole life.”
“I didn’t,” Palmer replied. “I gave up an apartment and a job I was starting not to like all that much, but my life is the people I love. Granted, I live a little farther from my parents and my sister than I’d like, but I get to see them multiple times a year. I have my wife and our kids, and my sister and brother-in-law and their kids. I get to help people, which is something I never thought I’d get to do on this scale, and I still get to write, which is what I love. I really only gained things.”
“But St. Rais seems nice. Kleinland is in trouble,” Alice said.
“I know. It’s awful. We’ve tried reaching out to the President, offering to help him open up the country to the world, but he’s not interested.”
“How do I walk into a country like that and become the Queen they think they need?” Alice asked.
“The only thing I can recommend is to be yourself. Elizabeth has always been herself. She’s been honest and open with her people. Our friend Elin, in Norway, has done the same. She’s now married to the love of her life, and the people support them. Just be yourself. Be there for them. Help them have hope that it will be better. You can’t do it all yourself, so use your advisors and people who know the country well. Don’t trust too easily, though, especially in Kleinland. I’d stick with the ones who brought you here, and that’s about it for now.”
“Yeah, that makes sense. Thank you,” Alice said.
“Do you want to go watch Sophia at her piano lesson? She’s pretty terrible, and she’s strong-willed, so it’s very entertaining.” Palmer laughed a little. “Especially because Leif, our son, is really good. They have a funny sibling competition going on. Watching them grow up has been fun, to say the least.”
“Sure,” Alice said, smiling.
◆◆◆
 
“So, how are you?” Elin asked.
“I’m okay. I gave an interview today, which is crazy,” Alice replied.
She took a sip of the best wine she’d ever tasted.
“I brought you this,” Ingrid said, offering her new wife a fresh drink.
“Thank you,” Elin replied, smiling at her.
Alice caught sight of the giant diamond on Elin’s finger but noticed that their smiles still managed to outshine it.
“This is Alice,” Elin said. “Alice, this is my wife, Ingrid.”
“I like the sound of that,” the woman said to Elin.
“Sorry, we’re still getting used to calling each other that.” Elin rested her head on her wife’s shoulder.
“Oh, don’t apologize. I think it’s sweet,” Alice said. “And Ingrid was introduced to me by Elizabeth a few minutes ago. Nice to see you again, though.”
“Your Majesty,” Ingrid said with a little bow.
“She’s a Royal Highness now, but she says it’s taking her time to get used to it,” Elin said about Ingrid.
“I’m just Ingrid.”
“Funny. I’m just Alice,” Alice replied.
“So, you gave an interview today?” Elin asked.
“Technically, it was a bunch of interviews in a row. I think I met with about fifty reporters. I had a consultation from someone Mr. Daughtry brought in before that. She told me what to wear, how to sit, and even suggested things for me to say. I have no idea how I did.” Alice laughed.
“I’m sure you did great,” Elin replied. “The first interviews are tough, but they get easier. People just want to get to know you.”
“Especially in your case; no one knew you existed,” Ingrid noted.
“I know. I took a DNA test back in Kleinland. One of those cheek swab things and a blood test, too, so that we are thorough. The results came in today, so the reporters had fun asking me questions now that they know it’s true.”
“What’s next?” Elin asked her.
Alice didn’t know how to answer that, so she turned to her right. Major Bakker was standing there against the wall in her favorite pose. Alice wondered how her body didn’t just freeze like that.
“I don’t know, exactly,” she replied.
“Oh, Alex! Have you met Alice?” Elin asked.
Alice turned to see another woman heading toward them. Alice at least knew who this woman was. Princess Alexandria was the first in line for the British throne.
“I haven’t yet. It’s nice to meet you, Your Majesty,” Alexandria greeted her, taking Alice’s hand and kissing it.
“You too. Um…”
“Princess Royal or Your Royal Highness are both technically accurate, but Alex is just fine,” the woman said, and my, was she charming with that British accent. “I prefer it, in fact.” Alex smiled wide at her.
“It’s nice to meet you, Alex,” Alice said with a smile and blushing cheeks.
“How are you enjoying St. Rais?” Alex asked.
“I haven’t seen all that much of it, unfortunately. We drove straight here yesterday.”
“Elizabeth and Palmer haven’t given you the tour yet?”
“No.”
“Are you free tomorrow? I know St. Rais like the back of my hand. I could show you around,” Alex offered, taking a drink.
“Oh, I don’t know.” Alice looked over at Major Bakker, who was staring back at her, and the expression on her face had changed a little. Alice thought she looked almost tense, and not the same kind of tense she’d seen in her before when she’d been worried for Alice’s safety. “Maybe. Can I let you know? I have to find out the plans for tomorrow.”
“Of course,” Alex replied. “If you’re interested, the hot springs are amazing. These two go all the time.” She hooked her thumb in the direction of Elin and Ingrid.
“It’s true; we love them. We visit whenever we’re here. If you’d like, we could all go together. It would give us all a chance to get to know you better,” Elin said.
Alice turned to Nora, who could clearly hear them but wasn’t saying anything.
“I’ll let you all know if I can go. I’d love to, though,” Alice replied, hoping the Major heard that.



CHAPTER 11
“Femke?”
“Nora?”
“Yeah, it’s me,” Nora replied.
“Why are you calling?”
“Because I wanted to check on you,” Nora replied.
“Nora, we’re not together anymore. You don’t have to check on me.”
“I know I don’t have to, but things are crazy right now. I don’t exactly have anyone else to check on, and they’ll know that.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed a car outside my place.”
“You have?” Nora sat up in bed.
“They haven’t talked to me or anything, but it’s there.”
“Shit,” Nora uttered.
“It’s fine. I did what you said: I told all my friends and people at work that I broke up with you.”
“Good,” she replied.
“Good that I broke up with you?”
“No, Femke, come on,” Nora said.
“What? You called me, Nora,” Femke replied.
“To check on you.”
“Not to try to get me back?”
“No, you made it pretty clear that wasn’t on the table.”
“It’s not. But like I said before, it would’ve been nice if you tried.”
“You can’t have it both ways, Femke. You can’t tell me to go but expect me to stay.”
“I expected my girlfriend that I was about to move in with to care enough to at least fight with me about it.”
“You told me you can’t be with someone like me,” Nora said. “I accepted that.”
“Just like you accept orders, right?”
“What? That’s not the same thing,” Nora replied.
“It’s late, Nora. I’ve got to go,” Femke told her. “You don’t have to check on me anymore, okay?”
“Fine.” Nora shook her head. “Good night, I guess.”
“Goodbye, Nora.”
Nora hung up the phone, set it on the table next to the bed, and sighed. She’d met Femke at a campaign event for the party opposing the President. Kleinland had been trying to get a candidate that could oppose the man for years; one that was willing to stand up to him and had what it took to get the people behind them. Femke had supported a woman that many believed could pull it off. Of course, Nora hadn’t known that Femke and the woman were a couple back then. Nora knew she liked Femke right away, but once she found out she was off-limits, Nora did the best she could to stay away from Femke.
When the candidate bowed out because of the President’s attacks, and Femke showed up on Nora’s doorstep telling her she’d also ended their relationship, Femke and Nora began dating. It had been good for a year, despite Nora being gone a lot, and Nora had even asked her to move into her apartment, thinking that would make things better between them. Femke had other ideas, and Nora wasn’t someone who fought for a relationship when she was far too busy fighting for her country.
Just as Nora was about to lie down to attempt to get some sleep, there was a knock at her door. She sighed, wishing she could get at least five hours of uninterrupted sleep one night of her life. Then, she stood and walked over to the door, wishing there was a peephole but understanding that a guest room in a palace wouldn’t likely need one.
“Who is it?” she asked, taking hold of the doorknob.
“Me,” Alice said softly.
Nora opened the door instantly and asked, “Your Majesty, is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine,” Alice replied. “Can I come in?”
“Of course.” Nora moved aside to let Alice into the room. “Oh, sorry, Ma’am.” She rushed to the bed and picked up the pants and shirt she’d thrown onto it earlier.
“It’s okay,” Alice said. “You’ve only seen my place back home on a good day. I’m normally a lot messier than that.”
“I’m normally a lot neater than this, Ma’am. I was putting them out to iron tonight, and I didn’t get to it,” she said.
“May I sit?” Alice asked, motioning to the bed, which was the only place in the room to sit down.
“Of course, Ma’am,” Nora replied.
“If I sit, will you sit?”
“If you’d like me to, Ma’am.”
Alice sighed and said, “I know the whole protocol thing is important to you, and I want to respect that, but we’re in a bedroom with no one around. It’s late. I’m tired. I’m sure you’re tired. Can you maybe just call me Alice tonight? You can go back to ‘Ma’am’ and ‘Your Majesty’ tomorrow, Major.”
“I’d never call my Lieutenant Colonel by his first name even late at night, Ma’am. His last name maybe, but not his first.”
“You military types all go by last names, though, don’t you?” Alice asked.
“Yes, Ma’am.” Nora nodded. Then, she bit her lower lip. “Yes, Alice.”
Alice’s smile was wide, which made Nora smile internally.
“Thank you,” Alice said and sat on the bed.
Nora sat next to her but kept enough space between them.
“I thought you’d be sleeping,” Nora said.
“I tried, but I couldn’t. I think I’m still a little wired.”
“The interviews or the party?”
“Both,” Alice replied, laughing. “I’ve never worn a dress like that before. I was in a room of Queens, Kings, Princes, and Princesses. I think there were some Dukes, too.”
“And a few Duchesses as well,” Nora added.
“They all greeted me with a title I don’t think I’ve earned yet, but I didn’t roll my eyes.” Alice smiled over at Nora. “I accepted it. But, Nora, I’ve spent one night in the country I’m supposed to be the Queen of, and now, I’m in another country, sleeping in the nicest room I’ve ever seen, drinking the best wine I’ve ever tasted, and I’m not thinking about Kleinland. I’m thinking about the beautiful dress and the Princess who will be Queen one day.”
“Princess Alexandria? You’re thinking about Princess Alexandria?” Nora asked, clearing her throat.
“She was nice to me. She offered to show me around St. Rais tomorrow.”
“I overheard that, yes.” Nora ran her hand through her hair in frustration.
“I looked over at you. I was hoping you’d tell me what to do.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you.” Alice laughed again. “I did it yesterday, too.”
“Ma’am, I’m your security officer; I’m not your advisor. I can call Mr.–”
“You advised me to come here.”
“That was more for your safety than anything else. It wasn’t political advice or–”
“Nora, I don’t know what I’m doing here. I’ve tried calling my friends, and they’re great, but outside of asking if I’m okay, they just want to know what it’s like, being here with royalty.”
“Are you asking me if you should let the Princess show you around?”
“I know we don’t have any interviews tomorrow, but I don’t know if me spending time in hot springs is the image we want to create.”
“That’s true,” Nora replied, admiring her new Queen in that moment for thinking about these things instead of getting caught up in the glamour of it all.
“I should decline then, right?”
“It’s up to you, Alice,” she said.
“Everything is up to me, isn’t it?”
“What do you mean?”
“I have this massive decision to make, and I need help with one tiny one, and no one wants to help.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Nora, I have to decide if I want to go back home and risk some tyrant sending people at me or the people I love, give up my entire life in Kansas, and move somewhere else, changing my name and job in the process; or, become the Queen of a country that’s been falling apart for decades. I wanted a little help figuring out my plans for tomorrow from someone I trust; someone who understands this all better than I do.”
Nora stood and said, “Permission to speak, Ma’am?”
“What? Of course, you can speak. And I thought you were calling me Alice tonight.”
“Ma’am, it’s not a decision,” Nora stated.
“What?”
“You keep saying it’s a decision. I understand that, yes, technically, you have a decision to make, but you keep tossing around that word like it’s all about you; it’s about you giving up the life you’ve known. I’m not trying to sound uncaring, but it’s not about you. The country needs you. The response to your interviews has been overwhelmingly positive. People are saying the President is starting to worry. This is what we’ve wished for; what we’ve always hoped for. And you’re not even sure if you’re going to stay in Kleinland. Ma’am, this isn’t a decision – it’s your duty to your country.”
“I didn’t even know I had a country until, like, a week ago, Nora.”
“But you know now. People have died to make this happen, Ma’am.”
“Tell me,” Alice said, patting the spot beside her.
“What?”
“Tell me about the war. Tell me what happened on the plane when you were shaking, and I woke you up. Tell me how bad it is, Nora. Tell me what you went through.”
“I don’t talk about it. And no offense, Ma’am, but you don’t get to ask me to right now.”
Alice nodded and said, “You’re right. I’m sorry. I haven’t earned that yet, either.”
“Ma’am, you don’t earn the title of Queen; you’re born into it.”
“Yeah, and look at how great that ended up for just about every monarch in history. Most of them were power-hungry inbred men who took their countries to war because they wanted more land. There’s a reason most monarchies have died off.”
“And there’s a reason some are still standing strong. Look at what Queen Antonia has done here. Almost her entire family was killed by anti-monarchists. She’s still here.”
“She’s earned it,” Alice argued. “This is what I’m talking about, Nora. I haven’t earned any of this. I should be teaching seventh graders history and sleeping in my one-bedroom apartment, not in some palace with my own personal guard.”
“But you’re here,” Nora said. “And we need you to stay. We need you to think of this as a duty, not a decision.”
“I’m doing the best I can, Nora.” Alice stood up then. “I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have come in here. I’m tired. You’re tired. We should get some sleep.”
“Ma’am, I’m sorry. I–”
“Don’t apologize. You have every right to say what you just said to me. It’s hard to hear, but I know I need to hear it.”
“Alice, I–”
“I think I’ll talk to Elizabeth and Palmer some more tomorrow and skip the hot springs and the tour. I don’t want anyone to think I’m taking advantage of anything.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Mr. Daughtry called me after the party and said he thinks we should go to London with Alex.”
Nora wasn’t sure why Alice calling Elizabeth and Palmer by their first names didn’t bother her, but when she called the Princess by her first name, it did.
“He called me as well,” Nora said. “I think it’s a good idea.” She swallowed.
“You do?”
“The British monarchy is the most well-known and best-protected in the world.”
“He thought Alex could give me lessons or something.” Alice laughed a little.
“She’s a Princess,” Nora said.
“Who will be Queen one day. Plus, she’s been raised as a first-in-line to the throne. He thinks it will help if I spend some time with her and do some interviews there.”
“Well, he is your advisor,” Nora replied, bowing her head.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Major,” Alice said, sighing.
Then, she left the room.



CHAPTER 12
“You haven’t been to your own palace yet?” Alex asked her.
“It’s not really mine,” Alice replied.
“I get that, but it is yours. It’s your birthright.”
“We don’t have those where I come from. I guess I could’ve inherited the family farm had I not needed to sell it when my parents died, but we don’t have titles or palaces in Kansas, so the idea that one is my birthright still doesn’t sound normal to me.”
“This place will be mine when… Well, you know.”
Alice looked over at her and noticed that Alex was staring at the marbled floor as they walked.
“Yeah,” she replied softly.
She didn’t know what to say to someone who would inherit the title of Queen and this palace when her father died. It was a sad thing to think about: this woman was being raised for something she’d only take over after her loved one died. Who invented this ridiculous system?
“Thank you for showing me the ropes,” Alice said finally.
“Of course. My pleasure,” Alex replied. “I’m the only royal around our age who’s still single, so I have less to do than the others. Elizabeth and Palmer have each other and the kids. Plus, they spend a lot of time with Victoria and her family. Elin and Ingrid only just got married after pining after each other for years, apparently. There are others, of course. Elin’s sister is going to be the Queen of Denmark, but she’s planning a wedding right now. I’m just a lowly Princess with some royal duties, but otherwise, I have a lot of free time on my hands.” Alex looked up and over at Alice. “So, what about you?”
“What about me?”
“Your life back in the States.”
“Oh. Well, I was a teacher, so I worked hard and was underpaid.” Alice chuckled a little. “Just like every other teacher in America.”
“I do not understand that,” Alex replied.
“I was at a private school, so I at least had better access to supplies, but I spent most of my time with the students or hanging out with my friends at the local bar.”
“You had a local?” Alex asked, excited. “God, I wish I had a local pub I could just go to at the end of a long day at work and have a pint.”
“You do?” Alice asked, laughing.
“I’m grateful for what I have, but I also have moments where I wish I weren’t next in line for the British throne. Just grabbing a beer or walking down the street by myself would be nice every once in a while.”
“I miss it already. My friend Stan owns the bar we go to.”
“Really?”
“It’s a gay bar, the only one in town. In fact, the next closest is about three towns over, so it gets pretty packed.”
“A gay bar?” Alex lifted an eyebrow.
“Yeah.”
“You go to a gay bar a lot?” Alex cleared her throat as a man dressed in a perfect uniform opened the door for them.
“I drink for free. I helped Stan build the place.”
“You’re handy, then?” Alex asked.
“I guess. I painted mostly.”
“Did you wear a toolbelt?”
“No. I had a paintbrush, and sometimes, I hammered things. I pictured the school’s vice-principal telling me the budget would have to be reduced again whenever I pounded a nail.”
Alex cleared her throat again and said, “So, you’re handy and you go to gay bars?”
Alice walked through the room, following the Princess, and was ushered over to the table in the center of it, where tea had been set up for them.
“Stan’s place is nice. He’s an amazing mixologist, so he’s always surprising us with new drinks, and there’s an outdoor patio where Bexley and I have our own booth.”
“Oh,” Alex said as her chair was pulled out for her.
Alice’s was pulled out as well, which was weird, but she sat down because the Princess did.
“Oh?” Alice asked.
“Bexley. She’s your…”
“My best friend,” Alice replied.
“Just your friend?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“No reason,” Alex said, clearing her throat again. “So, did you enjoy the tour?”
“I did. Thank you for showing me around,” Alice replied.
“Of course. I’m glad you’re staying here. It’s safer for you for now, and I’m happy to set up private tours for anything in London you’d like to see. We can also leave London, if you’d like. I know this is your first trip here. I can go with you tomorrow, if there’s something you’d like to see, but I also won’t be offended if you wish to go alone. I’m pretty recognizable around here, so it can be difficult traveling with me in tow. You’re free to borrow any security or any of my staff you need.”
Alice looked over and noticed Major Bakker standing at the door in her usual position.
“I’ll have to talk to Major Bakker before making any plans. Things are a little crazy right now, and I’m so new to this; I don’t exactly know what I’m doing.”
“Of course,” Alex said. “Shall we enjoy our tea for now? I’d love it if you joined me for dinner tonight. I’m happy to have the chef make you anything you’d like. There’s also an amazing wine in the cellar I’ve been wanting to open on a special occasion.”
“What’s the occasion?” Alice asked, not knowing how to handle an official British tea, so she stared at the trays of tiny sandwiches and the pot in the middle.
“You’re here,” Alex replied.
Then, a throat cleared, but it wasn’t Alex’s this time. Alice looked over and caught Nora repositioning herself near the wall.
“I’d love to,” Alice replied.
◆◆◆
 
“You’ve had tea with Princess Alexandria?”
“Alex, yeah,” she told Bexley.
“She’s so fucking sexy,” Bexley noted.
“You think every single woman on the planet is sexy.”
“No, I don’t; just the sexy ones,” Bexley argued.
“You thought Major Bakker was sexy,” Alice said, not entirely sure why she was bringing Nora into this conversation.
“Major Bakker is sexy. That dark hair with those deep brown eyes – she’s gorgeous.”
“Bex, you need to find a girlfriend.” Alice laughed.
Bexley didn’t say anything for a minute, so Alice filled the silence.
“Anyway… We had dinner tonight, too. She’s very nice.”
“At least you’re finally enjoying some of this.”
“I’ve given ten more interviews since I arrived, and I keep saying the same things over and over again, Bex. The truth is, I’m technically only visiting. I’ve been trying to decide what to do in the long term, and all I keep coming back to is that I have no idea what I’m doing, that I’m not the right person for this, and that they’re asking too much. They’ve pinned all their hopes on an American who doesn’t even know how she takes her tea when asked by a British Princess.”
“Oh, Al. They get that you’re new to this.”
“Are you guys okay?” Alice asked. “Is your grandma okay?”
“We’re fine. The press is still around, but only a few teachers you work with have given them comments about you. I think the woman who cuts your hair told them something as well, but it’s all good. Stan and I have stayed away. It used to be, like, twenty networks. Now, it’s just three. They’ll be gone soon, but we’re making sure we’re looking around, checking to see if we’re being followed. I think we’re okay. Grandma is fine. I got her a home health aide, and he’s the fittest male nurse I’ve ever seen in my life. He’s a live-in, so she’s safe for now, too.”
“That makes me feel a little better.” Alice sighed.
“Al, I’m not going to pretend like this isn’t a big deal – it’s huge. It’s your whole life. But I’ve known you since you were eighteen years old, and you’ve literally always put other people ahead of yourself. When I lost my shower shoes in the dorm, you gave me yours. You didn’t just lend them to me; you gave them to me.”
“I had an extra pair,” Alice replied.
Bexley laughed and said, “I know, Al. You were dirt-poor and on scholarship, though. You just didn’t want me to go without, so you gave me something. You also paid for your students to go to the Civil War museum yourself when the school wouldn’t cover it.”
“Just the museum fee. We got a big group discount, so it–”
“Alice!”
“What?”
“You’re a good person,” Bexley concluded. “Just take the compliment.”
Alice laughed and said, “Paying for something for my students doesn’t make me a Queen.”
“I know that. I’m only suggesting that whether its nurture or nature or both, you’re good, Alice. You have it in you to do good. And now, you can do good on a massive scale.”
“For an entire country? I don’t think so, Bex.”
“How bad is it there?”
“I’ve spent one night there, so I didn’t see much myself, but from what I’ve heard, the President is a greedy tyrant who wants me dead; there’s also hardly any money because he steals it all and leaves none of it for the people; he’s allied with the worst countries to ally with if you’re at all on the side of equality and freedom for all; and if I don’t agree to stay… basically, anyone involved with bringing me over has to leave the country because he’ll go after them. Oh, and if I decide to go home, I’ll have to change my name, my job, and never see or talk to you again for my safety and yours because, unlike an election, royalty is a birthright, so as long as I’m alive, I’m a threat to his power.”
“What do you mean, you’d have to change your name and never talk to me again?”
Alice sighed and said, “Bexley, I feel like there’s so much pressure on me to do this thing that I have no idea how to do, and the people who could teach me are gone. Don’t get me wrong – others are trying. Elizabeth and Palmer were very nice. Elin and Ingrid are a little preoccupied with just getting married, but they’ve also offered to let me stay in Norway whenever I’d like. And obviously, Alex is showing me around here and trying to teach me some things, but I don’t have my parents; any of them. I don’t have the opportunity to ask them what I should do. What’s worse is that my birth parents gave their lives for me, and I want to make them proud without ever knowing them. Major Bakker’s father lost his life to get me out of Kleinland. Did I tell you that?”
“What? No.”
“Yeah, he helped them get me to America. When he was found out, they killed him, and I carry that with me now. She lost her father because of me, and I can never do anything about that for her.”
“It wasn’t your fault, Al,” Bexley said.
“If I hadn’t been born, it wouldn’t have happened.”
“If you hadn’t been born, I wouldn’t–”
“Majesty,” a voice said as someone pushed open the door.
“Major?” Alice asked when she saw her. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes, Ma’am. May I speak with you for a moment?”
“Sure. Bex, I have to go. There should be a new burner phone there for you tomorrow. I’ll call you from a different one as well.”
“Yeah, okay,” Bexley said.
Alice hung up and passed the Major her phone.
“I used the new burner, like you told me.”
“It’s not about that, Ma’am,” the woman replied, but took the phone anyway and destroyed the SIM card before standing there with her hands at her sides. “Ma’am, I was coming here to tell you the schedule for tomorrow, but I must confess that I overheard part of your conversation with your friend.”
“Oh,” Alice said.
“I need to apologize to you, Ma’am.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m one of the people putting this pressure on you, and I don’t think I’ve allowed myself to really consider how hard this must be for you. I knew it would be hard, obviously, but I don’t think I tried to put myself in your shoes, Ma’am. So, I apologize.”
Alice shrugged a shoulder and said, “Thank you.” Then, she looked at the bed she was sitting on and added, “Do you want to sit down?”
“No, thank you, Ma’am.” the Major nodded once, and Alice watched her swallow hard. “You are not responsible for my father’s death. I don’t want you to carry that with you, Alice. He made the right choice; he fought for what he knew to be right. And now, you’re here. Don’t take any of the blame for what happened to him. Others own that. I’ve been fighting them my whole life, trying to make them pay for their crimes. And I’ll keep doing it because it’s what my father would have wanted, but none of this is your fault. I don’t know if my words matter, but–”
“They do,” Alice replied. “They do, Nora.”
Alice hadn’t missed the fact that Nora had called her Alice, and it was nice hearing Nora just call her by her name and not some title she didn’t think belonged to her. Nora nodded again.
“Then, I’ll add something else, if that’s okay, Ma’am.” She paused. When Alice didn’t say anything, she continued, “You can do this. I’ve watched you talk to the press and to other royals – you held your own.” She smiled. “You’re graceful. You’re kind and polite. You ask questions to learn, not to judge. You listen. You don’t seem to have an ego. You came here to begin with, Ma’am. You could have turned Mr. Daughtry and I away. We would have flown back to Kleinland without our Queen, and no one would have known you existed. You came, though, Ma’am. I know you don’t know if you’re staying yet and that it’s a difficult choice for you either way. I just wanted you to know that I don’t believe in you because you’re the Queen I have; I believe in you because you’re the Queen I want.”
Alice swallowed but didn’t say anything.
“I’ll email you the schedule when I get to my room, Ma’am. Is the computer I got you set up now?”
“Yes. Thank you for that,” Alice replied, still taken aback by Nora’s words.
“Of course, Ma’am. If you have any problems with the schedule, please let me know. Good night, Your Majesty.” Nora bowed her head.
“Goodnight, Major.” Alice paused as the Major opened the door. “And thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Ma’am.”
Then, she was gone.



CHAPTER 13
“I need a what?” Alice asked.
“A private secretary,” Mr. Daughtry said.
“I do not need a secretary,” she replied.
“You do, Ma’am.”
“I told you, I’m staying for the time-being, and I’m open to talking about staying around forever, but I really don’t need a secretary.”
“Your Majesty, if you’re to be our Queen, you will be expected to attend many events, give speeches, host parties, be the benefactor for charities, and help create policy. To do that, you’ll need help.”
“You can help.”
“Ma’am, I’m a politician. If this plan works, I’ll be in parliament. I won’t be able to see to your schedule.”
“Do the other royals have secretaries?” she asked.
“Some of them have two, Ma’am.”
Alice sighed. Nora watched and couldn’t stop herself from smiling. The new Queen had finally agreed to give this a real chance. They were now on a video conference with Mr. Daughtry, who needed to remain behind in Kleinland to continue to work on the plan to depose the President.
“Fine,” Alice said. “How does it work? Do I have to interview people? I have no idea what to look for in a secretary.”
“No, Ma’am. We actually have someone for you already,” Mr. Daughtry replied. “He wouldn’t remain on long. He’s coming out of his retirement to assist you now. Once things are more settled, we’ll find you someone more permanent.”
“He’s coming out of retirement for this?” Alice asked.
“Yes, Ma’am. He’s here now. I’d like to introduce you, if that’s all right.”
Alice looked over at Nora, who was standing next to the door in the suite Princess Alexandria’s family had loaned them for their stay in the UK. When Nora had met up with the Queen to start their day, Alice had told her the good news. That had made Nora hope. Through all of this, she’d been hanging on to a tiny thread of that, but now her hope had settled in her gut. Nora could feel it as a part of herself now, and she somehow knew that even though Alice had said she was only here for the time being, she would likely be here forever.
Nora nodded at her and gave the woman a small smile to encourage her on. She’d noticed that more and more Alice would look to her when she didn’t know what to do. While Nora was flattered by that, she also worried she was deeply underqualified. She was a soldier, a protector. Her role here was to keep the Queen safe. It wasn’t to tell her how to run her affairs.
“Okay,” Alice replied.
“Your Majesty, this is Romero Agner. He was the private secretary to your father,” Mr. Daughtry told her.
Romero came into view on the computer screen.
“Your Majesty,” he said, bowing his head.
“You… You knew my parents?” Alice asked, and Nora felt the immediate need to sit beside her.
“Yes, Ma’am. I’m an old man now, but I worked with your parents when I was much younger and had more hair.” Romero smiled warmly at the Queen.
Alice seemed to be at a loss for words. Nora wanted to wrap an arm around her shoulders as she saw tears welling up in the woman’s eyes. It took everything in her to remain at her post.
“I understand, you are going to be staying in Kleinland for a while, Ma’am?” Romero said.
Alice nodded.
“That is excellent news, Your Majesty. You’ll be happy to know that the President decided that the palace built by your family wasn’t quite good enough, so he built his own estate. Your palace isn’t exactly the nicest in Europe right now, but we’ve been working very hard at cleaning it up and making it worthy of a Queen for your return tomorrow.”
“The palace?” she asked.
“It will take us some time, and we’re a little short on funds right now, but we won’t give up until it’s returned to its former glory,” Romero told her. “In the meantime, I’ll work with you directly on anything you might need. Is Major Bakker with you now?”
“She is,” Alice replied and motioned for Nora to join her at the table.
“Romero,” Nora greeted, sitting next to the Queen per her invitation.
“Hello, Major. I have fifty men and women. Is that enough?”
“I’d prefer more. We’d be on twelve-hour shifts, so twenty-five is spreading coverage a little thin.”
“I’ll look into it,” Mr. Daughtry promised.
“Look into what?” Alice asked.
“Guarding the palace, Ma’am,” Nora replied.
“We need more than fifty people? How big is this place?”
“It’s not overly large, Ma’am. But it’s important that we guard every point of entry and have people stationed all over the estate and inside as well,” Nora explained.
“Where are you finding these people?”
“Majesty, we told you the people are ready for their Queen,” Nora said. “They volunteered.”
“Ma’am, we have some other things to talk about, if you have the time,” Romero spoke.
Nora went to stand, but Alice placed her hand on Nora’s arm and gave her a look that told Nora she wanted her to stay. So, Nora stayed.
“Like what?”
“Well, to be honest with you, Ma’am, this is a subject we should broach now, but you might find it inappropriate that we’re discussing it with you.”
“What?” Alice asked.
Nora watched as Romero turned to Mr. Daughtry.
“Ma’am, it is important that the monarchy doesn’t just get re-established with you. It must also continue on after you.”
“Okay?” Alice said, confused.
Nora looked down and realized the Queen’s hand was still on her forearm.
“Forgive me,” Mr. Daughtry began awkwardly, “but you’re already thirty-three years old, Ma’am. We will need to find you…”
Nora rolled her eyes. She knew where this was going.
“Find me what?” Alice asked.
“A husband,” Mr. Daughtry replied.
“A what?!” Alice asked loudly.
“As we said, this is a delicate topic… But as the sovereign, you’re responsible for producing–”
“An heir?” Alice interrupted. “Oh, my God! We’re talking about that right now?”
“We don’t have to discuss that specifically right now, but we do need to talk about how the monarchy will continue on after you, Ma’am. We thought it was better to talk about it sooner rather than surprise you with it later.”
“You guys really have no idea how to make a girl want to stick around, do you?” Alice asked. “First, there’s a tyrant who wants to kill me. My parents are dead. The country’s hopes rest on my shoulders. I have to fly in secret and stay in safe houses. And now, I have to pop out a kid as soon as possible?”
Nora sighed. Alice looked at her. Then, Alice’s eyes went wide.
“Gentlemen, maybe we can discuss this later, when Her Majesty is back in Kleinland,” Nora suggested.
“Or, like, never,” Alice said. “That’s also an idea.”
Nora laughed silently. Then, she pulled herself together.
“Ma’am, there’s an opportunity for you to find love. We are not attempting any kind of arranged–”
“Good,” Alice cut him off. “I’m not arranging anything. If I get married one day, it’ll be to whomever I want to. If I have kids, that’ll be my choice. I get that you’re thinking about the future. And I do want kids – I always have – I just won’t have a child just to be the heir to a fledgling monarchy and a country that’s going through a major reconstruction. If I have a child, it’ll be because I’m ready to bring one into the world to love and support, not to pass on my burdens to.”
Nora swallowed. She didn’t quite know why.
“Of course, Ma’am,” Mr. Daughtry replied.
“We’ll discuss this later, when you’re ready,” Romero added. “For now, I’ll work on the palace and your schedule. Everything will be ready when you return.”
“Thank you,” Alice replied.
“Of course, Ma’am,” they said at the same time.
Then, there was a knock at the door.
“Oh, I have to go,” Alice said.
They said goodbye and disconnected the call. Nora stood and walked over to the door.
“Yes?”
“It’s Alex,” Alexandria said from the other side of the door.
Nora rolled her eyes again but opened the door. She bowed her head appropriately and moved aside to allow the Princess into the room.
“Your Majesty,” Alex said, bowing her head to Alice.
“Oh, stop it,” Alice replied, standing up. “Are you ready?”
“I am. Have you really never seen a polo match before?”
“No, I’m American,” Alice said.
Nora laughed silently again.
“Well, this one is nearby. My people reviewed security with the Major, here, and she seemed satisfied enough to allow you to join me.”
“You’ll have to explain the rules to me,” Alice said.
“Of course,” Alex replied.
Nora followed them out of the room and through the palace until they all climbed into a car, and she sat there silently and watched Alexandria flirt relentlessly with the new Queen. The Princess was an out lesbian. She would also be the first openly gay monarch of Great Britain when she took the throne. She’d join the other lesbian Queens of Norway and St. Rais. Nora liked that there were powerful women running these countries, but she loved that they were gay women. All of them were showing the world that love was just love and nothing else mattered. Queen Antonia I and her Consort had started it all over a decade ago now.
Nora remembered thinking about her father when she’d heard that the Queen of St. Rais was a lesbian and in a relationship with a woman. She’d thought of her father because he’d done everything he could to try to save the future of Kleinland’s own monarchy, and he’d lost his life for it. As Nora watched the new Queen talk to the Princess on their way to a polo match that Nora really didn’t want to attend, she knew her father really was a hero: he’d saved Alice. And now, Alice was about to save them all.



CHAPTER 14
Alice was used to Major Bakker being quiet, but it seemed like she was being extra quiet today. Maybe it had to do with the fact that there was a Princess around. Alex definitely had no problem carrying a conversation, and because she’d been raised as royalty, she was also used to people standing silently around her. Hell, she expected it. Alice, however, wasn’t used to someone standing beside or behind her and not involving them in the conversation. She thought back to that girl in the cafeteria and wondered if Nora had ever been that girl.
“Are you all right?” Alex asked her as they drove back to the palace following the polo match.
“I’m fine, yeah,” Alice replied, looking from the window over to Alex.
“Did you not care for the match?”
“I think I’m more of a baseball kind of a girl,” Alice said.
“Really? Baseball?” Alex asked.
“Yeah. But I’m not much of a fan, really. My friend Bexley is a Royals fan. She grew up supporting them, has the hat, and watches games whenever she can. I sometimes watch with her, but I don’t keep up with the team or anything.”
“But you’re a baseball fan, are you?” Alex teased.
“I’m not much of a sports girl. I know the rules and watch when she forces me. That’s about it.” Alice laughed a little.
“Well, I love a good football match. I like polo enough, but football is more my game.”
“Soccer, right?” Alice asked.
“Yes.” Alex laughed. “But football is what it’s really called.”
“Well, I know I was probably more of a burden than anything, but thank you for taking me. It was nice getting outside for a bit. And thank you for insisting on no press. I really don’t want people thinking I’m just going to polo matches and staying in palaces around the world. I mean, I guess that is what I’m doing, but–”
“It’s really not a problem. If you’d like to stay longer, I’d be happy to show you more of the UK. We could head to Scotland. My family has an estate there we use for vacations.”
“Balmoral, yeah.”
“You know it?”
“I’m a history teacher. I might know more about the history of your royal line than you do,” Alice teased.
“Oh, really?” Alex laughed.
“We’re here, Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness,” Nora said when the car pulled up.
It was the first thing Alice had heard her say in hours. It actually shocked her a bit to hear Nora’s voice. It was firmer somehow than it had been recently.
“I think I should follow the plan and get back to Kleinland,” Alice told the Princess. “They say it’s safe enough, thanks to the interviews and press. The President will give me a little space, I’m told.”
“Well, I hope you’ll be able to return soon.”
“Majesty,” Nora said as the door opened. “We should be going.”
“Okay,” Alice replied.
She thanked Alex again once they were inside the palace. Then, she went to her room with the Major, who walked her through the plan for the nighttime flight back to Kleinland and the late-night car ride to the old royal palace. Alice had no idea what to expect. She’d been told the palace had been in disuse for over thirty years, and they’d only had a few days and a few people to help bring it back to life. Alice didn’t need anything fancy. A bed and a bathroom with a decent kitchen would be enough for her, but she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t scared. People had been telling her that the President wouldn’t make a move – at least, not right now. It wouldn’t be smart. Alice had been making friends with influential people in Europe. Kleinland’s military was a small one, and only so many of them would be loyal to the President, especially now that there was a Queen who could help them take their country back. He knew he couldn’t hold back even one foreign army should they attempt to protect Alice.
“Ma’am, would you like a coffee or a tea?” Nora asked.
“I’m okay. Thank you,” Alice replied.
She turned away from the window toward the Major.
“Would you mind if I have one?”
“Of course not,” Alice told her. “Have all the tea or coffee you want.”
Nora smiled, stood, and went to prepare herself a cup. Alice watched the woman walk, and she seemed a little freer now. Alice wondered if it was because they were thirty thousand feet in the air and there were only four other people on board the plane: the two pilots and two flight attendants. None of them carried guns, and Nora had two on her person. Alice had noticed the one in the holster, but Nora had also mentioned one tucked in another holster at her ankle.
“Can I ask you something?” Alice asked when Nora sat down in the seat opposite her.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“When Romero and Mr. Daughtry were talking about the whole husband and kids thing, you rolled your eyes. I guess I was wondering why.”
“You saw that, Ma’am?”
“Yes.” Alice laughed.
“I apologize. That was in–”
“You don’t have to apologize. I’m just curious to know why you did it.”
Nora cleared her throat and said, “Because while I understand how the monarchy works, I don’t like the idea of anyone telling a woman that she has to get married and have children if she doesn’t want to.”
Alice smiled back at her and said, “Me neither.”
“But you know that…”
“I’m supposed to pop out an heir and a spare? Yeah, I get it.”
“You don’t have to do it, Ma’am. We were lucky we found you. If you don’t want to get married or have children, you don’t have to. If it means we have you for a while, and then the next-in-line is a distant relative, it will at least stabilize the monarchy enough to have you first.”
“I do want to get married. I want kids,” Alice said. “I just want to make sure I can marry who I want and not whomever they want me to marry. I want to get married on my own terms, in my own time. It’s the same with kids.”
“Of course, Ma’am.” Nora took a drink of her tea.
“What about you?”
“Me, Ma’am?”
“What about marriage? Kids?”
“Oh.” Nora looked away.
“You don’t have to tell me. Sorry.”
“No, it’s all right. I just… I don’t know that anyone’s ever asked me that.”
“Really? No one?”
“No, Ma’am.” Nora shook her head.
“You had that person you were checking on when we got back. They haven’t asked you what you want?”
“Oh,” Nora said, laughing a little.
“I just assumed it was someone you were seeing.”
“It was, Ma’am,” Nora replied. “Emphasis on was.”
Alice squinted at her and said, “No more?”
“No, Ma’am.” Nora shook her head. “Do you really want to know this?”
“Yes, if you want to share it. Nora, in case you haven’t noticed, I don’t exactly have anyone else to talk to about this stuff. I have to deal with a time difference and burner phones just to get five minutes on the phone with Bexley. Other than that, I don’t have anyone else. Stan’s great, but he’s not the person I go to when I need to talk about stuff like this. It’s normally Bexley, but I want to keep her safe, so I’m trying to keep my distance.”
“So, you want to talk to me because I’m the only one to talk to?” Nora asked.
“What? No, that’s not what I meant.”
Nora laughed and said, “It’s okay, Ma’am. I’m only teasing.”
“Oh,” Alice said. “Good.”
“Ma’am, I was with someone for about a year. It ended recently.”
“How recently?”
“The night we landed in Kleinland.”
“That’s why you came back to the safe house,” Alice realized.
“Yes, Ma’am.” Nora nodded a little.
“Can I ask what happened? Or is that too personal?”
“I’m not what they wanted.”
“How is that possible?” Alice asked.
“Pardon?”
“Nora, you’re gorgeous, intelligent, funny when you let yourself be, and a badass that could probably kill people with your pinky finger or something. Who wouldn’t want to be with you?”
Alice could swear that the Major’s cheeks turned a little red.
“Thank you, Ma’am.”
“You don’t have to thank me.”
“I’m a soldier, Ma’am. That works for some people but not for most. I haven’t been home much recently. And even when I was, I wasn’t always present. I think that’s what she wanted, and I–” Nora froze.
“Go on,” Alice said.
Nora cleared her throat and said, “Just that they had a hard time with me being gone so much.”
“Your girlfriend?” Alice asked.
Nora looked at her intently. It took a moment, but she nodded.
“Well, you deserve better than her, then.”
“I’m not sure I do, Ma’am. I think most people want someone who will actually be around.”
“I think most people want love. They want to find the person they’re supposed to spend the rest of their lives with. And to do that, I think, you have to find the person who accepts everything about you. That would mean she could deal with the fact that you have to go away because being a soldier is part of who you are. It’s not all of it, though, so if she can’t see that you’re more than that, or isn’t willing to try to understand why you have to be away sometimes – especially now – that means she’s not the one for you.”
Nora didn’t say anything, but she did nod again.   
“What about you, Ma’am?”
“Me?”
“I did my research before we flew over there, but I could have missed someone special in your life.”
“Oh, no; there’s no one special. My last attempt at a date slurped his soup like crazy, so I couldn’t take him seriously.”
Nora laughed and said, “Who slurps their soup on a date?”
“I thought the same thing,” Alice said, smiling over at the Major.
“When we get back, they’ll likely start introducing you to all the eligible bachelors of Kleinland,” Nora commented.
“They can introduce – it doesn’t mean I’m marrying any of them,” Alice replied. “I guess I’ve accepted that my life will never be the same. I know my options, and I think I’ve been kidding myself pretending like I can go back to Kansas and pick up where I left off.”
“No, Ma’am. It would be too dangerous.”
“I said I’d stay for the time being, but I think that’s wrong, too. That will make people think I could just up and go whenever I want. And I’m already worried there will be photos from someone’s phone of me standing next to a Princess at a polo match next to a damn palace when I should be back in Kleinland fighting for my people and trying to depose a dictator. I need them to know that I’m going to be there for the long haul.”
Alice’s eyes went wide. She had not planned on saying any of that. But then, Nora smiled. She nodded right after. Finally, she bowed her head.
“Your Majesty,” she said in a different tone than she’d used with those words before.
“I’m staying, Major.”
“I knew you would,” Nora replied.
“How? I didn’t even know.”
“You have the fire. You have the poise and the presence. You have it in you; you always have. And I will fight with you. I’ll fight for you, Ma’am.”



CHAPTER 15
“There are good memories, too,” Nora said.
“Will you tell me some?” Alice asked.
“We went to the beach sometimes. We had to take the unreliable public transportation system to get there because my mom couldn’t afford a car, but I liked that part, too. The buses were awful: always crowded and never on time. But sometimes, we could afford to take a train. They’re not much better than the buses, but I loved trains as a kid, so my mom would save up for tickets just so I could have a train ride to the beach.” Nora smiled at the recollection.
“She sounds amazing,” Alice said.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora replied, holding on to the cup of tea on her tray table with both hands.
“You loved trains?”
“I still do,” Nora replied, glancing over at the Queen. “I wanted to be an engineer as a kid because of trains.”
“Really?”
“My father was into model trains and planes. Before he died, we played with whatever toys he could afford for me together. After he died, I think I hung on to that, and whenever we’d take the train to the beach, I thought about him. I started reading about trains and how they worked. When I was ten, I told my mom I wanted to be an engineer one day. I still remember the look on her face.” Nora lowered her gaze to her tea. “She had this sadness in her eyes because she knew it would never happen.”
“Women can’t be engineers in Kleinland?”
“I wanted to be a mechanical engineer. I didn’t figure that out until I was about fifteen, but I knew I loved taking things apart, putting them back together, and making something out of nothing. I loved science and math. She just knew that all of the jobs that would actually pay me enough to live on were government jobs, and I’d also have to be able to afford to go to school, which wasn’t possible. The government wouldn’t hire me to build things knowing who my father was. And calling him a traitor meant that I was a traitor, too.”
“Oh, Nora… I’m so sorry,” Alice said.
Nora looked over at her again and realized she’d said too much.
“No; I’m sorry, Ma’am. I shouldn’t be telling you all this.”
“I asked about your family, Nora.”
“But it’s not my place,” Nora replied, sipping on her now-cold tea.
“This is so stupid,” Alice stated. “I get that there are rules and traditions, but we’re on a plane right now; no one cares if you call me Alice or actually talk to me like a person and not a bodyguard.”
“I care, Ma’am. I can’t lose perspective.”
“Perspective?” Alice asked, turning to her in her seat.
“You’re my Queen, Ma’am, not my friend,” Nora said, swallowing hard.
“I can’t be both?” Alice asked, sounding a little sad.
“I don’t think so, Your Majesty.”
“Well, I don’t want to order you to have a personal conversation with me, so I guess that just leaves us with planning what’s going to happen when we land,” Alice replied, turning away from Nora.
“The President is scheduled to give a press conference about your arrival in Kleinland and at the palace, Ma’am. He will make a big show of how happy he is to find out that the monarchy lives on with you, but we know that’s not the truth. When we land, you’ll be escorted to the palace, which has already been secured. Don’t expect it to be as nice as the ones you’ve been in, though, Ma’am. We have no money and didn’t have a lot of time to–”
“You’ve seen my apartment, Major. I don’t need a palace.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora said, not missing the part where Alice had called her Major instead of Nora.
“So, I get to the palace, and then what?”
“I will pass you over to Major McShay. He has been made the commander of the palace guard.”
“Pass me over?” Alice asked, looking over at her.
“I’ve known Major McShay for ten years, Ma’am. He’s the best one for the job.”
“Is he your commanding officer?”
“No, Ma’am; we’re both majors. Technically, I’ve been at my rank longer than McShay, but he is about ten years older than me. He worked in the palace when it was still a palace, since he first joined the Royal Guard Service. He knows the palace like the back of his hand: points of ingress and egress and the weak spots in security.”
“Where will you go?”
“Nowhere, Ma’am. I will still be your personal guard, but Major McShay is in charge of comings and goings in the palace, and I’ll defer to him.”
“Can you go home?”
“No, Ma’am,” Nora replied. “I’ll be staying at the palace with the other guards.”
Alice nodded and said, “I hate that you can’t go home, but I’m glad you’re not going anywhere.”
Nora smiled shyly at her and said, “I need to leave for a bit tonight. I have to check on something.”
“Something or someone?” Alice lifted an eyebrow at her.
“Someone, Ma’am. Femke is on her own, and they know we were a couple. When I called her last, she said there was a car on her place. I just need to make sure she understands that she needs to make it known that she had no idea what I was doing and to separate herself from me as much as possible.”
“You’re worried about her.” Alice noticed.
“We were together for a year, Ma’am. We were going to move in together when I got the call about you and Mr. Daughtry making his move.”
“And she ended things?”
“She wants someone who will be there, not me.” Nora took another drink of her tea. “I understand. It’s not the first time. It probably won’t be the last.”
“You deserve love, too, Nora,” Alice said, and Nora turned to her. “You deserve it more than most, if you ask me.”
Nora stared into the Queen’s green eyes and nodded. There was just something about Alice that made Nora want to believe her.
◆◆◆
 
“What are you doing here?” Femke asked when Nora sat down in front of her.
“I came to check on you.”
“I told you, that’s not your job anymore.”
“Can I get a beer?” Nora asked instead of offering any kind of response to that.
Femke looked around the busy bar.
“Fine,” she said. Then, she opened a bottle of Nora’s favorite beer and slid it across the bar to her. “That’s not on the house; you’re buying.”
“I know,” Nora said, taking money from her pocket and putting it on the bar.
“Price went up,” Femke remarked, nodding toward the bills on the bar.
“Huh?”
“The country is in a tailspin thanks to you and whatever it is that you’re doing right now. Inflation is up, which means prices are up.”
“How much?” Nora asked.
“Another three,” Femke said.
Nora added another few bills to the pile on the bar.
“Drink fast and go, Nora. I’m busy.”
“I will,” Nora said.
“You know what?” Femke turned away and then turned back to Nora. “We were together for a year. Then, I end things, and you just say, ‘Okay,’ and walk away. Now, you’re at my bar, claiming you’re checking on me. What am I supposed to make of that?”
“What’s going on is important, Femke.”
“Yeah, it took you away from me. You were always gone, Nora. It hardly felt like I had a girlfriend.”
“I know. I’m sorry about that. But this isn’t just my job; it’s–”
“Your duty to your country; I know. You’ve told me that a million times. But what about your duty to your girlfriend? The woman you claimed to love.”
“I did love you.”
“Did?” Femke asked. “So, you don’t anymore?”
“I can’t control my nightmares. I can’t control the missions I get called to perform. I wouldn’t if I could; this is a part of me, Femke. It’s what I was meant to do, and I won’t change for anyone. You made it easy to let you go when you made it clear you’ve never really understood that about me. I’m not angry; I know being with someone like me isn’t easy. But this is who I am. If I meet someone else one day and she doesn’t get that, then it won’t work out for us, either.”
“So, you’re over it. Fine. Why do you keep trying to make sure I’m okay?” Femke pretended to wipe the bar with a dirty rag.
“Just because we’re over doesn’t mean I don’t care about you or want you to be safe. What I’m doing now means life as I’ve known it is over, and I don’t have anyone else close to me to check on. Have they sent anyone to talk to you?”
“One guy.”
“And?”
“I did what you told me to: I said I had no idea what you were doing and that I thought you were retired and unemployed.”
“Good.”
“I told him I don’t want a monarchy or anyone other than our President,” Femke added. “That about killed me to say.”
“I know. But you also need to say it – at least, for now. Is there still a car on you?”
“Not all the time. It mainly comes by once a day. I haven’t seen one here.”
“I checked before I came in. I didn’t see anyone. But they could also have someone in the bar right now, so to be safe, I need you to yell at me to go. Make it sound like I betrayed your trust or something.”
“And then you’ll go?” Femke asked, softer this time.
“Yeah. I’ll leave you alone. But I’m going to stop by your place and leave you a burner phone if I don’t see the car. It will have my number saved in it. Femke, hide that phone. Put it somewhere they won’t find it, and don’t use it unless it’s an emergency.”
“Okay,” the woman agreed. “Are you okay?”
“I’ll be fine.”
“You can’t go home, Nora.”
“I know. I have a place. I’ll be okay, Femke.” She took a drink of her beer. “Okay. Now, let me have it.”
Femke had given it her all, and Nora thought it was pretty convincing. She’d even tossed that dirty rag in Nora’s face for good measure. Nora made sure to look upset and defeated as she left the bar, taking the long way, weaving around several blocks before she got back to her car. Then, she took a few wrong turns on purpose to see if she was being followed, and finding no one suspicious, she went back to the palace, met quickly with Major McShay about the plans for the following day, and then got to her room, which was an old officer’s quarters with a twin bed, old mattress, and not much else. There was an old TV that hadn’t likely been used in thirty years. She turned it on just to see if it worked and was surprised that a few channels came in outside of the state TV channel. The picture wasn’t clear, but Nora could see the Queen giving one of her interviews while they were in London. Nora smiled softly at Alice’s attempt to cross and uncross her legs as Elizabeth had advised her when they were in St. Rais. Alice was adorable when she bit her lip out of nervousness. Nora promptly rubbed her face with both hands, trying to get those thoughts of Alice out of her mind. Then, she lay down on top of the bed that wasn’t the worst she’d ever slept on and stared at the ceiling, trying to fall asleep.



CHAPTER 16
“Your Majesty, it’s starting,” Mr. Daughtry told her.
“Oh,” Alice said, turning toward the television in her suite of rooms.
That was crazy. Alice’s entire apartment could fit just in the bedroom here, but she also had a living area, a walk-in closet, and a massive master bathroom, or as they called it here, an en suite. It hadn’t escaped her thoughts that this had been the room her parents had shared and her grandparents before them. She hadn’t yet been able to take the full tour. Most of the building was still being put back together. Some of the rooms still didn’t have power, but she could tell that people had worked hard on getting these rooms ready for her. The bed wasn’t new, but the bedding was – or, at least, appeared to be. The television she was currently watching looked to be relatively new as well. She had no complaints about the setup and was grateful people had put in so much time and effort to make this space nice for her.
“People of Kleinland and the world! There have been many rumors these past few days regarding something extraordinary.”
This wasn’t the first time Alice had seen the President. She’d been watching videos of his speeches and interviews ever since she found out who she really was, and thanks to her studying world history her entire life, she knew exactly what a dictator sounded like. This man was one of them. He had a way of talking with his hands and emphasizing certain words. Right now, he had a fake smile on his face, and that infuriated Alice. She wanted to wipe it off his face and then smack him. Alice turned to where Nora was standing at the door, looking away from the screen as if she couldn’t stand to look at him. Alice could understand why. The man was overweight, had about three chins, a comb-over, and tiny, fat hands. His dark-brown eyes gave nothing back when she looked into them, and Alice wondered how the people had dealt with this monster all these years.
“I am pleased to report that we have received DNA confirmation that Princess Alice Julia Marie, Duchess of Oxford, is the daughter of our former King and Queen.”
“She is a Queen.”
Alice turned back to Nora, realizing she’d been the one to say those words. Alice rolled her eyes at the President’s phony words and walked over to where Nora was standing.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes, Ma’am. My apologies for the outburst.”
“Outburst? I barely heard you.” Alice smiled at her. “You can step outside if you want. I don’t want you to have to watch him if it bothers you.”
“Thank you, Ma’am. I’ll be fine.”
Alice nodded and returned to the sofa, realizing the three men in the room with her were now all standing.
“Oh, shit. Sorry,” she said. “You can sit. You don’t have to stand when I do.”
The men waited for her to sit down and, without words, sat back down, too.
“Princess Alice has returned to Kleinland and is currently residing in the palace while we renovate and bring it back to its former glory for her. I look forward to getting the chance to meet the Princess in person and introduce her to our wonderful country. I won’t be taking any questions at this time. Thank you.”
Then, he disappeared from behind the podium, and it went to a government-sponsored commercial.
“As if he’s paying for the renovations himself,” Mr. Daughtry remarked. “That would require him to stop eating for more than five minutes at a time and stop giving away our money to our would-be enemies.”
“Don’t forget about using our money for his own estates. I think he’s up to thirteen houses now.”
“And as many mistresses, Romero,” Mr. Daughtry replied to Alice’s new private secretary.
“He doesn’t really have that many, does he?” Alice asked.
“Houses or mistresses, Ma’am?” Romero asked.
“Both, I guess.”
“He has thirteen houses and at least five known mistresses. We also believe he has at least seventeen children by different women over the years. He’s only claimed the two he has with his wife as his own and refuses to acknowledge any of the others, Ma’am.”
“Wow,” Alice replied.
“You don’t have to worry; he will continue to come up with excuses about why you two haven’t met yet. He’ll want it to be on his terms, and we’re not willing to let that happen. If we have our way, you won’t meet him at all.”
“How do we do this, then?” she asked.
“Ma’am, may I?” Nora approached from behind the sofa.
“Sure,” Alice said. “Join us, Major.”
“I think we should get Her Majesty out of here,” she said.
“What? I just got here,” Alice replied.
“I know that tone,” Nora said.
“What tone?”
“The president’s tone, Ma’am.”
“I know you’re worried, Major, but we’ve got nearly one hundred trained–”
“It’s not enough,” Nora interrupted. “He has the rest of the army. He could storm the gate right now, take Alice, and kill the rest of us if he wanted to.” Her eyes went wide. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.”
“Don’t be,” Alice said. “I know you’re worried.”
“Major Bakker, Major McShay tells us–”
“I trust McShay; I don’t trust that monster,” she said, pointing to the TV, where a commercial still played. “He put on a show for the camera, but right now, he’s sitting with his men in some room, planning how to get her out of the country.”
“You said you didn’t believe he’d cause her any harm now that the whole world is watching,” Mr. Daughtry noted.
“I know what I said. But I heard him just now – he’s angry. I know what he does to people when he’s that angry.”
“Can you guys maybe give us a minute?” Alice requested, looking at Mr. Daughtry, Romero, and Romero’s assistant, who had joined them to meet Alice today.
“Of course, Your Majesty,” Romero said.
The three of them stood, bowed their heads, and they walked around the sofa and table to leave the room. Alice stared at Nora, who looked out the window.
“I understand that the tour of the city probably isn’t going to happen until this is all said and done, but I’m safe here, Nora.”
“You’re not, Ma’am. I was stupid. I thought we could–”
Alice stood, walked over to the Major, and took her hand. Nora pulled back instantly as if Alice’s hand had been fire.
“I’m sorry. I–”
“Ma’am,” Nora said, stepping back again. “I’m sorry.”
“Can we just do away with the Ma’am thing?”
“We’ve been over this, Ma’am.”
“Nora, it’s just us in here.”
“I’m worried. He kills people who get in his way. I know I said I thought you’d be safe, but I just watched him. He’s planning something; I can tell. He could try something, and I might not be able to protect you.”
“You’ve done a pretty good job of that so far,” Alice replied, giving her a small smile.
“It’s different now.”
“Nora, you said I’d be safe because the world knows now. Do you really think he’s going to storm this place and take me out with the world watching?”
“I don’t know. And that scares me,” she said.
“You get scared?” Alice teased. “You’re such a badass, Major Bakker.”
“I’m only one person, Alice,” Nora said.
“Was that really so hard?” Alice asked her.
“Yes,” Nora replied, but playfully.
“What would make you worry less? I’m not leaving the country again; I can’t. What would that say to the people who think I’m here to help? I might not have been thrilled with this whole thing, but I’m not a coward, Nora.”
“I know that. You’re here, Alice,” she said. “You’re here. It took immense courage to even agree to this, and you’re here. I just want to protect you.”
“You are,” Alice said, sitting down. “Will you sit?”
“I shouldn’t. I’m on duty,” Nora replied.
“There are two guards outside the door. Have a seat, Major,” Alice said.
Nora did so reluctantly.
“So, what can I do that will make you feel better?”
“Leaving isn’t an option?”
“No.” Alice laughed lightly.
“Safe house?”
“No, I’m staying right here.”
“Then, let me put more guards on the room.”
“Fine,” Alice said simply.
“And on the roof above this room.”
“Fine,” Alice agreed again.
“And let me sleep in here,” Nora said.
“Huh?” Alice asked.
“On the sofa,” Nora explained. “In here.”
“Where did you sleep last night?” Alice asked, realizing she had no idea.
“Old guard quarters. It’s too far away if I need to get you out of here.”
“Down that musty old hallway? Major McShay took me through the bookcase stairwell and down to the basement, showing me the tunnels in case I needed to get out of here. You slept down there?”
“That’s where all the guards sleep when they’re not on duty; the full-time ones, anyway.”
“Nora, I don’t want you sleeping down there.”
“So, we’re in agreement? I’ll sleep here.” Nora nodded.
“Hold on. This is a living room, not a bedroom.”
“I’m a soldier, Ma’am; I don’t need much.”
“You should have a bedroom, Nora. Aren’t there a ton of them here? Can’t you find one down the hall?”
“It’s too far,” Nora replied, and Alice watched her swallow.
“You said you trusted Major McShay, Nora. There’s a room right next to mine – it’s yours if you want it. I think it’s decent. I haven’t seen it, but they just told me there’s a door in my closet that connects to it if I need to get out that way.”
“And you’ll keep that door unlocked in case I need to get in here?” Nora asked.
Alice rolled her eyes and said, “Yes. You can go unlock it right now if you want.”
“I know you think I’m acting crazy, but I’m not. I know this place, Alice. And I know that man: he’d risk pissing off the rest of the world if it meant keeping himself in power.”
“And in mistresses and food, apparently,” Alice joked.
Nora laughed. She actually laughed.
“Be serious, please,” Nora said.
“You’re the one laughing at my joke,” Alice replied.
Nora sobered and said, “I just want to keep you safe.”
“I know.” Alice stopped smiling. “You’re good at your job, Major, but you’re also just a really good person. I’m lucky to have you right now.”
“Thank you, Ma’am,” Nora said, standing. “Now, I’m going to go unlock that door, if that’s okay. I’ll inspect the room as well and be back shortly.”
“Sure. Go for it,” Alice replied, standing as well. “Major?”
“Yes, Ma’am?” Nora turned back to her.
“Is it safe to call my friends from the phone you gave me now?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora said. “Once we get the secured line set up in here, though, I’d prefer if you use that instead of a burner phone.”
“Okay,” Alice replied, nodding. “Thank you.”
Nora bowed her head and said, “Your Majesty.”
Alice went to pick up the most recent burner and dialed Bexley’s number.
“Hey,” Bexley answered.
“Hi. What time is it there?”
“Not whatever time it is there,” Bexley said, sounding like she’d been asleep.
“Sorry, I keep forgetting about the time difference.”
“It’s fine. Is everything okay?”
“I think so. Nora’s worried about the President trying something.”
“Nora?”
“The Major.”
“Oh, shit. Right. Sorry, I’m still half-asleep, I think.”
“She seems to be freaking out a little.”
“Like, she’s having a nervous breakdown?”
“No, like she’s really worried.”
“Are you safe, Al?”
“I think so. There are over a hundred guards here, and I feel like I’m as safe as I can get, given the circumstances. Plus, I trust Nora. She’s a total badass. She’s a master of this martial art that’s popular here and another one. Plus, she’s basically James Bond. She’s a security whiz or something, and I know she has my back.”
“Yeah, sounds like it,” Bexley said.
“I guess it’s complicated, but she just seemed really worried about me,” Alice replied.
“Well, it’s her job, right? Plus, the hopes of an entire nation are on your shoulders. She probably wants to keep those shoulders safe.”
“I know… I know you’re right. It just feels different than that.”
“How so?”
“Like, she’s worried about me as in Alice Smith, not Alice the Queen of Kleinland.”
“Like she likes you?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, it makes sense she’d care about you. You two have basically been around each other constantly since this whole thing began.”
“Yeah,” Alice said, sighing. “You’re right. That’s all it is.”
“You think it’s more than that?”
“I don’t know. I’m sure it’s what you said.”
“Al, do you think she has feelings for you?” Bexley asked, sounding more awake all of a sudden.
“What? No, she just broke up with someone. Well, that someone broke up with her, so she’s dealing with that right now. I don’t think she’s–”
“She knows you’re straight, right?”
“Bex, I haven’t exactly blurted out that I’m heterosexual to everyone here.”
“But you think she has feelings for you?”
“No, I think she’s a nice person who takes her job incredibly seriously. I guess I think she likes me as a friend; like, in another life, she’d be joining us for drinks at Stan’s bar.”
“Major Bakker? She barely sat down with us when you told her to.”
“I said in another life.”
“In another life, you wouldn’t have met her.”
Alice thought about that, and something about it didn’t sound right to her.
“I hope that wouldn’t be true.”
“You do?”
“She’s nice, Bex. She’s funny when she actually lets herself be, and she’s loyal and determined to make this whole crazy idea work. Plus, she checks on her ex-girlfriend a lot to make sure she’s okay when that ex doesn’t even want her help.”
“Why?”
“Nora’s worried that being associated with her might put her in danger. Sounds like the ex is kind of a bitch, though.”
“Why do you think that?”
“Because Nora told me the woman ended things with her because Nora’s gone all the time doing her job. Imagine if someone I dated was pissed I had parent-teacher conferences every Thursday or something.”
“I don’t think it’s the same thing.”
“I know. But it pissed me off on her behalf.”
There was a knock at the door.
“Come in,” Alice said.
The door opened, and Nora stood there.
“I have to go, Bex. Can I call you later, when you’re more awake?”
“It means you’re more asleep,” Bexley said. “This sucks, Al. I miss you.”
“I know. We’ll figure something out.” She motioned for Nora to enter. “Sorry, I woke you up. Get some sleep.”
“Okay. Bye.”
“Is everything okay?” Alice asked Nora, placing the phone on the table.
“I just wanted you to know that the room is fine, and I’ll be staying there for now.”
“Great,” Alice replied.
“I’d like to request that you leave the door in the closet ajar. It’ll allow me to hear better.”
“Major, you have to sleep sometime. I’ll leave it open a little, but please get some sleep, okay?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” she replied, but Alice wasn’t sure she meant it.
“Major?”
“Yes?”
“That’s an order,” Alice told her, giving her the most serious expression she usually reserved for when the kids in her class were misbehaving.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora replied, giving her a small smile before she gave a bow of her head and left.



CHAPTER 17
Nora listened. She often felt as if listening was the thing she did best. As a soldier or guard, it was already important to listen to her surroundings, but since most people often forgot she was even there, she listened to the goings on as well and used the information to determine the right moves to make. In this case, she was listening to make sure the Queen was safe. She knew there were other guards, but as much as she talked about trusting others, which she did, she trusted herself more. They’d already been betrayed once by whomever had told the President that they’d gone to the US to bring back the rightful heir to a throne that had been taken away from her.
She hadn’t heard anything after the Queen had finished up in the bathroom and, likely, gotten into bed, but she still listened. She had a laptop she used to check reputable news sites to find out any information possible on the President’s whereabouts, along with his close associates, who, she knew, would rather die than betray the bastard. Around three in the morning, Nora finally closed the computer softly in case the sound would carry to Alice’s room. Then, she did what she always did: she slid under the thin blanket, put her arms behind her head on her pillow, and stared at the ceiling.
She tried to stay awake, to not think about it, but it never worked. In another country, she’d be able to go to a therapist who might be able to help her get past these nightmares, but not in Kleinland. Even if she could go to one, she probably wouldn’t. Nora knew herself. She didn’t trust a doctor to keep her secrets, owned by the government or not, but she also doubted anyone would be able to help her put the war behind her. So, when she looked at her watch and saw that it was four in the morning now, she closed her eyes and let the nightmares come, hoping maybe for once, they wouldn’t.
At seven in the morning, her alarm sounded. Nora wasn’t on duty until eight, but she always woke up by seven at the latest, regardless of when she was assigned to be on duty. She was sweaty, but not as bad as she usually was when the nightmares were really bad. She climbed out from under the blanket and went to the floor to do some push-ups. They helped her re-focus in the morning and got her blood running, which was important in her line of work.
“Oh, sorry.”
“Your Majesty,” Nora said, quickly standing up and to attention when she realized Alice was standing at the open door.
“Sorry. I heard your alarm while I was in the bathroom. I–” Alice looked down.
“Oh. My apologies.” Nora grabbed for her pants, realizing she was wearing her army-issued green T-shirt and matching green underwear but nothing else. “I got hot last night, so–”
Alice turned around and said, “You don’t need to apologize to me. I barged in on you. I just thought I heard you moving around. It’s my fault.”
“Did you need something?” Nora asked, slipping into her pants quickly.
“I got an itinerary for my day, and it says I’m taking a walk outside the palace walls.”
“What?” Nora asked. “You can turn back around, Ma’am.”
“Oh,” Alice said, turning back around. “Sorry, again.”
“It’s fine, Ma’am. Now, what’s this about, some walk?”
“Mr. Daughtry wants me to visit Parliament. I guess it’s right across the street.”
“You can get there by tunnel. Do you mind, Ma’am?” Nora motioned to her shoes.
“No, do whatever you need to. Mr. Daughtry said I need to be seen by the people, and it’s only a short walk.”
“Mr. Daughtry is a politician.”
“I know. That’s why I’m talking to you right now.”
“We should take the tunnels, Ma’am.” Nora tied her second boot. “When are you supposed to be doing this?”
“In a couple of hours,” Alice replied. “They want me there to meet the people loyal to the movement. They’ve asked all the former members of Parliament to be there to greet me.”
“Why didn’t I know about this?”
“I don’t know.”
Nora sighed and said, “I’ll talk to Mr. Daughtry.”
“He’s already over there, setting things up. Romero told me a few minutes ago.”
“You were up early today, Ma’am.” Nora stood.
“I couldn’t sleep,” Alice replied, crossing her arms over her chest.
Nora noticed for the first time that the Queen was still in her pajamas, which, apparently, consisted of an old university T-shirt and a pair of blue-and-white striped shorts.
“Why not?”
“I don’t know. I think what you said yesterday really got to me.”
“I scared you,” Nora stated, moving to the wardrobe to grab her jacket and holster.
“Yes,” Alice said. “I’m not too stubborn to admit that I was worried.”
“I won’t let anything happen to you,” Nora replied, turning back to her for a minute. “You know that, right?”
“I know. But, contrary to what you seem to believe, you can’t control everything, Major.”
Nora nodded and said, “I’ll do everything I can, Alice.”
Alice smiled, likely at the use of her name. “I know you will.” She watched Nora put her gun in her holster and slip on her jacket. “And I think I should walk across the street.”
“I thought we agreed the tunnels would be better.”
“No, you said tunnels. And while I understand that that’s likely safer, it doesn’t help with the reason I’m here. I’m supposed to be Queen, Nora. If people think I came here to live in a palace and hide in tunnels, they won’t trust me.”
“I’ll need some time to arrange everything,” Nora said.
“Okay.”
“Can you wait in your room? I’ll have breakfast brought up for you, and I’ll come and get you when we’re ready to go.”
“Um… What do I wear to Parliament?” Alice asked.
“Ma’am, I’m a soldier; I have no idea.” Nora laughed a little.
◆◆◆
 
“Okay. You stay glued at my side. That’s the American expression, isn’t it?” Nora asked.
Alice laughed and said, “Glued to my side.”
“My hand will be on your back the whole time,” Nora said, sounding more serious now. “If you don’t feel my hand, it means you’re walking too fast – slow down. My hand will be there. If I pull you back, stop walking until I tell you to move again, okay?”
“Yes,” Alice replied.
“It’s only about two hundred meters.”
“What’s that in American?” Alice asked.
“You’ll be fine, Ma’am,” Nora told her, placing her hand on the small of Alice’s back.
She then rubbed it for a moment until Alice seemed to relax. Nora was pretty sure that was inappropriate, too, but she’d been breaking tradition and rules left and right for her new Queen, so what would a little reassurance via a back rub really do?
The doors to the palace opened, and while they could have taken a car, the Queen had insisted on the short walk. Nora had only had an hour to plan proper protection, but she had ten guards surrounding the Queen as they approached the palace gate, and more were lining the path they’d take to the old parliament building, which hadn’t seen a lot of action in recent years.
“Am I supposed to wave?” Alice asked as they walked through the gate.
People were shouting Alice’s name, taking pictures, and holding up signs.
“You can do whatever you want, Ma’am. Just stay at my side, okay?”
Alice nodded, and Nora watched as she attempted to smile at the crowd that had gathered. How they’d known the Queen would be doing this right now wasn’t something Nora really cared to think about right now because that would mean someone put PR before Alice’s safety, and that was something that pissed Nora off more than she could deal with at the moment.
“Your Majesty!” someone shouted.
Nora heard it from her left, turned her head, and saw a man pushing through the crowd and in their direction. Certain her people would handle it, Nora turned back for just a second to make sure Alice was still beside her. When she heard sounds of movement too close on her left, she turned back, and the man from the crowd was practically lunging toward them, with two of her men attempting to hold him back. Nora swiftly moved to the man, held him by the throat – and not gently – as her men attempted to get him on the ground.
“I just wanted to meet her,” the man said. “Your Majesty, I’m–”
“Get him out of here,” Nora ordered with her knee on the man’s back. “And hold the line. He could have gotten through.” She stood once her men had him. “We’re going back,” Nora told Alice.
“What? No, we’re almost there,” Alice argued.
Nora felt the swirls before they actually obstructed her vision. This hadn’t happened in a long time, and right now was the worst moment for it to happen again.
“Major?” Alice asked softly.
Nora heard the crowd shouting and her men talking in the earpiece. It was too much. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t process what was going on around her anymore.
“Major?”
Nora felt a hand on the small of her back.
“Nora?” Alice said softly at Nora’s side. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, Ma’am,” Nora lied as she tried to catch her breath unsuccessfully.
“We’re going back,” Alice said to someone. “Tell Mr. Daughtry we were nearly accosted on our way and that I’ll meet him and the others there when I can,” Alice added.
Then, Nora heard her speak softer so as not to be heard.
“I’ll take the tunnels next time. Can you take care of that?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
Nora didn’t recognize the voice of the person Alice had been talking to; she only knew it wasn’t her. She’d let her Queen down. Alice’s arm went through Nora’s, and she helped her turn around.
“We’re going to pretend you got the wind knocked out of you taking that guy down, badass,” Alice said into Nora’s ear. “I’ve got you, though, Nora.”
Nora could only nod as her vision receded until she could only see tiny dots of light. Had Alice not had hold of her, Nora would have passed out on the street.
“Get her water, and we need a doctor,” Alice said as she placed Nora on her bed.
“Yes, Ma’am,” someone replied.
“I’m fine,” Nora said, trying to sit up.
That was when her vision improved a bit, and she noticed she wasn’t in her own bed; she was in Alice’s room. She was on the Queen’s bed.
“No, you’re not. Please, lie down, Nora.”
“I just need a few minutes. I’ll be okay. I don’t need a doctor.”
She could see better now, and it appeared they were alone. Alice was sitting on the side of her bed. Nora looked down and saw Alice’s hand covering her own, and it felt good. God, it felt really good. She hadn’t been touched like this in a while.
“Has this happened before?”
“Yes.”
“So, you know what’s going on?”
“It’s a panic attack, Ma’am,” Nora admitted, not wanting to lie to her Queen or, more importantly, to Alice.
Alice nodded and said, “What usually helps?”
“It hasn’t happened in a long time. I promise, Your Majesty, if I thought myself unfit–”
“Nora, what usually helps?”
“Lying down so that I can catch my breath.”
“Then, stay here. I’ll see where that water is and ask about the doctor.”
“I don’t need–”
“Not an option, Nora,” Alice said sternly.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora acquiesced.
◆◆◆
 
“How are you feeling?”
“I can go back to my room, Ma’am.” Nora sat up slowly. “I’m feeling much better.”
“Really?” Alice asked, looking at her with an expression that told Nora she didn’t believe her.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Okay. I’ll just be in here if you need me. Can I walk you to your room? Get you settled in bed?”
“I’m on duty, Ma’am.”
“Nora, it’s six o’clock. You slept for, like, eight hours. You’re off duty now.”
“What?” Nora checked her watch.
She hadn’t even realized she’d fallen asleep. She remembered Alice bringing her water and a doctor suggesting she take it easy after he asked her a few questions; that was it. Had she fallen asleep?
“You didn’t sleep last night, did you?” Alice asked.
“Not much, no.”
“Nora, you can’t keep doing this. You can’t keep me safe if you don’t sleep.”
“It’s not just that, Ma’am.” Nora stood.
“What is it?”
Nora swallowed. She found her jacket and gun still in its holster on the desk by the bed.
“Nothing, Ma’am. Have you had dinner? I can have something–”
“No way. I’m having something brought up for you. If you don’t want to talk about whatever happened, fine. But, Nora, I watched you sleep. I saw it.”
“Ma’am?”
“Nightmares?”
Nora stood up straight and said, “Your Majesty, permission to retire for the evening to my quarters? I’m back on duty at 0700.”
Alice looked like she wanted to say something, but she didn’t; she just nodded. As Nora moved to the door, though, she heard the Queen clear her throat.
“Nora, please make sure you eat something for dinner. And the doctor left you some pills to make sure you sleep through the night. They’re on the table by your bed. I left you water. Please take them.”
“Is that an order from the Queen, Ma’am?”
“No, it’s Alice Smith from Kansas asking someone she cares about to take care of herself.”
Nora closed her eyes at those words. Without turning around to face Alice, she nodded.



CHAPTER 18
“It’s a great idea, Ma’am,” Mr. Daughtry told her. “Having Princess Alexandria here will help legitimize your throne and Kleinland. The Brits have been trying to get Kleinland to join this century for years. They’ve offered to be our allies countless times, and the President has refused. If the Princess Royal comes here, and you’re seen around the city, people who weren’t sure of you initially will begin to see you as a Queen.”
“Alex said she wants to visit some of the bad parts of town; hand out food and supplies to the citizens to show her support,” Alice said. “She’s very generous.”
“When can she arrive?” Romero asked, holding a pen to his notebook, prepared to take notes.
“She’ll be here today. It’s such a short flight. She heard about what happened with my visit to Parliament and thinks she might be able to help.”
“While it was nice that the man ended up being a supporter, it certainly scared the hell out of all of us,” Mr. Daughtry replied. “I might have been too hasty in suggesting you walk across the street.”
“No, I think it was good,” Alice replied, taking a drink of her coffee before she turned around to see that Nora hadn’t touched the tea she’d left for her on the small table by the door. “People saw me. They also heard the crowd chanting my name and for the monarchy.”
“We also issued a statement that the man was, indeed, a supporter and just got a little excited. He’s giving an interview to a reporter from Norway that we can trust tonight. It won’t play on state TV, but we’ll get it online. Some people who get around the firewalls installed by the government will see it and send it to their friends and so on.”
“That’s good,” Alice replied. “Major Bakker?”
“Yes, Ma’am?” Nora said, turning toward them.
“Can Alex and I make a trip to some bad parts of town tomorrow?”
“It’s too risky, Ma’am.” The woman shook her head.
“Major, we have to take some risks to make this thing work,” Mr. Daughtry pointed out. “We’ve already taken so many, and we’re this close. I have things working behind the scenes to get as many people on our side as possible, and I want to arrest the bastard as soon as we can.”
“I didn’t come here to hide,” Alice added. “The people need to see me outside, not just in here. Major, can we make it as secure as possible?”
“I’d have to work with Princess Alexandria’s team.”
“Please do,” Alice told her.
Nora nodded, but Alice knew she wasn’t happy about this. They wrapped up their meeting, and Alice went to her bedroom, where she searched through her suitcase. She’d only brought one, so she was running out of clothes. After what happened outside the palace, she hadn’t gone to Parliament. Nora had been asleep, and clearly, it wasn’t restful. Alice hadn’t wanted to leave her, so the day after, they’d taken the tunnels instead, and she’d had a short visit with the people who Mr. Daughtry believed would support a constitutional monarchy with the reinstatement of Parliament. There were a few men who thought they didn’t need the Queen’s help, that they could do this on their own, but Mr. Daughtry reminded them that if the Queen wasn’t here right now, they wouldn’t be having the conversations they were having in the first place. The government was hiding because they knew the people wanted this. Well, the people wanted anything at this point; anything different than their struggles and heartache over the state of their country.
Today, she’d woken up and had a light breakfast. The kitchen wasn’t up and running yet, so someone was getting pastries from a local bakery and having them brought up to her with some coffee. Most people in Kleinland drank tea, apparently, so Alice thought it was especially nice of them to make sure the American had her coffee. Alex had called her after she’d finished eating and asked if she needed anything. They’d come up with this idea of her visit and them helping people by giving out food and essential supplies to those who had nothing together. Alex would also stay for a few days, since she had a break in her schedule, and she seemed like she genuinely wanted to help Alice and Kleinland.
“Your Majesty,” Alex said when she was shown into Alice’s rooms.
“Your Royal Highness,” Alice said.
They both looked at each other and laughed.
“Hey,” Alex said then. “How are you?”
“I’m okay. Sorry, this place isn’t exactly what you’re used to back home,” Alice said as Alex walked in and surveyed the room.
“I’m not picky. My room’s nice enough. They brought in fresh flowers. You must be trying to impress me.” Alex sat down on the sofa next to Alice.
Alice laughed again and said, “You wish.”
“I do wish, actually. I could do with some impressing,” Alex joked.
“Your Royal Highness,” Nora said from her position inside the door.
“Oh, hi. Major, right?” Alex asked.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora replied, bowing her head. “I was told I’d be meeting with your head security officer.”
“He’s heading to his room now. You can probably find him there. I can send for him if you’d like.”
“I’ll find him,” Nora replied. “Your Majesty.”
“Can you bring him back here?” Alice asked. “I’d like to know about the security plan.”
“Ma’am, we can take–”
“I know,” Alice interrupted and gave Nora a smile. “I’d still like to be in the loop.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
Nora left them alone in the room only for a moment until another guard walked in and stood just inside the door.
“She’s got you locked down, huh?”
“What?” Alice asked, returning her attention to the Princess.
“You have guards inside the room.”
“Oh, it’s precautionary. Nora doesn’t trust the President or people close to him. I’m not sure she trusts anyone, really. She’s being extra protective.”
“I can see that. How are you holding up with everything?”
“It’s been intense,” Alice admitted. “I still feel like a fish out of water all the time. I hardly have anything to wear, and it’s not like people here have been prioritizing my clothes. It’s been safety and security all the way, which is important, but I’m a teacher: I have some summer dresses, and khaki pants is ‘dressing up’ for me. I don’t have anything I need to wear to Parliament or to hand out food to the poor.”
“They call me the people’s Princess. Did you know that?”
“I’ve heard it.”
“You should be the people’s Queen, Alice. It’s what they need. It’s why they brought you here. They don’t need you in fancy clothes. They need to see who you are and understand that you’re here to help. If you show up in business suits and designer dresses, you’ll end up looking like every other royal instead of a woman from Kansas who teaches children history.”
“I guess. I only know what I see on TV, though – and you, royal types, are always so well-dressed. Look at you right now.” Alice motioned to the Princess. “You’re wearing a suit.”
“I look good in a suit,” Alex teased.
“Yes, you do.” Alice laughed.
“But you said, ‘You, royal types,’ Alice. You’re one of us, remember? Royal blood flowing through those veins and everything.”
Alice looked toward the window and sighed, “Yeah. I still don’t feel like I belong.”
“You will in time. At least, as much as you can. In this world, it’s hard to feel like you really belong anywhere these days. I was born into this, but I see and hear people talking about how they think monarchies are obsolete; we eat up taxpayer dollars and don’t do anything except take vacations and spend their money. That’s not true, of course, but it still stings when I hear it all the same. I may appear like I don’t care, sometimes, but I do. I care about my people and how I can best serve them. It’s not a job to me; it’s a duty that I take very seriously.”
“You and Nora have that in common.”
“The Major?”
“Yes. She takes duty to Kleinland very seriously, and that translates to me.”
“I think she protects you because she cares about you. It’s not just about the country.”
“How can you tell that?” Alice asked.
“I can see it. You can’t?”
“Your Majesty,” Nora said, opening the door.
“Oh, hi,” Alice replied, feeling her cheeks flush.
“May we come in?”
“Of course.”
Nora and a man Alice didn’t know walked into the room. Alex then introduced her head of security to Alice, and the two of them walked through the plan for the following day. It took over an hour, and that led them to lunch, which was brought up for them. Nora and Alex’s head of security disappeared to allow them to eat, but another guard stood just inside the door. Lunch with Alex was pleasant. The woman was funny and clearly thought a lot of herself, but Alice was certain most of it was bravado. It endeared her all the same. After lunch, Alex asked that she have some time to go to her room and take care of a few things. She was a patron of several charities and checked in with them regularly. Alice didn’t know what to do with her spare time, though. She thought about calling Bexley or Stan but decided against it. She didn’t exactly have any new updates. Stan had also been extra busy at the bar, with all the press still in town and more people coming to check out where the Queen of Kleinland had grown up. Bexley, on the other hand, had been weird on their past few phone calls, and Alice hadn’t figured out why yet.
“Ma’am?” Nora said, entering the room.
“Yes?”
“May I–”
“My God! Just come in, Major,” Alice interrupted.
Nora nodded at the guard, who moved outside and closed the door behind him.
“Is something wrong?”
“No, Ma’am. I know we went through the plan for tomorrow with you earlier, but we went pretty fast. I was hoping you’d allow me to take you through the plan again. I wanted to talk about the exit strategies we drew up a bit more.”
“Oh, sure,” Alice said. “Sit.”
“We’re going to ask that you stay in the open part of the park. There are no trees there, so we’ll have a clear line of sight. Buildings are pretty far from the center of the park, too, so it would take an extremely talented sniper to–”
“Sniper?” Alice asked, eyes widening.
She’d missed this part of the plan earlier.
Nora finally met her eyes and said, “Ma’am, we’ll have guards on every roof within the possible range. I promise you, I am up for this.”
“I know that,” Alice said. “You think it’s about that? I’m worried about snipers, Nora, not you.”
“You saw me the other day, Ma’am…”
“I know. I trust you when you tell me you’re okay, but if you want to talk about what happened, I’m here. I know you don’t want to talk about the war or the nightmares; I respect that. I just want you to know that I’m here.”
“Did you tell Princess Alexandria about what happened?”
“What? Of course, not. Did you think I would?”
“You two have gotten close quickly; I just didn’t know.”
“Nora, I like Alex, but I hardly know her. I wouldn’t tell her anything about you at all, but especially not that.”
Nora lowered her head and said, “Thank you.”
“You don’t have to thank me for that.”
“I do, actually, Ma’am. I need to thank you for taking care of me. You got me out of there and took care of me.”
“Nora, I care about you. I don’t want anything to happen to you in the same way you don’t want anything to happen to me.”
“That’s not true, Ma’am. It can’t be.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re the Queen. I’m just a soldier.”
“A soldier who wanted to be an engineer as a kid. A soldier whose father died taking care of my parents and getting me to safety. A soldier who’s seen some pretty terrible stuff in war. A soldier who likes tea instead of coffee. You’re a person Nora. You’re human, and you matter just as much as I do. I don’t care about some stupid title; I’m here because I get it now.”
“Get what?”
“That this is what duty feels like,” Alice replied. “I never really understood it until now. I’ve never felt like I belonged anywhere. And I still don’t feel like I belong here, but I get what I’m doing here, and I’m starting to feel more and more okay with it. It’s as if being here, in this place, has made it so I feel like I’m closer to it all.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” Nora said.
“Me too,” Alice replied.
“You’ll pay attention tomorrow, right? When I ask you to–”
“You ask me to jump, and I’ll say how high,” Alice interrupted her. “I won’t put Alex in danger by doing something stupid. Anyone else, for that matter, either.”
“Right, Alex,” Nora said.
“I just meant that she’s the future Queen of England – if she gets hurt, Kleinland could kiss their support goodbye.” Alice placed her hand on top of Nora’s. “I won’t do anything to put you in danger, either, Nora. The thought of something happening to you because I insisted on walking across the street the other day kept me up these past two nights. I’m not even sure I should be going tomorrow, but I don’t know what else to do; I have to be seen.”
“You didn’t put me in danger; my job does that,” Nora replied, pulling her hand away. “I’ll go finish preparations.”
“I thought you wanted to walk me through it again.”
“It can wait until we’re in the car tomorrow, Ma’am. I’ll have the guard come back in.”
“Can he stay out there? I need time to myself, Nora. I hardly leave this room, and there’s always someone in here with me.”
“Very well. But he’ll be right outside.”
“Thank you,” Alice said.
“Of course, Ma’am.”



CHAPTER 19
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“You’re welcome,” Alice replied, smiling at the young girl she’d just handed a bag of hygiene essentials to. “What’s your name?”
“Josefine.”
“That’s a pretty name,” Alice said.
Nora knew she shouldn’t, but she couldn’t help but smile. Her Queen was remarkable. She hadn’t just been passing out bags of supplies and boxes of food; she’d actually stopped a few times to talk to some of the children, showing them the things inside the bags and telling them how important it was to brush their teeth for two minutes. Alice had worn a pair of worn jeans and a blouse that didn’t exactly make her look like royalty, which was perfect for the occasion. She’d also stopped to talk to many of the adults who’d shown up at the park once they’d heard she was there. She asked them questions about how she could help Kleinland. She’d listened when they’d answered. She’d laughed when they laughed. She’d even hugged them when they’d asked her for a hug. Nora wasn’t too keen on how close everyone was getting to the Queen, but she was close by, just a foot or two away at all times, and Alex was on the Queen’s other side, participating as well but clearly not trying to steal the spotlight off of Alice.
Nora had to appreciate that. The Princess could have easily made this about how the UK was here to help the tiny island that had been an embarrassment to northern Europe for a generation, but she wasn’t. She’d helped Alice pass things out, deferred to her when necessary, and had even nodded to Nora when someone was looking a little suspicious to her. Nora had agreed and kept an eye on the woman, but when nothing came of it, the woman walked off with some food.
Nora knew she actually liked the Princess as a human, but there was a part of her that couldn’t stand the woman. She had to focus now and stop thinking about how Alexandria so blatantly flirted with the Queen every time they were together and, possibly, even when they talked on the phone. Nora wondered just how often they spoke on the phone as Alice hugged a boy of about ten and shook the hand of his father. She wondered if it had been more than just a few times. Did they talk nightly? Did Alice realize that Alexandria was an out lesbian who was known in certain circles to date around? Did she know that Alexandria was making eyes at her right now? Shit. The Princess was going to make a real move on Alice soon. Alice was straight, so it wouldn’t go anywhere, but it would be awkward, and Nora had a strong feeling that it could get in the way of what they were trying to do here.
“Major?” Alice said.
“Yes, Your Majesty?”
“We’re ready to go back,” Alice said. “We’re out of supplies, and it’s getting a bit crowded here, don’t you think?”
Nora looked around and had to agree that the crowd had grown and was a bit unmanageable.
“Yes, Ma’am. We’ll head to the car now.”
They walked briskly to the waiting car, where they all climbed inside and took off after saying their goodbyes and thank yous.
“That was great,” Alex said, turning to Alice.
“I wish we had more to give away,” Alice replied. “There were more people there than I expected.”
“I can reach out to a few people and see if we can have more brought over tomorrow,” Alex suggested.
“Really? That would be amazing!”
“Ma’am, we shouldn’t do this again so soon.”
“Why not?” she asked, turning to Nora.
“Not in the same park, at least, Ma’am. We should find another location and give it a week or so.”
“Why?”
“We need time to plan this properly,” Nora replied. “People got too close to you, and we didn’t have barricades set up, like I wanted. Any person could have had a gun or a knife on them. We weren’t able to search them before–”
“Nora, they’re just people who need something to eat. They wanted to hug me, and I wanted to hug them.”
“I understand, Ma’am, and I agreed that this risk was worth it, but the next crowd will likely be even bigger, making the risk greater. We don’t have any other locations in or around the city that are as easy for us to manage, and the President could try something if we go there again. He’s seen how it works now; there were film crews there. He could have any of his people–”
Alice grunted and said, “I know. I get it, okay? I just want to help.”
“If you want, we can go back to the UK. I have people we can meet with in person, and we can arrange whatever you need.”
“Really?” Alice asked.
“Yeah. Don’t even tell anyone you’re going; you can hop on my plane. They’ll just think I’m heading home. We can spend a few days at my private estate. I’ll have my secretary arrange it. We can get food, supplies, and more people for security if you want. I’m sure my own security team would prefer we have more protection, but we can spend time arranging it all properly, like the Major wants.”
“That would be great,” Alice said. “I don’t know how I feel about leaving again, though.”
“It’s to plan, not a vacation. And, like I said, no one even needs to know you’re gone. That might be helpful. Right, Major? No one outside of your team and a few people here would know that she’s with me.”
Nora had to nod, even though she didn’t want to, because Alexandria was right: it would be safer.
“Great. We can leave tomorrow. I’ll make the call when we get back to the palace.”
◆◆◆
 
“Ma’am, you wanted to see me?” Nora said.
“Yes. Come in,” Alice replied.
“Is everything okay?”
“I wanted to talk to you about tomorrow.”
“All right.”
Nora sat down when Alice motioned for her to join her on the sofa.
“I talked to Major McShay, and he’s going to accompany me tomorrow.”
“Major McShay?”
“Yes. He’s the highest-ranking officer after you, and you said you trust him.”
“I do, Ma’am. Which is why he should remain here while we go.”
Alice cleared her throat and said, “You’re going to stay here, Major Bakker.”
“Ma’am?” Nora said, thinking she hadn’t heard that right.
“I’m not good at this,” Alice said before she took a breath. “You need a break, Nora. You’re not sleeping well, and you seemed distracted today. I had to tell you it was time to go.”
“I was on top of it, Ma’am,” Nora lied.
“You said you’d do anything to keep me safe.”
“And I will. I am.”
“I think this time, that means you staying here for a few days while Major McShay goes with me to the UK. It’ll be fine. You trust him, and I like him enough. Plus, no one knows I’m going. Alex’s security will be there if we need anything.”
“Permission to speak, Ma’am?”
“Just talk, Nora.”
“It’s a mistake, Ma’am.”
“To go?”
“Not to take me.”
“Nora, please just rest while I’m gone, okay? Work with the team here to bring the palace back to what it used to be; make sure it’s secure.”
“You know the Princess is interested in you, don’t you?”
Alice clearly hadn’t been prepared for that to come out of Nora’s mouth, and Nora hadn’t exactly thought it through before she’d said it.
“Excuse me?”
“Ma’am, I’m sorry. I–”
“No, you said it. Keep going, Nora. Anything else you want to throw out there?”
“She does this with women a lot, from what I’ve heard. She doesn’t even care if you’re straight or royalty, Alice. She likes women, and she tries to get as many of them as she can into bed.” Nora paused then before adding, “Ma’am, this is inappropriate. I’m–”
“I don’t know what you’ve heard – and I can’t say anything for it or against it, outside of what I’ve read online or what she’s told me – but it’s hardly relevant right now.”
“I don’t want her to…”
“To what?” Alice asked when Nora faltered.
“Do anything,” Nora said.
Alice gave her a smile, which made Nora feel a little better.
“We’re friends, Nora, which is something I’m lacking here. I have Bex and Stan back home, and I have you; that’s it.” Alice paused and seemed to check Nora’s eyes. “I have you, right?”
“Ma’am, I can’t be–”
“Alice. And yes, you can, but if you don’t want to, I–”
“I want to. I mean, I would love to be your friend, but I can’t get close to anyone when it’s my responsibility to protect them.”
“I get that, which is why it’s nice to have Alex, too. She’s just trying to help Kleinland.”
“And herself,” Nora noted before she could stop herself.
Alice laughed and said, “I promise, she only has good intentions. Her country is supplying the things our people need, Nora. They’re helping thousands of people just because I asked.”
“And because it’s good PR,” Nora replied.
“You really do not like her, do you?” Alice shook her head at Nora. “I’ll be okay. And it would make me feel a lot better if you stayed behind.”
“It wouldn’t make me feel better, Ma’am.”
“I know. But I’ll be okay, and I think you could use some rest. You’ve hardly slept since this whole thing began. Don’t think I’ve forgotten about that night you spent in your car.”
Nora nodded and said, “I’ll brief McShay.”
“Thank you,” Alice replied. “And I’ll be fine, okay?”
“Will you…”
“Will I what?”
“Nothing. I’ll ask McShay for daily reports.”
“No, what did you want to ask?”
“Just that you check in and let me know you’re okay, Ma’am. But McShay can–”
“I’ll call you. Once a day, okay?” Alice asked.
“When you’re in your room for the night?”
“Sure,” Alice replied, smiling at her. “If it makes you feel better, I can text you in the morning, too.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Done.”
“I should go brief McShay, Your Majesty.”
“Okay,” Alice said, standing up. “I’ll see you when I get back?”
“Yes, Ma’am.” Nora stood.
“Nora?”
“Yes?”
“Are you going to check on Femke while I’m gone?”
“Oh,” Nora uttered, not expecting that question. “No, Ma’am.”
“She’s okay, though?”
“She seems to be, yes.”
“Okay.”
Nora left the room wondering why the Queen had asked about her ex-girlfriend and whether or not Nora would see her while she was out of the country. Then, she refocused and went to find McShay, trying to push all other thoughts out of her mind.



CHAPTER 20
“We’ve got the food sorted, yeah?”
“Yes, I think we’re good,” Alice replied.
“Great. I was thinking, we could have dinner brought in then.”
“Sure. I’m hungry.”
“Perfect. In about an hour? I could use a walk. We’ve been inside working all day.”
“Okay,” Alice said, standing up.
“The grounds are beautiful here, and you don’t have to have armed security at your side. Major McShay can take a break.”
“I think Nora gave him orders to always have me in his line of sight. Isn’t that right, Major McShay?”
“Except when you’re sleeping, Ma’am. Then, one of us is right outside the door.”
“Major, can you walk ten paces behind us at least? You can still see the Queen.”
“Yes, Your Royal Highness.”
The walk was a nice one. The grounds were beautiful, but Alice hadn’t doubted that would be the case. The trees offered enough shade for them to walk, even though it was a rare sunny day in England, according to Alex.
“So, how did Major Bakker take the news that you weren’t bringing her with you?”
“She wasn’t happy,” Alice replied.
“I bet,” Alex said in a tone that caused Alice to turn to look at her.
“What does that mean?”
“Just that she likes to be in charge, I’d wager.”
“Oh, I don’t think it’s that. She doesn’t care who’s in charge; she just likes to be in control, I think.”
“Of you?” Alex asked.
“Not of me, but of what’s happening around me right now. She just wants to protect me, and I think she trusts people, but not enough to stay home.”
“Home?”
“Kleinland.”
“You just said it like it was your home, too,” Alex noted. “I haven’t heard you do that yet.”
“I guess I hadn’t thought of it like that.”
“It is now, though, isn’t it?”
“Home? Yeah, I think it kind of has to be. According to everyone, I’d be in danger if I just went back to Kansas. My friend Bexley told me she’s going to pack up my apartment this weekend and see if she can ship some of my stuff to me. I don’t even know if it can get to me in Kleinland.”
“Have her send it here,” Alex suggested. “I can make sure it gets to you once it arrives.”
“No, that’s too much to ask.”
“Do you want your government looking through your stuff?”
“Not really,” Alice said.
“Then, have it sent here. I’m sure Elin or Elizabeth will volunteer their countries, too, if you’d rather send it to St. Rais or Norway and have them get it to you from there.”
“When Bex told me what she was doing, it just really hit me. I was living in an apartment her grandmother owns. I don’t have a job anymore. I guess being a Queen is a job, but I don’t have a paycheck, and I can’t pay her rent. I was a teacher. I don’t exactly have a lot of money saved up to afford rent on an apartment I’m no longer living in. She needs to lease it out to someone else.”
“Are you all right with that?” Alex asked as they walked down a dirt path toward a small pond.
“I have to be.”
“Doesn’t mean you are.”
Alice sighed and said, “I miss my life.”
“You can tell me that, you know? You don’t have to make it seem like you’re good with everything going on around you. This is crazy, what you’re going through. Anyone would need time to adjust.”
“I miss my friends. I miss the kids in my class. Hell, I miss grading papers.” Alice chuckled. “I miss drinks at my friend’s bar and trying to help Bexley pick up girls. I miss watching Stan try to pick up guys.”
“Did you have anyone special back there?” Alex asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever asked you that.”
Alice stopped walking once they arrived at the pond, which had green algae growing around the edges and looked like it belonged in a painting. She thought back to what Nora had said about Alex being a flirt and possibly a woman who, apparently, loved bedding other women.
“I didn’t, no.”
“And no one now?” Alex asked.
“When would I have had the time?” Alice asked, laughing.
“The Major,” Alex said.
“What about him?”
“No, I’m referring to your Major, Alice.” Alex chuckled.
“I don’t understand.” Alice shook her head.
“Major Nora Bakker.”
“What about Nora?”
“I’ve seen how she looks at you. It seems like there’s something going on there. I’ve also seen how she’s looked at me, and I think she wants to punch me.” Alex looked out at the pond.
“She does not.” Alice laughed a little.
“Yes, she did. She looked at me like she was planning to use whatever skills she has by plotting my murder.” Alex laughed lightly. “She’s enamored with you, Alice.”
“She’s my bodyguard.”
“Who really cares about you,” Alex replied.
“We’ve become friends.”
“Alice, I have a lot of friends – I don’t look at any of them how she looks at you. I haven’t even spent that much time with the two of you, and I can see it.”
Alice looked out at the pond, watched a bird fly from the tree behind it up into the blue sky, and she silently wished she were that bird. She didn’t know why; she just wanted to fly away.
“You’re crazy,” she deflected.
“Fine. Whatever you say.” Alex held up her hands in defense. “But you should know, I found out this morning from my secretary that Major Bakker is here.”
“I’m sorry; what?” Alice turned back to her.
“She requested to stay on the grounds last night, and my team let her, of course. There’s a cottage just over that ridge. Apparently, she got here after we did and plans to stay there until you leave.”
“She told me she’d rest,” Alice said.
“Well, she lied. I guess she’s not technically working, so maybe she is resting; I don’t know. I do know that she flew here on her own just to be near you in case something happened while you were here. And she knows you have a perfectly capable security team, as well as my own, at your disposal. I think that means something, Alice.”
“It means she’s an annoying control freak.”
Alex laughed and said, “You know, I was going to warn you about something else, too.”
“About what?” Alice asked, looking at the hill in front of her, thinking about walking right over it and finding Nora to yell at her.
“There are rumors…”
“About what?”
“Us.”
“What?” Alice asked, turning back to her.
“You flying here first, and then me going there… They already knew I was in St. Rais when you were there as well, so people are starting to talk. The other royals are all married off. I’m one of the last single ones, and you’re single as far as everyone knows, so…”
“People think we’re together?”
“Dating,” Alex replied. “My secretary told me that this morning as well.”
“Oh,” Alice said.
“We’re taking care of it. I just wanted to tell you before you found out from the news.”
“What are you going to say?”
“That we’re just friends,” Alex replied. “It happens a lot whenever I spend more than five minutes with a woman. The British tabloids are the worst in the world, and they report a lot of untrue and, sometimes, awful things, but I’ll make sure people know the truth.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Alice said.
“You might want to consider going on a date or two when you get back to Kleinland, though,” Alex suggested. “It’ll help.”
“Date? I’m trying to keep from getting shot by a sniper right now.”
“I know. It would just help dispel any rumors. Maybe take the Major out. She’s pretty attractive, don’t you think?”
Alice glared toward the ridge and said, “She’s pretty frustrating, actually. Would you mind if we just headed back and had dinner now?”
“You don’t want to go see her?”
“I’m not going to give her the satisfaction.”
“Very well,” Alex said, laughing. “Let’s go.”
◆◆◆
 
Alice’s resolve lasted through the night. She didn’t get much sleep, though, thinking about Nora possibly setting up outside her room, keeping watch instead of sleeping. Around midnight, Alice got out of bed and looked out the window, trying to see if she could spot Nora in the dark checking on her. She couldn’t see anything, so she gave up and went back to bed. She got to sleep around two in the morning and woke up a little after seven on her own. Skipping breakfast, she walked down the hall and was followed by Major McShay’s second-in-command on this trip.
“Ma’am, may I ask where you’re going?” he asked.
“Over that ridge,” she said.
He probably had no clue what she was talking about, but he followed her and was joined by another guard just as she left the house. They kept a reasonable distance until they got to the gate of the property, where they were joined by another two officers from Alex’s detail. The four of them split up and surrounded her but still gave her some space. When she reached the ridge, she looked down and spotted three cottages. She didn’t know which one was Nora’s, but she’d knock on all three doors if she had to.
“Can you stay here?” she asked the men.
“Ma’am, we–”
“Who’s staying down there?”
“Only one of them is occupied at this time, Your Majesty.”
“By Major Bakker, right?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Then, I’m safe on my own.”
“Ma’am, please, let–”
“Just stay up here. You have a perfect view, right?” she asked without waiting for an answer.
She only turned for a second to see that they were standing at the top of the hill, respecting her wishes. One of them was pointing off to the right. Another was looking down the left side. Alice made her way closer to the cottages when she spotted her. Nora was outside.
“Oh, wow,” Alice said softly and stopped walking.
Just outside a cottage that looked straight out of a movie, Nora was doing yoga on a mat in the grass. Alice didn’t know anything about yoga, so she couldn’t name the pose, but Nora was stretched and had a glow about her, likely from sweat. She hadn’t yet noticed Alice, so Alice walked closer. Then, she noticed them. Nora was only wearing a sports bra and a pair of yoga pants, despite the cold temperature and lack of sun in the sky, and Alice could now see at least three scars. All of them looked angry. One was just above Nora’s hip. Another was long and on her back. A third was on her shoulder.
“Alice?”
Shit.
“Yeah. Hi,” Alice said, waving at her like an idiot.
“Your Majesty,” Nora corrected herself and moved to stand from her mat.
She was beautiful; Alice couldn’t deny it. Nora was toned and definitely fit, and it made Alice wonder if Nora ran every day or just did yoga and her martial arts.
“You were supposed to stay in Kleinland.”
“Ma’am, I–”
Alice walked over to her and said, “Nora, you were supposed to be getting some sleep. This doesn’t look like sleep.”
“I slept last night,” Nora replied, reaching for a zip-up hooded sweatshirt she’d had on the ground by her mat.
“Liar.”
“Ma’am, I promise you, I slept six hours last night, which is a good night for me.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Where’s your protection officer?” Nora asked, suddenly realizing, apparently, that Alice was alone.
“Up there.” Alice pointed behind her.
“They’re too far away. I told McShay to glue them to your side. I need to call him.”
“Excuse me,” Alice said when Nora turned to go back into the cottage.
“Sorry. Shit.” Nora promptly turned back around. “Your Majesty, may I please be–”
“Still for, like, five seconds? Yeah, you can,” Alice told her.
“Ma’am, please. It’s unsafe.”
“This is part of Alex’s estate; it’s perfectly safe. Why are you here, Nora?”
“Because I couldn’t just let you be here without me.”
“Why not?”
“Because if something happened to you, I’d never forgive myself. My father gave his life to protect you, Alice. Do you get that? If something happens to you, I’ve failed him and you. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”
Alice didn’t say anything for a minute. Then, she nodded at her.
“Don’t call Major McShay; it’s not their fault. I told them to stay up there. Can we just talk?”
“You weren’t even supposed to know I was here. Who told you?”
“Alex.”
“Of course,” Nora said, rolling her eyes.
Alice smiled at her and said, “You don’t like her very much, do you?”
“No.”
Alice laughed and asked, “You do yoga?”
“What?”
“Yoga. You were doing it when you saw me.”
“It relaxes me.”
“So, you were trying to relax, then?”
“Believe it or not, Ma’am, yes.”
“I liked it when you were calling me by my name and saying, ‘Shit,’” Alice teased.
“I do yoga when I can. It’s not always possible.” Nora zipped up her sweater.
“Will you show me one day?”
“Yoga?”
“I’ve never done it. Bexley tried it for a while and asked me to join her, but she was going to a five-in-the-morning class, and I don’t work out at five in the morning.”
Nora laughed and said, “I’m not an instructor, Ma’am. I learned from watching videos online.”
“What were you doing when I got here?”
“Lord of the Dance.”
“What?” Alice laughed.
“That’s what the pose is called.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“I didn’t name it.”
They both laughed and just stood there.
“You covered them up,” Alice spoke after a minute.
“What?”
“The scars,” she replied.
“Oh,” Nora said, stuffing her hands in her pockets.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to keep bringing this stuff up. I can’t seem to–”
“It’s okay,” Nora interrupted. “I can show you a few poses if you want. We should go inside, though. It’s not safe out here.”
“You’re here, Nora. I’m safe.”
“My guns are inside.”
“Guns? As in plural? How many?”
“You really think I only carry one gun? I told you about the second holster.”
“Where do you put the third one?” Alice asked.
“Why do you assume there’s only one other?” Nora asked, lifting an eyebrow at Alice.
Alice laughed and said, “I like you like this.”
“Like what?”
“Like someone who isn’t calling me by a title and just jokes with me.”
“I shouldn’t be.” Nora looked down.
Alice got closer and took a chance. She reached for the sweatshirt and unzipped it a bit. Then, she pushed it aside and looked at the scar on Nora’s shoulder.
“Alice…”
“Bullet?”
Nora swallowed and replied, “Yes.”
Alice nodded. Then, she unzipped the sweater the rest of the way and looked at the scar on Nora’s hip.
“What’s this?”
“Bullet, too. It just scraped the skin. Flesh wound.”
“And the one on your back?”
Nora lowered the sweater, and Alice walked to Nora’s side to look at it up close.
“Knife.”
Alice reached out and touched it.
“The war?”
“Yes.”
“Are you okay?”
“Had I not been, they wouldn’t have assigned me as your–”
“No, I’m not asking if the Major is okay; I’m asking if you’re okay, Nora.”
“I will be if this works,” Nora replied.
“You are remarkable,” Alice told her.
“I’m just–”
“A soldier? No, you’re not.”



CHAPTER 21
The following week, Nora stood beside Alice as the Queen handed out more food and supplies provided by the United Kingdom. The event went well, though Nora still didn’t like how close Alice was getting to the people. Alex had stayed behind, which made Nora feel a little bit better. The rumors that Alice and Alex were more than just friends had bothered her more than Nora cared to admit. Mr. Daughtry and his politician friends, on the other hand, wanted to play up the rumors – at least, for now. They thought it would help their cause if people thought the Queen was falling in love with a Princess who would one day inherit the most powerful constitutional monarchy in the world. Alice had said no. She wouldn’t use Alex like that.
When they were out of the items they’d brought, Alice said her goodbyes to the still-growing crowd, and they made their way back to the palace, which finally had power in all the rooms and a working kitchen. Things were changing little by little, and once the Queen had been deposited in her room, Nora decided to try to take some of it in. She drove around the city without intention. There seemed to be more people on the streets than usual. Some were even smiling. Businesses appeared busier. Parks that had been closed for years had kids with their parents in them. The city was coming to life. Nora continued her drive until she made her way outside the city to the tiny town where her grandmother still lived.
“Nora? What are you doing here?” the old woman asked when Nora walked right into the tiny house using her key.
“I wanted to check on you.”
“Oh, I’m fine.” She smiled at her granddaughter and stood to give Nora a kiss on her cheek.
Nora’s grandma was her mother’s mom. Thanks to some clever name-changing and moving around a lot several years ago, she’d been relatively protected from the government. Nora hadn’t told anyone her grandmother was still alive, and the older Nora got, people stopped asking about her family. Femke didn’t even know that the woman was still around. Nora had tried to get her grandma out of the country after her grandfather had passed away years ago, but she was a stubborn old lady who didn’t want to give up the life she had here, which wasn’t much. The house was paid for, but it only had one small bedroom with a tiny bathroom and an eat-in kitchen with only a two-burner stove top and a small fridge. It was in a town that most people forgot about, and the house sat several kilometers away from the main road.
“I brought you some food,” Nora said, holding up a few grocery bags.
“I may be old, but I’m perfectly capable of getting my own groceries, Nora.”
“I know that, but I was on my way here and thought I’d save you the trip,” Nora replied, moving to the small kitchen to put away the items.
“So, I assume you’re involved in what’s been happening?” her grandmother asked without really asking her as she sat back down in her chair. “You haven’t called or stopped by in a while. I know what that means.”
“You know I can’t talk about my work,” Nora replied.
“Who am I going to tell, Nora? I hardly leave this house.”
“It’s for your protection.”
“What’s she like?” the older woman asked.
“Who?”
“The new Queen.”
“Grandma…” Nora closed the fridge.
“I’ve seen the news: you’re standing beside her, Nora. That’s public knowledge. You can at least tell me what she’s like.”
Nora sat down in the chair next to her grandmother and said, “She’s fine.”
“She’s very pretty.”
“Aren’t all Queens?” Nora joked. “Do you want some tea?”
“No, I had tea before you got here. But you can make some if you want.”
“I’m okay,” Nora replied. “I’m sorry; I should have gotten here sooner. I wasn’t sure how things would go, so I figured it would be better to stay away for a bit until I got a hand on things. I did check in on Femke, but she’s not family, so I thought that would be okay.”
“Why did you have to check in on your girlfriend? Don’t you live together?”
Nora lowered her head and said, “We broke up before she moved in.”
“What happened to her being the one?”
“I was wrong,” Nora replied.
“I don’t want to say it…”
“Just go ahead.”
“I told you so,” her grandma stated.
“I know you didn’t like her.”
“I liked her fine. I just didn’t like her for you,” her grandmother remarked. “Every time you mentioned her, she seemed to have a problem with your job. And I know how important your job is to you.”
“She tried,” Nora said. “I’m a lot to deal with.”
“You’re just enough for someone to deal with,” her grandmother replied. “Are you doing okay?”
“Honestly, I’m good. I’m glad, actually.”
“You are?”
“When this whole thing started, I was worried because Femke was about to move in when I got the call to be the Queen’s personal guard. And that’s all I’m going to tell you about my job right now; that I’m her guard.” Nora gave her grandmother a playful glare. “When she ended things, it was one less thing to worry about. My job is all-consuming.”
“She seems lovely, by the way. Is she lovely?”
“Alice?”
“Alice, is it?” Her grandmother gave her a lifted eyebrow.
“Sorry; I meant the Queen.”
“Does she let you call her by her first name?”
“Yes, she wasn’t raised with all this; she’s used to things being less formal.”
“Is she staying here now?”
“She’s here for good. She’s going to try to help us rebuild the country.” Nora smiled.
“And do you like her? Trust her to do that?”
“I do,” Nora said instantly. “She’s really taken to her new role. She’s intelligent, funny, and she cares, Grandma. She’s honestly pretty amazing, considering all she’s been through. She had no idea about Kleinland and her family here. She grew up in this tiny town in Kansas and lost the only parents she knew so young. Then, she ended up in their foster care system and on her own. She put herself through college and became a teacher.” Nora’s smile grew wider. “She’s commanding when she needs to be. She’s thoughtful and kind. I can already see the impact she’s making just driving around the city.”
“I can already see the impact she’s making on you,” her grandma noted.
“What?”
“Your face just lit up when you started talking about her. Do you have a little crush on our new Queen?”
“What? No,” she lied.
“You had a similar look on your face when you first started talking about Femke.”
“I did not.”
“Yes, you did. But you do seem even happier now than you did back then. I’ve heard the rumors… Is our Queen interested in women? She seems very close to that Princess Alexandria.”
“She’s not. They’re friends,” Nora said, gritting her teeth.
“And you’re not jealous?” her grandmother teased.
“She’s not attracted to women, Grandma; she’s straight. And she’s just friends with the Princess; that’s all.”
“Oh, honey… You really like her, don’t you?”
“I’ve been assigned to protect her, Grandma. That’s all.”
“Then, you should be there doing that, shouldn’t you?”
“I needed a break.”
“Working too hard?”
“Yes.”
“Working too hard to deny those feelings you clearly have for her?”
“Grandma!”
◆◆◆
 
“Hi. You’re back,” Alice said when Nora entered the room.
“I am, Ma’am,” Nora replied.
“Want to eat dinner with me?”
“I’m on duty, Your Majesty.”
“So, you can’t sit with me and eat?”
“No, Ma’am.”
“Nora, you’d be sitting next to me. That means you’d be closer to me if something happened, right?”
“Ma’am…” Nora shook her head.
“What? The kitchen works now. They made me real food.” Alice nodded to the table where there were two plate settings.
“Who’s joining you, Ma’am?”
“You are. They told me you were on duty tonight, so I had them bring up food for both of us. I asked if they could make me something from home, and they came up with cheeseburgers and fries.”
“Burgers?” Nora asked, her stomach rumbling.
“Yes. Is that okay?”
“I shouldn’t.”
“Don’t make me order you.” Alice gave her a mock scowl.
Nora walked to the table and pulled out Alice’s chair.
“Your Majesty,” she said.
Alice sat down and allowed Nora to push it in for her. Then, Nora moved to sit down across from her.
“Mr. Daughtry told me I have to give a speech – my first real speech. They’re planning something for a few days from now since the President has been quiet lately. I’ve never written a speech in my life.”
“I’m sure Mr. Daughtry will have someone write it for you.”
“I want to write it myself.”
“Queens don’t write their own speeches, Ma’am.”
“Well, I want to, so I was thinking about asking for some help, but not from Mr. Daughtry or any of the other politicians.”
“Don’t look at me; I’m no speech writer.”
Alice laughed and said, “Oh, I know that. I wanted to ask Elin and Ingrid for their help. They write most of Elin’s speeches and all of Ingrid’s. I thought maybe they could help me get started or something.”
“I think that’s a good idea,” Nora replied.
“Really?”
“Of course, Ma’am. I’m sure Romero can set something up for you.”
Alice nodded and picked up a French fry.
“So, did you go check on Femke with your time off today?”
“Femke? No. I told you, I wasn’t doing that anymore.”
“I know. But you left, and you’ve only left so far to check on her.”
“Oh,” Nora said, picking up a fry from her plate. “I went to check on someone else.”
“Another ex?” Alice lifted an eyebrow.
“No.” Nora laughed. “My grandmother.”
“Grandmother?”
“No one knows about her, Alice. Not even Femke. It’s to keep her safe, especially now.”
“Father’s mother?”
“No, she died a long time ago. She’s my mother’s mom, and she lives outside the city. I haven’t been to see her since I got back, so I wanted to make sure she was okay.”
“Is she?” Alice asked.
“She is.”
“Do you want to bring her here?” Alice asked.
“What?”
“Bring her here, Nora. She’d be safer here, with you and all the guards looking over the place.”
“She’s safer there, but thank you.”
“How is she safer on her own?”
“Because right now, no one knows she’s still alive. If I bring her here, everyone will, and that puts her at greater risk,” Nora explained. “But, Alice,” Nora added, biting her lip. “Thank you. That’s a very kind offer.”
“Well, it stands. She can come here whenever she needs to and stay for as long as she needs to. That goes for you, too, you know?”
“I’m already staying here,” Nora pointed out with a smile.
“I know. I just meant you could stay longer.”
“How long, exactly?”
“As long as you want, Nora.”



CHAPTER 22
When Alice woke up, she felt energized, and she didn’t know why. She stretched in bed, took some deep breaths, and just smiled. That was weird, right? Smiling when her country needed her to be focused and determined, not happy and excited. Why was she happy and excited? She had no idea, really. She had a meeting with Elin and Ingrid today about her speech, but it would be by video since it didn’t make sense for any of them to fly just to talk about a speech. Then, she had lunch with Mr. Daughtry. Neither of those things got her excited, though.
“Your Majesty?” the voice said softly.
“Come in,” she replied.
Nora came through the closet door.
“I thought it better to come through this door than the main one, but you’re still in bed. I can come back.”
“No, it’s fine. I just woke up,” Alice said, pushing the blanket off her body.
Nora turned away.
“You need to change. I can come back in a few minutes.”
“Just go in the room and set up. I’ll be right there.” Alice laughed a little. “You’re lucky I basically have no boobs because I did not pack a sports bra before I left. I didn’t exactly plan on doing yoga in a palace when I was packing my bag to come here.”
“You–” Nora stopped as Alice stood.
“What?”
“Nothing, Ma’am.”
“Say it,” Alice said, smiling at her.
“You…” Nora pointed. “You have…”
“Boobs?” Alice finished for her and laughed again.
Yes, this was what had her excited and happy: Nora, teaching her a few yoga poses before they both began their days. Alice didn’t really care about yoga all that much, but she loved spending time with Nora. Dinner the previous night had been fun, and she’d even managed to get Nora to go a full hour without mentioning her job or calling her by some title. Nora had told her more about her grandmother and what had happened after her father had died. Alice still hadn’t gotten her to open up about the war, but she was making progress. She’d also watched Nora try to eat a messy cheeseburger with a knife and a fork. When Alice had asked her what the hell she was doing, Nora had replied that she couldn’t eat with her hands in front of a Queen.
“Okay. Bend a little more there,” Nora told her.
They only had one mat, so Alice was trying to move her body into the shape Nora seemed to want while Nora looked on.
“Here?”
“A little more at the hips,” Nora said.
“I am not this flexible, Nora.”
“Not yet, but you could be if you did this every day.”
“This is torture. I’m sweating, and we’ve been doing this for, like, ten minutes,” Alice grumbled as the blood rushed to her head.
“It’s been six minutes, and you’re fine,” Nora replied, laughing at her. “You just need to bend a little more right here.”
Alice felt Nora’s hand on the small of her back. Nora applied a little pressure, and Alice bent a little more. Then, Alice swallowed – Nora rubbed her back a bit before she pulled her hand away.
“Can you show me so that I can see what it looks like?” Alice asked.
“Of course,” Nora replied.
When Alice stood up a little too quickly, she felt dizzy.
“Oh, hold on.” Nora held on to her hips from behind. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah. Head rush.”
“Do you want some water?”
“No, I’m okay,” Alice replied, shaking her head a little. “Show me?”
Nora moved to the mat and demonstrated the pose. She’d told Alice what it was called before, but Alice couldn’t remember now as she could only focus on how flexible Nora seemed to be. She’d moved into that pose with such ease; it was as if she just walked around like this every day.
“So, you’re bent at the hips, and then your hands go here. See?”
“Yup,” Alice replied and cleared her throat.
She suddenly felt very parched. What the hell was going on?
“You want to try again?” Nora asked.
“No, I get it. I’m going to get some water, after all. Do you want some?”
“I’m all right,” Nora replied. “What time is your video conference with Norway?”
“Norway?” Alice asked as she poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher on the table in the living area. “You make it sound like I’m meeting with an entire country. It’s Elin and Ingrid.”
“They’re Queens, Alice, so it is like you’re meeting with an entire country.”
Alice took a drink and said, “Don’t make me nervous. They seemed so nice and down-to-earth when I met them in St. Rais.”
“I’m sure they are,” Nora replied. “Do you have any thoughts for your speech?”
“I have a few, and Mr. Daughtry gave me some themes and lines he wants to make sure I include.” She handed the water glass to Nora without thought.
“Are you okay with that?” Nora took a drink, also seemingly without thought.
“It’s fine. I can make it sound like I’m the one actually saying it and not some robot.”
Nora finished the water and passed the glass back to Alice.
“Are you ready for the next one?”
“Speech?”
“No, pose.” Nora smiled at her.
“Another one?”
“Alice, you’ve literally done one pose.”
“Isn’t that enough for today?”
“Do you hate it?” Nora asked.
“No, I like it. It’s just harder than I thought it would be. You didn’t count the time we spent stretching, either. If we add that time and effort, I lasted at least thirty minutes.”
“It’s been nineteen.”
“How do you–”
“I have a fancy watch, remember?” Nora held up her wrist.
“Fine. I’ll do another pose, but you make it look easy.”
“I do it often.”
“Does it help?” Alice asked, returning to the mat.
“With what?”
“Whatever you try not to talk about all the time,” Alice said.
“Sometimes.” Nora gave her a small nod.
“Do they hurt?” Alice asked, reaching out to touch the scar on Nora’s shoulder.
“This one does, sometimes, but not the scar – the bullet is still in there.”
“What?!” Alice asked.
“The field medic couldn’t get it out, and by the time we got off the front line, it was really too late to have it taken out. We don’t exactly have the best medical facilities in Kleinland, but I could have gone later and had it removed. I just don’t like being under anesthesia.”
“Control?”
“Sorry?”
“You’d be asleep – you don’t like being in situations you can’t control.”
“I don’t like being asleep, Alice,” she said.
Alice ran her fingertips over the scar again and said, “The bullet hurts, though.”
“It bumps up against things every so often, but the doctor said it would be fine.”
“What if it bumps up against something that’s important?”
“Well, right now, I don’t have much of a choice. Having it removed would mean being out of commission for a few days, if not longer.”
“When this is all over, maybe?”
“I’m not sure it’ll ever be over,” Nora replied, sighing.
Alice finally remembered to lower her hand and said, “Will you take care of it when things settle down, then?”
“I don’t–”
“I’ll be there,” Alice interrupted. “If you want, I’ll be there with you. I’ll ask the doctor if I can put on some scrubs and just hold your hand or something.” She smiled, feeling a little silly saying this to a soldier, but she’d said it, and now it was out there.
“Can we talk about it when the time comes?” Nora said.
“Okay,” Alice replied.
“I have a meeting soon myself,” Nora told her. “I should go shower and change.”
“And I should get ready for Norway.” Alice nodded.
“Just be yourself. You’ll do great.” Nora placed her hand on Alice’s forearm and gave it a squeeze. Then, she stepped back, bowed her head, and said, “Your Majesty.”
Alice watched her as she left through the closet door that connected to her room.
◆◆◆
 
“Are you nervous?” Bexley asked.
“Of course, I am. Interviews are one thing, but this is a speech.”
“You’ll do great.”
“That’s what Nora said, but I don’t know that I’m ready for this.”
“Nora told you that you’d do great?”
“Yeah, she seems to have faith in me that I do not possess,” Alice replied.
“She does, huh?”
“Yes.”
“That’s good, right?” Bexley asked.
“It is, yeah. I just don’t want to let her down.”
“Her?”
“Well, I don’t want to let anyone down, but she’s basically given up her life to be here and take care of me.”
“How is she taking care of you, exactly?”
“Bex…”
“What? It’s just a question.”
“Are you worried you’ll lose your chance with the Major?” Alice teased but didn’t like the way it sounded.
“Al, I…”
There was a knock at the door.
“Sorry, Bex; it’s about that time.”
“Al, can we talk about something important?”
“Now?”
“No, I know you have to go, but it’s something I need to tell you.”
“Can I call you later?” Alice asked.
“Your Majesty, it’s time,” Mr. Daughtry said when he opened the door and nodded at the guard.
“Sure,” Bexley replied. “Even if it’s the middle of the night my time, okay?”
“Yeah. Can you just tell me if you’re okay so I don’t worry?”
“I’m fine,” Bexley said.
“Okay. I’ll call you later, Bex.”
Alice hung up, wondering what Bexley needed to talk to her about, but only had a second before she was ushered out of her rooms, down the hall, and then into a room she hadn’t been in yet. It was a huge office with a desk toward the back wall, and there were several cameras aimed at it. The large window was open, and it looked like new curtains had been hung up.
“Ma’am, this is your office,” Mr. Daughtry told her.
“Office?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied. “It was your father’s as well.”
Alice looked around the room and noticed bookshelves filled to the edges with books. The carpet was old, but it was red with gold ornate patterns.
“My father?”
“Your mother had one as well. I can show you later if you’d like.”
Alice didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded.
“Are you ready?” he asked and motioned her over to the desk that, apparently, her father had sat at before he’d been removed from his throne and sentenced to some room in the basement until he eventually fled and died.
“Yes,” she said with a conviction she hadn’t felt before.
Elin and Ingrid had helped with the speech, but in the end, it was Alice’s, and she was proud of that. She sat down, and her eyes caught in the lights aimed at her. She lowered her gaze until they adjusted. Then, she looked back up and saw her. Nora was standing at the door.
“We’ll count down, and then you can begin,” Romero said.
Alice kept her eyes on Nora, who nodded at her. The countdown started. Someone behind the camera pointed at her. It was time.



CHAPTER 23
“Good afternoon. My name is Alice Julia Marie. Many of you have likely heard a few things about me, and I’d like to use this time as an opportunity to tell you what’s true and what’s false,” Alice began. “It is true that I was born and raised in America to amazing parents that I, unfortunately, lost years ago. I only knew Kleinland from what I’d read. I am a teacher and love teaching history to kids so that they can learn from the mistakes that were made before us and prevent ones from being made in the future. Not all that long ago, I was told that I was actually born a Princess in this very palace. Unfortunately, I was born to parents who had been removed from their positions by a corrupt government that still rules to this day. My father and mother were the rightful King and Queen of Kleinland. I’ve been told they loved their people, cared about this nation, and wanted only the best for it and everyone who called Kleinland home. While I never knew them, that same desire runs through me, too. I am here because I want to change things in Kleinland. I want to make things better for each and every one of you. With the support of those who told me who I really am, along with our nation’s powerful allies, I believe we can make those positive changes together, and I am committed to staying here until and long after those changes have been made. I have spent these few weeks learning everything I can about Kleinland; what we have to offer the world, where we struggle, and how we can get better. I believe that the President of this country wants power for himself. His greed has starved this nation of its hope, and that is unacceptable to me. I am calling upon all the people of Kleinland to work with me to reestablish Parliament and to allow me to work with its members as a constitutional monarch to remove corruption and those who value power and greed over all else from Kleinland. It is up to each of us to help our fellow citizens, to fight injustice and corruption, and to bring hope back to Kleinland. I am committed to doing my part and spreading this message far and wide; to get us the support we need from those we should be receiving support from and to remove those who pose problems to our nation from our list of allies. Kleinland is beautiful. We’ve got the beaches in the north, cliffs to the south, all-green land to the west, and majestic ice nearly all year round to the east. We have resources. We have each one of you. We have potential, and we have hope. It’s time we took back our country. Are you with me?”
Nora listened as the Queen included her own words about the beaches, cliffs, green land, and ice, remembering their walk along the water that day in the safe house. She smiled as the cameraman said cut, and Alice finally looked away from the camera.
“That was amazing,” Romero said. “Did you add that last bit?”
“The question?” Alice checked. “Yes, I thought it was important to end with a call to action.”
“I never would have done that,” Mr. Daughtry said. “That was perfect.”
“He’s going to retaliate,” Romero commented.
Nora watched Alice as the woman looked up at her. Nora smiled at her and gave her a reassuring nod.
“Major, are we ready in case he makes a move on the palace?”
“Sorry?” Nora said, realizing she’d been too focused on Alice to hear Mr. Daughtry’s question.
“If the President decides to escalate with violence, are we ready?”
“We’re as ready as we can be,” she replied. “We’ve had more former military officers and enlisted men join our cause recently, but we have to be careful. We don’t know how many we can really trust, so we’re trying to do background checks and find out about their associates, but that takes time. Right now, I don’t see the President launching an all-out attack – he’s too smart for that. He’ll try to get some of his allies to help him prepare for a civil war. Some of them will say no outright. Others might entertain the idea, but I think most of them, if not all, will tell him he’s on his own. They’ll recognize that, despite the resources they want from us, it’s not worth supporting a civil war on a small island when they could just try to negotiate with the new government.”
“Are you sure you’re not a politician?” Alice asked, walking up to Nora.
“Your Majesty.” Nora nodded at her. “That was a great speech.”
“Thank you,” Alice replied, smiling, and Nora thought she saw a blush forming on the Queen’s cheeks. “What do we do now?”
“You have a meeting with Denmark, Sweden, Finland, St. Rais, the UK, and Norway in an hour.”
“I do?” Alice asked Mr. Daughtry.
“The prime ministers and sovereigns of each country just want to welcome you. It’s an informal video meeting, but we should also use it as an opportunity to cement you in their minds as the sovereign of Kleinland. We’ll need their support if we’re going to overthrow this government and make a new one of our own, Ma’am.”
“So, no pressure?” Alice joked.
Nora laughed. Romero, Mr. Daughtry, and Alice all looked at her in surprise.
“My apologies,” Nora said.
Alice smiled at her and asked, “I assume I can’t leave the palace for a while?”
“We’ll play it by ear, Ma’am,” Nora replied. “Best I can do.”
“I understand. Do I have time to eat something before the meeting?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Romero said.
Nora met with Major McShay then to discuss some details for the following night, which would be the most important night of her life as well as everyone else involved. She hadn’t told the Queen because she didn’t want her to worry; it was better that Alice not know what was going to happen. Once Nora felt her role in the plan was understood, she retired to her room to eat a sandwich she’d made for herself in the kitchen. She reviewed the plans for McShay, the small armed force they’d managed to scrape together, and the politicians who also had a role, and finally, decided she needed to get a good night’s sleep tonight to ensure she was ready to go tomorrow night.
“Nora?”
Nora heard her name, but that couldn’t be right – no one would call her Nora here. The ground was thick with mud that she couldn’t seem to walk through fast enough. She knew it was a bullet before she even really registered the pain. It grazed her hip. The searing burn of it made her wince, but she had to keep moving. He was up ahead and injured. She had to get to him. Then, the next bullet hit her shoulder. Her arm drooped to her side, and she fell to the mud; her knees going so deep into the stuff, she knew she was a sitting duck.
“Nora?”
Nora looked around. The sight and sound of war greeted her. No one was calling her name, but he was lying there now, helpless, caked in mud and blood.
“Nora, wake up.”
Nora snapped to attention. She shot up in bed and nearly knocked over the Queen of Kleinland.
“Jesus! Are you okay?” Alice asked.
“Your Majesty,” Nora managed out.
She was breathing hard. Sweat had formed on her brow and between her breasts, among other places. She was in bed. She was safe.
“You had another nightmare; I heard you from my room. I’ve been trying to wake you up for a few minutes, but I didn’t know how to without making it worse.”
“I’m sorry,” Nora said.
“I brought you some water.”
“Thank you, Ma’am.”
Alice handed her the glass. Nora drank it all down and passed it back.
“I’m sorry. You should get some sleep. I’ll–”
“Nora, you were yelling. The guard outside my door ran into my room just as I woke up. He thought it was me. I realized it was you and told him to go back to his post.”
“I’ll talk to him in the morning.”
“I don’t care about him,” Alice stated. “What happened?”
“I should shower, Ma’am. I’ve sweat through my clothes.”
“Fine.” Alice relented, standing up and moving out of Nora’s way.
Nora walked past her and into the bathroom. She quickly showered the sweat off her body, feeling the bullet inside her shoulder and the burn on her hip as if it had just happened. When she finished, she wrapped herself in a towel and walked back to her room.
“I thought you’d left,” she spoke, realizing Alice was still sitting on her bed.
“No way. Your sheets are ruined, by the way. You sweat through them, too, and we don’t have spares, so you’re with me tonight,” Alice said.
“What?”
“Change into something and come into my room.”
“No, I–”
“And you’re not sleeping on the couch, either. Don’t argue, Major,” Alice said.
Then, she stood up and left through the closet door. Nora didn’t know what to do. Alice was right: the sheets and the pillowcase were soaked. She couldn’t sleep in this bed, but she could sleep on the floor or back in the officer’s quarters.
“Ma’am, I’m going to sleep in the–”
“Nope. I told you not to argue. Get in here,” Alice commanded and pointed at the left side of her bed. “I can watch you if you’re here.”
“The sofa, then. Please, Ma’am.”
“Nora, I’m not ordering you as Queen – I’m telling you as your friend that I need you to sleep here tonight. I need to make sure you’re okay.”
Alice’s expression and tone gave her no choice. She knew the woman would worry about her, and Nora didn’t want that, so she moved to the bed and sat down on it, facing Alice.
“Are you sure?”
“Of course.” Alice slipped down to settle under the blanket.
“I might wake you up.”
“I don’t care,” Alice replied.
Nora moved beneath the blanket as well then.
“Will you tell me?” Alice asked. “Ever?”
“It’s not something I like talking about. It takes me back there,” Nora said, turning toward her.
“So do the nightmares, I’m guessing,” Alice pointed out, rolling onto her side to face Nora.
“True.”
“Is it the same nightmare every time or a different one?”
“Mostly the same,” Nora answered.
“Have you talked to anyone about it?”
“No,” Nora said. “We don’t have the same kind of support here for things like that.”
“Well, I’ll add that to my list of things to fix.” Alice smiled softly at her.
Nora decided to take a chance and said, “We were at the bottom of the cliffs, trying to figure out how to get to the top without losing more men. We’d already suffered massive casualties.” She swallowed. “There had been a massive storm the night before we brought the boats in, and the ground had turned from dirt to mud. It made it even harder to get off the beach.” She met Alice’s eyes. “I commanded a platoon back then. I lost most of them, but there was another platoon who’d lost their commanding officer, so they joined up with ours. We trudged through the mud, dodging bullets from machine guns and mortars. I got knocked down a few times, thinking I’d been shot, but I’d been hit with pieces of shrapnel. I didn’t even notice that my cousin, Johan, was in the platoon I’d picked up. He was only a few meters away from me when he went down.” Nora paused. “His parents had been convicted of treason, just like my father, and had been imprisoned for years prior to the war breaking out. Johan and I lost touch after that. He’d blamed my father for what happened to them, but there he was, fighting on our side anyway, trying to help me win the war. He was probably only there to try to get his parents out of prison, and I watched him get shot once and fall down into the mud. I moved to him as quickly as I could, which wasn’t fast at all, and I got shot in the hip then, but I was still able to move. Then, the shoulder shot came, but I was so close to him.”
Alice slid closer, and Nora looked away for a second, unable to meet Alice’s eyes anymore.
“I managed to stand up. I yelled for a medic, but there were none nearby, and I had to get him out of the mud and up against the cliffs, where they couldn’t hit him again. He saw me. He couldn’t speak, but I could tell he recognized me. His eyes told me he needed me to get there now. I got closer, and just as I was about to reach out to pull him out of the mud, a bullet went through his head, and he was gone.”
“Oh, Nora,” Alice said softly, cupping Nora’s cheek.
“I got to the bottom of the cliff and turned around in time to see a shell hit his location. I’d tried to pull his body out of the way, but it was too buried in the mud, so I had to leave him there. I was going to go back for him, but then there was nothing to go back for.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“I see his eyes sometimes. It’s like he’s pleading for my help and blaming me at the same time. When the war ended, and we’d lost, I had to write a letter to his parents because they weren’t allowed visitors.”
“What happened to them?”
“His mom didn’t take the news well. She tried to kill herself. When the government found out that Johan and I were involved in the fighting, they executed Johan’s father. His mother tried again after that and was successful the second time.”
“You know you did everything you could, don’t you?” Alice asked.
“No, I–”
“Nora, you’re here now. You wanted to be an engineer.” Alice smiled. “And you became a soldier. You fight for what you know is right. You fight for your father, your mother, for Johan, and his parents. You fight for all the men you lost in the war. You keep fighting because you know we can change things.”
“It’s hard to keep hoping, Alice.”
“I know,” Alice said. “But we’re almost there. We can do this. We can do it together.”
“When we were in St. Rais and with Alexandria in London, I kept thinking about how Kleinland used to have what they had, and then one man who wanted everything took that away from us.”
“He deserves what’s coming to him. We’ll make sure he pays for what he’s done, Nora.”
“I hope that’s true,” Nora replied.
“Do you think you can sleep?”
“I don’t know.”
“Can you try for me?”
Nora almost said that she’d try just about anything for her. Instead, she nodded.
“Can I…” Alice began but didn’t finish. “I don’t know if this is okay, but I feel like I want to hold you tonight. It’s okay if you need space.”
“You want to hold me?” Nora asked, feeling her heart speed up.
“I can’t protect you how you protect me, but I feel like I want to protect you while you sleep. Is that weird?”
Nora shook her head.
“So, can I?”
Nora nodded. Alice held out her arm, and Nora moved until her head was on Alice’s chest. She’d never been held like this before, and while foreign, it was also familiar and very welcome.
“Good night, Nora.”
“Good night, Alice.”
“I like when you call me that,” Alice whispered.
“I know,” Nora replied, smiling against Alice’s breast as she closed her eyes.



CHAPTER 24
“Alice?”
Alice rolled onto her back and asked, “What time is it?”
Nora rubbed her arm, and Alice practically purred, loving the feel of Nora’s soft hand on her arm. Wait. Why was Nora’s hand on her arm? Alice’s eyes shot open.
“Alice, we have to go,” Nora told her. “I’m sorry. I need you to get up.”
“What time is it?” Alice asked again.
“It’s after midnight,” Nora replied.
Alice sat up and said, “What’s happening? Is the–”
“It’s happening tonight; the coup. We’ve gotten the military – or, at least, most of it – on our side. Mr. Daughtry’s doing. We need to go.”
“What? Go where?”
“Now, Alice.” Nora pulled on Alice’s hands. “Safe house. It’s precautionary.”
Alice was still groggy. She heard the words Nora was saying, but she didn’t understand them.
“I need to pack. I–”
“I packed for you this morning.”
“What?” Alice asked, standing up.
“In the car; I’ll tell you everything in the car. Please, Alice.”
Nora had called her Alice at least four times now. She hadn’t called her by the titles she usually used, so this must be serious. Alice slipped into a pair of shoes and followed Nora out of the room in her pajamas. When they got to the staircase, Nora removed her own coat and put it over Alice’s shoulders.
“It’ll be okay,” she said as she rubbed up and down Alice’s arms quickly as if to warm her.
When they made their way to a waiting-in-the-dark car, Nora slipped in next to her, closed the door, and ordered the driver to take off. Alice didn’t know what to say. She clasped her hands in her lap as they drove past Parliament. When she saw groups of soldiers moving quickly with guns out, she reached for Nora’s hand, entwined their fingers, and squeezed.
“They’re with us,” Nora said, squeezing back. “We’re taking the capital tonight. We found out the other day that the President was planning to flee to one of the few countries that will take him right now to ride this out. He was going to have you killed and claim he had nothing to do with it because he wasn’t even here, as if anyone would believe that. We planned to pick him up tonight, but we can’t find him. We have three of his closest advisors already and are picking up another five tonight. We have the army and air force on our side. The navy commanders didn’t want to get involved, but if I need to, I’ll convince whomever–”
“Nora, it’s happening?” Alice interrupted. “Now?”
“Yes,” Nora confirmed. “Tomorrow morning, there will be a Prime Minister of Kleinland, not a president. As soon as we find him, he’ll be arrested. The Prime Minister is temporary.”
“Until elections can be held?”
“Yes.”
“And what about me? Where–”
“We’re leaving the capital. I didn’t want you in the city with all of this going on. We’ll be at a different safe house in about an hour.”
“You knew this was happening yesterday, didn’t you?”
Nora nodded.
“You didn’t say anything?”
“My number one priority is to keep you safe. We needed as few people as possible to know what we were planning, and it was my decision not to tell you. I’m sorry. I thought it would be harder for you to go about your day yesterday if you knew. You had an interview with state TV and–”
“No, you were right,” Alice interrupted her, squeezing Nora’s hand again. “I’m not mad about that. I am scared about everything else, though.”
“It’s almost over, Alice. We’re going to get him. You’ll have a coronation. Fair and honest elections will be held.”
Alice smiled at her and said, “Just last night, you were worried we’d never get here.”
“I know. I wasn’t sure people would go through with it,” Nora admitted. “People have said for years that they’d go against him, and no one has ever seen it through.”
“I will,” Alice stated.
“I know.” Nora gave her a soft smile. “Do you think you could get some sleep on the drive?”
“I doubt it,” Alice replied. “My country is fighting tonight.”
Nora’s smile grew before it receded. “You could… You could sleep on my shoulder if you want.” She looked away for a second. “It’s only fair – I slept on yours last night.”
Alice placed her head on Nora’s shoulder and said, “I can’t sleep, but I can stay like this, at least.”
Nora’s arm went around Alice’s shoulders, and she said, “What do you want to know?”
“Mr. Simon is the Prime Minister?”
“Yes. He was the obvious choice. Mr. Daughtry will be his deputy until the elections.”
“And when the President is arrested?”
“He’ll face a trial.”
“A fair one?”
“As fair as he can get here,” Nora replied.
“And what about you?”
“What about me?”
“Well, if this works, I guess I’ll still need protection, but surely I won’t need a badass like you once everything settles down. Will you stay on or–”
“I’m not going anywhere, Your Majesty.”
◆◆◆
 
“You didn’t call,” Bexley said into the phone.
“I know. I’m sorry. Things got busy after the speech, and then I took care of Nora, and–”
“What’s all this about, you two taking care of each other?”
“What? Bex, she had a nightmare. I took care of her. Then, yesterday, I had an interview with state TV, which is a big deal because the President runs state TV, and he didn’t want me on it at all, but someone high up there made it happen. It was pretty last minute, so I prepped all day, and I had a dinner with a few people about economic stimulus packages. Then, I went to bed, and I forgot to call.”
“There’s a war going on there, Al.”
“It’s a coup, and I’m safe. I can’t tell you where I am, but I’m safe. I have about fifteen guards just in this building with me and more outside. Nora’s here. We’re watching stuff unfold on the news and trying to pass the time talking and playing stupid card games.”
“You’re sure this is a good idea?”
“It’s the best chance we have to take back the country. Nora’s getting updates. We’ve managed to track down a bunch of people loyal to him. She seems confident we’ll find the asshole.”
“Where is she now?”
“In the living room. I’m in the only bedroom. I can’t talk long. She let me use a burner, but she still wants us to be careful.”
“Al, I…”
“Bex, I promise, I’m okay.”
“No, it’s not that.”
“Is something wrong there?”
“No, I’m fine. We’re all fine. The press is packing up for the most part, and I haven’t seen anyone following me or anything. It’s not that.”
“Bex, what’s going on?”
“Not now. There’s too much going on.”
“Bexley, I don’t know when I’ll be able to call again. Just–”
“For years, you’ve told me you were completely straight; had never thought of another woman the way I think of women. And now, you’re taking care of Nora. It’s all you talk about. Whenever we talk, it’s Nora this, and Nora that. She’s strong and funny and smart and, apparently, teaches you yoga. I got that text, by the way. I didn’t even know how to respond, Al. How you talk about her doesn’t even come close to how you’ve talked about guys you’ve dated. You’re the Queen of a country that’s staging a coup, and you can’t stop talking about her. I can hear you smile when you talk about how she ate a cheeseburger with a knife and fork. I hear the pain in your voice when you talk about seeing her scars.”
“Bex, what–”
“Al, why do you think I’m still single?”
“Bex, I’m trying to follow you here, but–”
“I’ve been in love with you since college, Alice. Do you have any idea how hard it is to be in love with your straight best friend for over a decade? I’ve tried dating other women, but you’re always just there. We go to Stan’s, and I try to buy another woman a drink, but all I do is stare at you at our table. Now, you’re there, and I thought it would be easier. You’re far away. You’re not sitting at our table. I can finally meet someone without thinking about you all the time. But then you talk about her, and it’s like you see her the way I wish you’d see me. I–”
“Your Majesty?” Nora pushed the door open.
“Shit. Really? Is that her? In your room?”
“Bex…”
“I’m sorry. We need you out here, Ma’am.”
“Does she call you ‘Ma’am’ in bed, too, or is it just ‘Your Majesty?’”
“Bexley!” Alice yelled it. She probably shouldn’t have, but she did. “Bex, I don’t know what to say.”
All of Bexley’s words hit her at once. Never had Alice had any clue that Bexley had feelings for her. They’d been best friends for years, and Bexley had dated. She’d been in relationships. She’d had girlfriends for longer than a year before. How the hell was Alice supposed to know how she felt if she’d never said anything?
“Bex, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“I know,” Bexley said softly. “Is she still there?”
“Yes. I’m sorry. I have to go.”
“It’s probably better. I can’t seem to move on if you’re here.”
“Bex…”
“Just be open to it, okay?”
“Open to what?”
“You know what, Al. Sometimes, these things happen. Just be open to it.”
“Ma’am,” Nora repeated.
“I know, Nora. Give me a minute. I’ll–”
“Alice, I’m sorry, but it’s not safe to keep talking this long, and we need to talk to you,” Nora replied.
“So, she does call you Alice?”
“Bex, I’ll call you as soon as I can.”
“It’s okay. I mean, call me if something happens, but if not, maybe give me some time. I’ll call you, okay?”
“Yeah, okay.”
“Al, be safe.”
“I will.”
“I’m sorry,” Nora said when Alice hung up the phone.
“It’s okay. I just needed her to know I was okay, given what’s going on.”
“I understand,” Nora replied. “Can you join us out here?”
Alice nodded and stood. Nora and a few other officers went over the updates. Alice sat down next to Nora and watched the news unfold on the small TV in the safe house. When Alice leaned into her, though, Nora stood. Alice looked around, realizing they weren’t alone here – Nora wouldn’t act the same way she did when they were alone. It hurt, but Alice understood.
“Ma’am?”
“Huh?” Alice asked, her eyes barely open.
“Why don’t you get some sleep?” Nora said softly.
Alice opened her eyes all the way and found Nora kneeling in front of her.
“I’m okay.”
“Alice, please,” Nora said even softer.
“Will you come with me?”
“I’ll stay out here with the men.”
“Please,” Alice requested.
Nora nodded and said, “For a little while.”
“Thank you.”
Alice followed Nora to the bedroom, and Nora closed the door behind them as Alice crashed onto the bed.
“I believe you’re supposed to be under the blanket, not on top of it,” Nora joked.
“How are we doing out there?” Alice asked.
“There will be a few days of unrest. It won’t end tonight.”
“So, we’ll be here for a few days?” Alice asked.
“We’ll move tomorrow. It’ll just be us this time. It’s lower profile that way, and we could use more guards on the new Prime Minister and Mr. Daughtry, but we’ll be safe.”
“I know.”
“You should get some sleep, Ma’am.”
“Will you stay in here?”
“They’ll talk,” Nora replied.
“I don’t care. I don’t want to be alone right now, Nora.”
“Give me a minute.” Nora opened the door, disappeared behind it, and then returned a few minutes later. “I told them I’d be sleeping on the floor, per your orders.”
Alice smiled and said, “Thank you.”
“I can only stay for a little while. I’m still on duty.”
“We’ll sleep for a few hours. Then, you can go back to being Major Badass, okay?”
When Alice woke up again, Nora wasn’t in bed with her. Alice stretched and stared at the ceiling. She recalled how she’d gotten here in the middle of the night. Then, she remembered the phone call with Bexley and closed her eyes again. She hated that she’d caused her best friend pain, but she didn’t know what to do about it with everything else going on. And Bex had asked for some time, so Alice would give that to her.
“Ma’am?
“Yeah?” Alice opened her eyes and found Nora standing in the doorway.
“I thought you could use some coffee. Drink this, and it’s time to go, okay?”
“Thank you,” Alice said, smiling when Nora handed her the mug of hot coffee.
Was Bexley right? Alice looked at Nora, who stood there, staring at her.
“What?” Alice asked.
“I just wanted to ask you if you slept well, Ma’am,” Nora replied.
“I did. Thank you.”
Nora smiled back at her and said, “You should get dressed while you drink that. I need to get your stuff in the car.”



CHAPTER 25
“Where are we going? Can I know?” Alice asked her.
“You’ll know soon enough,” Nora replied.
“And it’s okay that it’s just you and me?”
“I think it’s better this way. No one knows where I’m taking you, not even Mr. Daughtry or the acting Prime Minister. Our phones can’t be traced, and we’ll keep an eye on the news and decide when it’s safe to contact them and maybe head back to the palace.”
“Okay. I trust you, Nora. It just feels wrong hiding like this. Shouldn’t I be there, in the capital, helping somehow? They’re rallying around me – or, at least, the monarchy.”
“There’s nothing for you to do. You’re not a soldier, and you’re not a politician. Right now, we have people searching for the President, and it’s best for you to be out of the spotlight until this is all done. We’ll go back as soon as we can.” She looked over at Alice as she drove.
It was interesting to her. At some point, Alice went from being the Queen to her to just Alice, and Nora knew that was dangerous. Even when the President was found, and he and the corrupt people who followed him were locked up, there would still be a danger, and Nora needed to be ready for that at all times. She couldn’t get too close to the woman she was supposed to be protecting. Alice made it difficult, though. She was beautiful, with her long reddish-blonde hair and green eyes. She was just Nora’s type physically, but in all other ways, Nora also felt connected to her. She wasn’t sure what to do about that yet, but if she could just focus on keeping Alice safe for now, she wouldn’t have to focus on her growing feelings for a Queen she couldn’t ever have.
“Grandma,” Nora greeted when she pushed open the door.
“Hello, honey,” her grandma replied from her chair. “Is she here?”
“Hi,” Alice said, giving Nora’s grandmother a small wave as she walked to the open doorway.
“Your Majesty,” the older woman replied, standing up and bowing her head.
“Oh. Please, sit. Don’t stand for me. This is your house, after all,” Alice said, smiling at her.
“Come in, Your Majesty. Please, come in.” Nora’s grandmother motioned with an open hand.
“Go ahead,” Nora encouraged, smiling at Alice.
When Alice entered the small house, Nora went back to the car to grab their bags. By the time she’d returned, Alice was sitting on the sofa next to her grandmother, laughing about something. How long had she been gone? Nora hadn’t ever spent five minutes with someone and had them laughing and in deep conversation, and she was including the women she’d dated.
“Well, it’s just a small place here. I hope it’ll be all right for you for a few days, Alice.” She looked up at Nora, who dropped their bags at the door. “She told me it’s okay to call her Alice, and that you don’t like to listen to that when she tells you, so I’m supposed to convince you to call her by her name.”
“Grandma,” Nora said, shaking her head.
“I feel like we’re putting you out,” Alice said to Nora’s grandmother, placing her hand on top of the old woman’s.
“Oh, no. Please. This isn’t much, but it’s home. And Nora’s kept me safe here all these years, so when she called and suggested you two come here for a few days while things get worked out in the city, I agreed that this was probably the safest place for you.”
“This place is still bigger than my apartment back in Kansas,” Alice commented. “And it’s cozy in here. We were just in this government safe house that had nothing homey about it, so I’m glad to be here. Thank you for having me.”
Nora smiled at the exchange and said, “The sofa folds out into a small bed. You can have that. I’ll take the floor.”
“She’ll sleep in my room,” Nora’s grandma said.
“Oh, absolutely not,” Alice replied. “I’m not taking your bed from you. The sofa bed will be just fine. I’ve slept on worse. When I was in college, I lived in a dorm, and the mattress – if you could even call it a mattress – was hard as a rock. I’ll be just fine on the sofa.” She turned to Nora. “And you can share it with me. It’s big enough for both of us; no sleeping on the floor.”
“The floor will be just–”
“Does she always argue this much?” Alice asked her grandmother.
“Hey!” Nora exclaimed.
“She’s stubborn. She gets that from my side of the family, I think.”
“I’m standing right here,” Nora remarked, smiling at both of them.
“Since you’re standing, you can make us all some tea,” the older woman said.
“Yes, Grandma,” Nora said, laughing a little.
Nora had been smart about this whole thing. On her most recent visit, she’d bought way too many groceries and had put some of them away in the outdoor shed, knowing it was cold enough outside to keep everything at the right temperature until she got back. She disappeared outside, grabbing one last bag from the car, and then made her way to the shed to grab the grocery bags she’d stowed in case they ended up here, which she’d guessed correctly that they would. Returning, she found the two women still talking, and her grandmother seemed so happy just to have company, that Nora almost felt like this was just a visit from a friend instead of the safest place she could think of to keep the Queen far away from danger while the country went through a political coup.
“Here you go,” Nora said, handing her grandmother a cup of hot tea with milk. “And this is for you.” She passed Alice a cup.
“Coffee?” Alice asked, looking down into the cup.
“Yes, it’s instant. Is that okay?” Nora asked.
“I had coffee?” her grandmother asked.
“No, you didn’t.” Nora smiled softly at Alice.
Alice smiled back, nodded at her, and returned her attention to Nora’s grandmother. Nora then poured herself a cup of tea as well and joined them. She turned on the old television and watched the news try to describe what was going on in the city and around the country. After an hour or so of that, she turned to see her grandmother was asleep on the sofa.
“We should turn it off. It might wake her,” Alice said, wrapping the woman with the blanket from over the back of the sofa. “Can we go for a walk? We’re pretty isolated out here.”
“Let me grab an extra gun.”
“You have two strapped to your ankles right now, Nora. I can see them through your pants.”
“One is a gun. One is a knife.”
“And the one in your hip holster,” Alice pointed out. “Just a short walk. When we come back, I’ll make us a late lunch or something.”
“There are two in there now,” Nora told her.
“Really?” Alice said, shaking her head at her.
“Fine,” Nora said.
“Don’t sound so excited about it, Nora,” Alice retorted, standing up.
“You roll a lot when you sleep. I hardly got one minute of peace last night. I’m tired,” Nora replied.
“I do not,” Alice argued, reaching out for both of Nora’s hands to help pull her up from the chair.
“Yes, you do. I think I got a foot in my ass at one point,” Nora said.
“Well, maybe you deserved it.” Alice winked at her. “Come on. Let’s let her sleep.”
◆◆◆
 
“Chop those,” her grandma said, passing her carrots. “This technically should cook all day, but I didn’t know I had all these vegetables outside in my shed, or I would have started cooking it this morning.”
“I was going to tell you about them if we didn’t come here. I just wanted to make sure we had food for a few days without having to leave,” Nora replied, chopping the carrots and dropping them into the soup pot.
“And don’t think I didn’t notice you bought our Queen coffee.”
“She doesn’t drink tea.”
“And for the record, my dear, I wasn’t asleep for everything before you two went for your little walk.”
“What do you mean?” Nora asked.
“I heard your whole exchange. Something about being in a bed together.”
“Grandma, she’s had to move from safe house to safe house. There aren’t a lot of sleeping options.”
“It’s not just that – it’s how you are together.” Her grandmother tossed potatoes into the pot. “You care about her, Nora. Anyone could see that. She cares about you, too. It’s pretty obvious, and I’m an old woman.”
“Not that old,” Nora said, trying to deflect.
“She’s lovely, dear, and very sweet. I can tell she cares about Kleinland. She asked you at least a hundred questions about what we saw on TV. She wants to get back, doesn’t she?”
“She wants to help.”
“Then, she was the right woman for the job, after all.”
“Yes, she is,” Nora said softly.
“Is she also the right woman for you?”
“She’s a Queen. And she’s straight. We’ve been over this, Grandma.”
“Honey, she likes you.”
“Yes, likes me. We’re friends, I suppose.”
“You suppose?”
“I’m supposed to be protecting her, not befriending her.”
“Well, you don’t always get to choose who comes into your life and how, Nora. Maybe Alice was supposed to meet you. You seem happier. I’ve never seen you smile so much. And she makes you laugh – you never laugh, baby.”
“I laugh.”
“Not like this. I’m just saying that I like how you are with her. But if you don’t think she can feel the same way, for whatever reason, you should try to protect your heart.”
Nora sighed and said, “I know.”
“Nora!”
The yell came from the living room. Nora dropped the knife on the cutting board, grabbed her gun from her holster, and ran around the wall to find Alice standing in the middle of the room, pointing at the TV.
“What’s wrong? Where is he?” Nora asked, pointing her gun in every direction; head on a swivel, looking for an intruder.
“Nora, it’s not… Put the gun down,” Alice told her. “They found him.”
“What? Who?” Nora asked, keeping her gun out just in case.
“The President. He was located on a boat, trying to flee the country at the coast. They found him. He’s under arrest and headed to the capital.”
“Really?” Nora asked, putting her gun back in the holster and walking over to stand next to Alice, whose hair was still wet from the shower she’d just taken.
“He didn’t put up a fight,” Alice said.
“They got him?” Nora asked mainly herself.
Without warning, she fell back onto the sofa.
“Nora!” Alice moved to her side.
“They found him,” Nora said softly.
“He’s under arrest,” her grandma said discontentedly, walking into the room. “After all that man did to this family and this country, I was hoping they’d shoot him.”
“Are you okay?” Alice whispered into Nora’s ear, pushing her hair away from her face.
“I’ve been waiting for this moment my entire life.”
Alice smiled down at her and said, “There’s going to be a trial. We’ll handle this the right way. He’ll go away forever, Nora. You don’t have to worry about him ever again.”
Nora nodded, hoping that was true.
“Chicken soup will be ready in about an hour,” Nora’s grandmother announced. “I have an old bottle of whiskey I stowed away years ago. Should we have a drink to celebrate?”
“Should we?” Alice asked Nora.
Nora looked up and into those green eyes, smiled, and nodded.



CHAPTER 26
“Things are going better than we expected. We didn’t know that we’d be able to get most of the military on our side,” Mr. Daughtry said. “With that, it was far less difficult to take control of the capital than we planned for, which made the civil unrest less worrisome. There have been no protests and only a few outbursts that the police have been able to take care of. So, now is the time for us to strike.”
“I thought we already did that,” Alice replied, taking a drink of her coffee.
“Different kind of strike. I’d like to invite the members of other royal households here for a celebration, Ma’am.”
“A party? You think we should be partying right now?”
“Not a party; it would be a gathering. But there would also be meetings during the day where we could discuss how the new Kleinland would now fit into northern Europe. We’ve been tossed aside for years, but now is the time for us to get you out there, meeting Kings and Queens, prime ministers, and prominent members of Parliament with Mr. Simon. There will be a small gathering to celebrate new beginnings, but we’ll make sure the press understands that we’re working, not partying.”
“Okay. If you think it will help, that’s fine with me. The palace is really starting to look nice,” she said.
“We’ve been renovating as quickly as we can, and I think we’ve made a lot of progress,” Romero added, smiling at her. “We’ll have enough rooms ready for the royals and diplomats who need to stay here for a few days, as well as the ballroom, conference rooms, and your office, at least, Ma’am.”
“Right,” Alice said, remembering her father’s office that she’d only sat in once to deliver her first speech.
“And I was hoping to run something else by you, Your Majesty,” Mr. Daughtry said.
“Okay.”
“I realize this is probably not the best time in your mind, but with the rumors about you and Princess Alexandria dying out, the people are going to expect you to find someone soon to stabilize the monarchy.”
“We’re back to this…” Alice said, lifting an annoyed eyebrow at the two men sitting on the sofa opposite her.
“Ma’am, it’s just the way it is. I’m not saying you have to marry someone tomorrow and have children immediately after, but we’re dealing with a country that is just getting its monarchy back and going through major changes – people need to know that it’s not going away. They won’t just want a distant relative to take over after you–” He stopped.
“I get it. What are you suggesting, exactly? And I’m not agreeing to anything; I just want to hear you out, and we’ll go from there.”
“There’s someone I’d like you to meet. It will be in private; no one outside of the palace will know about it. And if it turns into something, great. If not, we’ll move on.”
“Move on? You’re talking about my love life as if it’s some bill you’re trying to turn into a law. I’ve seen that Schoolhouse Rock. I don’t plan on sitting on Capitol Hill waiting for Mr. Right to just show up and turn me into a real Queen.”
“Ma’am, I understand this is uncomfortable, but this is how it’s done. The monarchies of the world are far more modern these days than they have been, but in some ways, the traditions of old haven’t all been tossed aside,” Romero said.
“Who’s this guy you want me to meet?”
“Well, his name is Maxwell. He’s thirty-five years old. He’s technically from an old aristocratic family, but their titles were stripped years ago by the President, so he isn’t a Duke, but he was able to leave Kleinland for university and went to school in the States. Columbia University for his undergraduate work, and Brown for his graduate studies. He left school during his final year to return home to fight in the war, and he was injured early on and had to leave the front, but he’s been fighting with us on our side for years.”
“He sounds perfect,” Alice said, waiting for the catch.
“I like to think he’s pretty close,” Mr. Daughtry replied, shifting in his seat.
“So, why is he still single? And why on earth would he want to go on a date with me?”
“Well, Ma’am, he’s my son,” Mr. Daughtry revealed.
And there was the catch.
◆◆◆
 
Alice watched him as the soup bowl was placed in front of him, and she waited for the slurp. She suspected he was raised not to slurp his soup, but she needed proof. When he put the spoon to his lips, and she heard no sound, she started to believe she’d been right: Maxwell Daughtry was pretty perfect.
“And you came here,” he said, his kind blue eyes boring into her own. “I still can’t believe you did it. I don’t know that I would have.”
“You left school to come home and fight in the war, didn’t you?” she asked.
“Yes, Ma’am. But I hardly think that’s the same thing. I was a lowly sergeant who got shot in the leg my third day of fighting; you’re the Queen of a country. You’d never even been here and knew nothing of your family history.” He smiled softly. “But you still came. And now, we’re finally able to say that we’ve won. Our corrupt President is behind bars. Our natural resources are back within our control. We’re working toward a better Kleinland for the people.”
“That’s what I want,” Alice said, tasting her own soup for the first time.
Maxwell was a gorgeous man. His dark hair balanced with his fair skin and his blue eyes. He’d dressed in a suit with a thin blue tie and a checked shirt under his jacket. He looked like the perfect combination of a wealthy aristocrat and a casual thirty-something guy on a first date with a woman. Alice, herself, had worn one of the few dresses she’d brought with her, and they were eating in the dining room that had been cleaned out that day. The old sixteen-seater table had been destroyed, and it still hadn’t been replaced, so they’d been sat at a regular four-seater, which made it feel a lot more normal for Alice.
“And will your friends come for a visit?” he asked as he sipped his after-dinner tea.
“I don’t know. Maybe. I haven’t asked them. I–”
The door to the room opened, and Nora walked in. Alice watched as she whispered something to the guard who was in the room with them, and the guard left. Nora took his place and clasped her hands in front of her. She must be on duty now. Alice hadn’t seen the woman all day and was wondering where she was, but she didn’t want to disturb Nora if it was her day off and she was catching up on some much-needed sleep or time with her grandmother. Their time there had lasted for four days and three nights, and despite all of the craziness going on around them, Alice had had actual fun. Nora’s grandmother had told her stories of Nora growing up. They’d played a card game that was popular in Kleinland. Alice had been convinced Nora had cheated, which had led them to a lot of laughter and denials from Nora on the subject. After her grandmother had gone to sleep, they’d stayed up late, relaxing on the sofa bed and talking about what was going on and what would happen once Alice returned to the palace. Still, Nora had failed to mention that Mr. Daughtry and Romero had planned to set her up on dates so she could get married and pop out an heir and a spare as quickly as possible.
“Your Majesty?”
“Huh?” Alice asked, returning her attention to Maxwell.
“You were saying something,” he said.
“I was?” she asked.
“About your friends coming for a visit,” he reminded.
“Oh, yeah. I haven’t asked them. With everything going on, I didn’t want them coming here. Things were and still kind of are a little unsafe.” Alice turned back to Nora, who was looking out the window to her right.
“Maybe you could plan something for a few weeks from now. We should have things well in hand by then,” he said.
“Yeah, I might do that,” she replied, still looking in Nora’s direction.
When Nora finally turned to face her, Alice smiled at her, and Nora gave her a tight smile in return. It wasn’t the smile Alice had seen time and time again when they were relaxed at her grandmother’s house.
“So, I understand there’s going to be a party here,” Maxwell spoke again.
“Sorry?” she said, turning back to him.
“Are you feeling all right, Your Majesty?” he asked, leaning forward.
“You know, now that you mention it, I’m not feeling all that great. I think I ate something that’s not agreeing with me.”
“Oh. Would you like me to send for someone? The palace doctor?”
“No, it’s just an upset stomach,” Alice lied. “I think I just need to get some rest. It’s been a busy few weeks.”
“Of course,” Maxwell said. “Can I walk you to your room?”
“I think my guard is supposed to do that. Have you met Major Bakker?”
Maxwell turned toward Nora and nodded.
“Yes, we’ve known each other for a while,” he said. “Major.”
“Sergeant Daughtry,” Nora replied, nodding at him.
“Major, should I assume you’ll be walking me to my room?” Alice asked.
“Ma’am, you are free to have whomever you want walk you to your room,” Nora replied.
Alice thought she’d been pretty obvious with her hint, but, apparently, Nora hadn’t picked up what Alice had been attempting to put down.
“Oh. Well, great,” Alice said, giving Maxwell a small smile.
He really was amazing. He’d earned a medal in the war and had gone from fighting with guns to fighting behind the scenes at the war office. He’d also ended up finishing his graduate degree in the environmental sciences, and as they walked up to her room, he explained more about what he did, and Alice tried to listen. She really did try, but she kept thinking about that tight smile from Nora and the fact that they’d been so in sync lately, but Nora hadn’t gotten her hint that she didn’t want Maxwell to walk her to her room.
“Well, thank you,” Alice said when they arrived at her closed door. “I had a nice time.”
“As did I, Ma’am,” Maxwell replied, taking her hand and kissing it. “Would I be too forward if I asked for another date when you’re feeling better?”
‘No, you’d be fucking perfect,’ Alice thought to herself, but her eyes weren’t on Maxwell; they were on Nora, who stood several feet away from them and was staring at the wall.
“Of course,” she said, smiling at him.
Maxwell smiled and nodded.
“Your Majesty, I hope you feel better soon.”
Alice watched him walk down the hall, and then he disappeared.
“Are you all right, Ma’am?” Nora asked her. “Should I get the doctor?”
“I’m fine. I’m not feeling sick. I was just done with the night.”
Nora finally looked at her and checked, “You’re retiring for the evening?”
“Nora, you can talk like a normal person now; we’re alone. And yes, I’m retiring for the evening,” she mocked.
“Very well. I’ll let Major McShay know, and I’ll see you in the morning, Ma’am.”
Nora bowed her head in Alice’s direction, opened the door to her own room, which was next to Alice’s, and just like that, she was gone.
◆◆◆
 
“He’s hot,” Stan noted.
“Stan!”
“What? You’re sure he’s straight? His pictures online make him look like he could be on the cover of GQ. Does he really dress that well?”
Alice laughed and said, “Yes, he does. He’s very hot; I agree with you.”
“I wonder what your kids would look like; your hair and his eyes. Actually, your eyes and his hair.”
“Okay. Let’s slow down. It was one date.”
“You said you like him.”
“I do, but it was still one date.”
“Fine. But he’s good-looking, and if he’s available and you like the guy, you should give it a try. Maybe he’s the one. He didn’t slurp his soup. I’d say that’s a sign.”
“I didn’t call you to talk about Maxwell,” she said, laughing lightly.
“Okay. What’s up?”
Alice moved from her bedroom to the living room of her suite, hoping the distance wouldn’t allow Nora to hear her. She couldn’t exactly close the door connecting their rooms without Nora wondering what was going on.
“How’s Bex?” she asked.
“Oh,” Stan uttered. “She’s still not talking to you?”
“She said she needed space, so I want to give that to her, but she’s my best friend, Stan.”
“She’s been into you for a while, Al. This is a tough pill for her to swallow.”
“That I don’t have those kinds of feelings for her?”
“That you might have them for another woman,” he replied. “Although, you called me and led with this hottie, who is definitely all man, so maybe she was wrong.”
“Stan, she thinks I’m interested in Nora.”
“I know what she thinks. She told me. Is she right?”
“No, Nora’s just the only person here I can really talk to about anything.”
“What about Maxwell?”
“I just met the guy.”
“But could he be someone you talk to?” Stan asked.
“I guess. He’s smart and funny, and I can tell he’s really kind.”
“Well, there’s something,” Stan said.
“Is Bex ever going to talk to me again?”
“Of course, she will. She’ll be fine. Honestly, I think she just thinks she’s in love with you. I believe it’s more of an infatuation than anything else. In fact, she went home with someone last night.”
“She did?”
“Yeah. I think she might have gotten laid for the first time in a while. Lord knows that girl needed it.”
Alice laughed and said, “I love her. I just…”
“Not like that. I know, sweetie. She knows that, too. It’s just that seeing you all into the sexy bodyguard did something to her, I think.”
“Nora is–”
“Oh, Al. I don’t care. You could want to marry the Major or this new guy – it doesn’t matter to me. I just want you to be happy. Bex wants that, too. Just be honest with yourself; that’s the only thing that matters, okay? If it’s Maxwell, Nora, or someone else entirely – just be honest about how you feel. Bex and I both know all too well what it’s like to have feelings we don’t want to admit to ourselves. So, if that’s you right now, just admit them and let that woman take you against a wall or something.”
“Stanley!”
Stan laughed and said, “And if it’s not you, give this Max guy a chance. The man can wear a suit.”



CHAPTER 27
“No, I’m not doing that,” Alice stated.
“I understand; it’s too soon. But you shouldn’t go unescorted,” Romero told her. “All the other royals will have escorts.”
“Will Alex have an escort?”
“I don’t believe so, no. But the Kings and Queens will. Her Royal Highness Alexandria is a Princess, Your Majesty. You’re a Queen. This is also your party.”
“I’m not announcing Maxwell as my official escort, Romero. People will think we’re a couple. We’ve been on one date,” Alice argued. “That’s how this all works, right?”
Nora listened to the exchange, wanting to say something on Alice’s behalf, but now that the fighting was over and the Queen was safely back in the palace, she was essentially a glorified bodyguard. In fact, McShay had even suggested she return home and no longer stay in the palace since his team could keep Alice safe in the palace now that the government was controlled by them. Nora wasn’t sure she’d be content just being Alice’s bodyguard, especially when that would mean watching her on dates and, eventually, get engaged, married, and have children with someone. It could be Maxwell Daughtry. It could be someone else at the party they’d have. Nora didn’t want to admit it to herself, but she really had no choice: Alice was beautiful, even when annoyed, which she was right now.
“Ma’am, I understand. You don’t technically have to announce him as your escort. He can just attend.”
“How about I go to this one alone, and Maxwell and I will play things by ear, okay? I like him, Romero. He was a perfect gentleman. But I’m not ready to bring a date to anything. And I definitely don’t want to bring one to my first party at the palace – I want people to be able to see me stand on my own two feet. I don’t need a man at my side to be a strong Queen.”
“Of course not, Ma’am.” Romero nodded at her.
“So, we’re agreed,” Alice concluded.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“When do they start arriving?”
“Most of them will get in tonight. They didn’t want to fly on the same day as the party. The rest will arrive just before it tomorrow night.”
“When is Alex scheduled to get in?”
“Tomorrow, Ma’am. She’ll be coming with her parents, of course.”
“Right,” Alice said. “Okay.”
“I’ll leave you alone, Ma’am. We finally have a dresser. She’s Finnish but has been living here for a few years now. She comes well-recommended and will bring dresses for you to try on for the party.”
“Oh, right. I guess I’ll need more clothes.”
“That reminds me: the ones you requested have finally arrived from your old apartment. I’ll have them brought up and put away for you.”
“I don’t need anyone to put them away for me.”
“Ma’am, may I speak freely?”
“You weren’t before?”
Nora nearly laughed at that.
“Ma’am, you’re a Queen. We’ve had to operate under difficult circumstances, but now that things are beginning to calm down, there will be a few changes here. You’ll have a dresser, clothes that are appropriate for the events you’ll have to attend, and you’ll have people take care of things around here. The palace chef was the first person we put in place, but he definitely won’t be the last. It will take some time, since we can’t be frivolous with the money we do have, and we need Parliament to approve–”
“As few as possible,” Alice interrupted.
“Sorry?”
“I want to stimulate the economy, and opening up jobs helps do that, but the money comes from the taxpayers, so we need to make as few hires as possible right now, Romero. I don’t need someone to unpack my things for me. A chef is one thing – we’ll have events here and stuff – but I don’t need much, and it’s just me here.”
“It won’t be forever, Ma’am.” Romero smiled at her.
“Maybe not, but if I need more later, we’ll talk, okay? I wasn’t raised with much, so this is already a little ridiculous to me. I don’t need anything crazy. And if one day, I marry and have those kids you all seem to want me to have tomorrow, we can figure out what we all need then.”
“Ma’am,” Romero said and dismissed himself.
After he was gone, Nora stared at Alice for a moment, taking her in. She was the perfect Queen for the perfect moment. She just seemed to know what to do and what to say, even when her advisors suggested something else. She was endlessly impressive.
◆◆◆
 
Later that night, Nora watched her perfect Queen sit off to the side of the room as Elin and Ingrid talked about their honeymoon and a recent trip to Egypt shortly after. Elizabeth and Palmer sat snuggled up on a sofa. Mari, Elin’s sister and future Queen of Denmark, sat next to her husband, the future King. Nora stood at the door and watched as Alice sat in a chair by herself, looking a little sad. It made Nora almost wish Alexandria was here because Alice seemed to like spending time with her, and maybe the Princess would make her feel less alone right now.
When it got late, Elizabeth and Palmer were the first to say goodnight. Mari and her future husband retired for the evening right after. Elin and Ingrid stayed downstairs for a bit longer before Ingrid yawned for the fourth time and Elin took her wife upstairs. Then, it was just Alice sitting in the chair, looking so small in a parlor room with a dying fire and empty wine glasses on the table.
“I should clean up,” Alice spoke.
“No, Ma’am,” Nora replied.
“I can at least take the dirty glasses into the kitchen, Nora.”
“No, you can’t. The staff will take care of it, Ma’am,” she said.
“Then, I’ll just go upstairs and get some sleep, I guess.” Alice sighed. “You can report to McShay that I’m in for the night if you need to.”
Nora got an idea and decided to just say it.
“Have you been on the roof?”
“I’m sorry?” Alice stood up from her chair.
“The roof of the palace.”
“No, I’m barely allowed to leave my room.”
“It’s night, and it’s safe now. Would you like to come up there with me?”
“I’m tired, Nora. It’s late.”
“Just for a few minutes. I’d like to show you something if you let me.”
“Okay,” Alice said, sighing again.
Nora walked alongside her until they made their way to the floor where their bedrooms were located. She asked Alice to wait for her and returned with coats for both of them before they made their way to the access door, which led them to the roof of the palace.
“Major?” a guard asked.
“It’s fine. Can you give us a minute, Sergeant?”
“Of course. Your Majesty,” he said, bowing slightly to Alice and then letting them walk past.
“Nora, what are we doing up here? It’s freezing.”
“It’s time,” Nora said.
“For what?”
“Look.” Nora pointed to the sky just as they began.
“Oh,” Alice uttered.
“Things have been so crazy since you arrived. You’ve been on the run and kept indoors. I doubt you’ve even stayed up this late unless it was because we had to flee.”
“Yeah,” Alice replied.
“I know things are intense – you have decisions to make, and people will ask you for things you might not want, so things will get crazy in a different way soon – but I wanted you to see this because this is part of Kleinland, too.” Nora motioned to the city. “This is your country now, Alice. This is your capital city. The park you fed people at is just over there.” Nora pointed a little to her right. “That’s the opera house that has great performances. We have a few football fields over there just waiting for a league to start up and occupy them. Our subway system used to be one of the best in the world. It’s unreliable now, so it could use some work, but thousands of people use it every day to get to their jobs around the city. The North Sea is just over there, and you have natural gas and oil that belongs to Kleinland, not the former President. There are great universities here, and they could be even better. There’s one named after your great-grandfather on the other side of that building.” Nora pointed to her left. “Then, there’s this.” She motioned to the sky. “People here sometimes forget to look up. Things have been so awful for so long; they never wanted to look up to see something beautiful because they couldn’t have beautiful things. You don’t have these in Kansas, do you?”
“No, we don’t,” Alice replied, her eyes glued to the sky.
“The Northern Lights are a symbol of what we could become. They’re hope to me of something better finally becoming possible, Alice.”
Alice finally met Nora’s eyes and said, “They’re beautiful.”
“Kleinland can be, too.”
“I know that,” Alice said.
“You looked sad tonight.”
“I did?”
“Yes.”
“I guess I am a little.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. It’s so much change all at once. And I see these three couples tonight, looking so fit for royal duty and happy in their relationships, and I don’t have that.”
“Alice, you’re not going to–”
“Leave?” Alice interrupted. “Is that why you brought me up here? You think I’d leave after all this?”
“I don’t know. I just saw you looking lonely, and I got worried.”
“I have a feeling Kleinland would be just fine without me, but no, I’m not leaving. I made a commitment, Nora. I’m here now.”
Nora nodded and said, “Okay. Good.”
“The lights are gorgeous, and I would’ve loved to stand out here all night to watch them, but I’m freezing. This coat isn’t exactly–”
“Apologies. Of course.”
They made their way back inside, and Nora saw Alice to her room before going to her own. Then, she closed the door linking their rooms and dialed.
“Hello? Bexley? This is Major Nora Bakker.”
“Yes. Is Alice okay?”
“The Queen is fine. I was wondering if you’re available to talk for a few minutes.”
“She’s really okay?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora replied. “I have a question for you and Stanley.”
“No one calls him Stanley unless he’s in trouble,” Bexley said.
“Right. Stan, then.”
“Nora, what’s going on?”
“There’s a party at the palace tomorrow night – the Queen’s first – and there will be a lot of people here she doesn’t know. I just thought…”
“Does she know you’re calling me?”
“No, she doesn’t.”
“Oh,” Bexley said, sounding disappointed.
“Are you and Stan free tomorrow? Well, it would really be as soon as possible so that you can get here.”
“For the party?”
“Yes.”
“Oh. In Kleinland?”
“Yes,” Nora repeated. “I think Alice needs to see her friends, even if it’s just for a couple of days.”
“Alice?”
“Yes.”
“You called her Alice.”
“Oh, sorry. I–”
“It’s okay,” Bexley said. “I don’t even know if I could get a flight out. I mean, can we even fly direct to Kleinland, or would–”
“If I can take care of the arrangements, could you get here?”
“I’d have to talk to Stan, but I know I could, at least.”
“Can you speak with him and let me know?”
“Sure,” Bexley said.
“Thank you.” Nora smiled in response. “I’ll be waiting by the phone.”
“Oh. Now?”
“Yes, please.”
“Okay. I’ll call him.”
“Thank you.”



CHAPTER 28
“Bex?” Alice said.
“Hey,” Bexley replied, smiling at her.
“Oh, my God! This is your fucking palace,” Stan said from behind Bexley.
“What are you two doing here?” Alice asked.
She stood inside her suite and saw her two best friends standing in the open doorway.
“We’ve had a ridiculously long flight,” Stan replied, walking in and instantly giving Alice a hug. “If there’s a party tonight and there will be single, handsome Princes there, I need a long nap and my full routine to get ready. Is there a tux? I didn’t have time to rent one. I brought my best suit, though. Do you think a red tie says, ‘Too much?’”
“You’re really here?” Alice said in disbelief, pulling away from Stan and staring at Bexley.
“We had a layover in Amsterdam, and Stan kept asking people if he could buy edibles there. It was ridiculous.”
“We didn’t have time to leave the airport and get back for our next flight, or I would have picked some up. There’s just something about Amsterdam weed.”
Alice laughed and walked around Stan to hug Bexley, who did so, but seemed to almost do it reluctantly.
“I’m glad you’re here,” Alice whispered in her ear.
“Me too.”
“So, I was told we have rooms,” Stan said.
“I have no idea. I didn’t know you were coming.”
“Nora invited us. She arranged the whole thing,” Bexley said softly. “Flights, transportation to and from the airport. The driver told us we were in a bulletproof car, Al.”
Alice’s smile fell before she said, “It’s not exactly one-hundred-percent safe yet, but no one’s going to try anything with all the royals from around northern Europe in town. They wouldn’t want to start a war with any one of those countries, but definitely not all of them at once.”
“So, you’re really doing this thing?” Stan asked, sitting on one of the sofas.
“What thing?” Alice asked.
“Being the Queen of a damn country.”
“She is a Queen of a damn country,” Bexley noted, sitting down next to him. “Al, I brought a dress, but I don’t have any dresses for this thing tonight.”
“That’s all been taken care of,” Romero spoke as he entered the room. “Hello. I’m Romero, the Queen’s private secretary. It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Your Majesty, we have two guest rooms on the second floor prepared for your friends, along with clothes for the evening.”
“Really? Thank you.”
“Of course, Ma’am. Major Bakker let us know of your wish for your friends to join you tonight. We’ll have everything taken care of. If you please, Ma’am, there will be several royal families present tonight, and I’d like to make certain that your friends know how to–”
“Behave?” Stan asked.
“No, I–”
“No, it’s fair. We don’t know what the hell we’re doing.” Stan shrugged. “And if there are any Princes there tonight you think might be interested in a handsome bar owner in a red tie, can you make sure I know how to greet them properly?”
“Stanley!” Alice and Bexley yelled at the same time.
“Romero?” Alice asked a moment after their laughter died down.
“Yes, Ma’am?”
“Do you know if Major Bakker is here? I haven’t seen her today.”
“I believe she is prepping security around Parliament for the first session next week, Ma’am.”
“Oh,” Alice uttered. “Is she going to be at the party tonight?”
“She’s not on the schedule, Ma’am.”
“Can she be added as a guest?”
“A guest, Ma’am?” he asked and pulled out his small notebook and a pen.
“Is that okay?”
“Of course. I can have someone notify her that she’s able to attend as your guest. Would you like me to make sure she has something to wear as well?”
“Please,” Alice replied.
◆◆◆
 
After the American contingent attended their royal etiquette lessons, Alice went with them to their rooms, which were side by side. Stan hugged her again and excused himself to get some beauty sleep. That left Alice and Bexley staring at one another inside Bexley’s room.
“I had a date,” Bexley blurted out.
“What?” Alice asked.
“Nothing.”
“No, Bex, what–”
“I went on a date. I’ve been on a few since you left, actually.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. This one was really good. We’re going out again this week.”
“That’s great, Bex,” Alice replied.
“Yeah,” Bexley said. “She’s a veterinarian. She works at a clinic and volunteers her time at the Humane Society. She’s great.” Bexley’s smile was wide. “I’m sorry for just dumping on you what I did.”
“No, it’s okay.”
“Al, just let me get this out, please.”
“Okay.”
Bexley sat on the bed and sighed.
“I think I fell in love with you a long time ago, and I didn’t know what to do about that because you were my straight best friend. I didn’t want to tell you because I didn’t want to ruin our friendship, and not telling you was okay for a while. I had girlfriends. Some of them were amazing, and I thought I’d found the one. I compared them to you, which wasn’t fair to them, but I did it. Last Christmas, when we were with Grandma, I realized it was now or never. You were telling her about how you wanted to find someone and settle down. I didn’t have a lot of time to figure things out. I had about fifty plans in my head simultaneously. I was going to come over to your place and tell you. I was going to do it at the bar, at the restaurant, just walking down the street. I couldn’t decide, so then I gave up. When you started dating more, I knew I’d never really stand a chance. You aren’t gay. You’re not bi or anything else that I know of; you like guys. So, I told myself that enough was enough. I was moving on. Then, all of this happens.” Bexley motioned around the room. “And things got crazy really fast. I can only imagine what this has been like for you, Al, but when I saw you with Nora, something just clicked. Then, you kept talking about her. Earlier today, you even asked that guy to make sure she comes tonight as a guest.”
“That was just–”
“Al, whether or not you actually have feelings for her, I don’t really know. I just know what it feels like from my side of things. I’ve never heard you talk about any guy you’ve dated how you talk about a woman who’s supposed to be your bodyguard or something. It just hurt. And it’s not fair to lay that all on you and blame you for something I never told you about, to begin with.”
“Bex, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I…”
“I know. And I think you coming here was good for a lot of reasons. We were always glued to each other’s side, Al. It made it really hard for me to figure things out and maybe find someone I can actually be with.”
“And this veterinarian?” Alice asked, sitting down next to Bexley.
“We’ve had one date, but I like her a lot. She gave me the strawberries when we shared cheesecake.”
“Oh, she’s a keeper, then,” Alice said, smiling at her.
“Maybe,” Bexley replied.
“I don’t know if I should ask this yet, Bex, but I think I need to. Are we okay?”
“We’re good,” Bexley replied. “It’s not your fault I have feelings for you that I need to get over, and I do think I will. I think telling you how I felt was actually the first step I should’ve taken years ago. You sure you’re okay knowing your best friend has a thing for you?” She bumped her shoulder into Alice’s.
“As long as she’s happy, I’m good. I want you to be happy, Bex.”
“I know. I want that for you, too; even if it’s with another woman. You know that, right?”
Alice rolled her eyes and said, “What is it with you and Stan thinking I’m into Nora Bakker?”
“Because we see what you aren’t ready to admit yet.” Bexley paused. “When you are, Al, I’ll be here for you, okay?”
◆◆◆
 
“He’s not a Prince, but he is a Duke. Dukes are good, too,” Stan said.
“He’s got a girlfriend on his arm, Stan,” Bexley told him.
“I know. He’s just hot.”
“You are not sleeping with anyone while we’re here, Stanley. We’re not embarrassing our friend. I can barely keep my boobs in this dress they picked out for me, and your tux is a size too small. We already stick out like sore thumbs. Keep it together.”
“I think your boobs look great,” Stan replied, taking a sip of his champagne. “Al, who’s that?”
“I couldn’t tell you. I haven’t been introduced yet,” Alice said, following Stan’s eyeline.
“She’s by herself and looks pretty cute,” Stan noted.
“Stop it, Stanley.”
“Hello, Your Majesty,” Alex greeted, approaching and handing Alice a glass of champagne. “The place looks great, by the way.”
“It’s a work in progress. Alex, these are my friends, Bexley and Stanley. Bex, Stan, this is Princess Alexandria.”
“It’s nice to meet you both,” Alex said.
“You too, Your Royal Highness,” Bexley replied.
“Alex is fine,” Alex said. “You told them I’m pretty informal with friends, right?”
“I did. Romero gave them lessons today, though.”
“We’re trying to be good students and not embarrass our friend, Your Royal Highness,” Stan said, giving a mock bow.
“I like him,” Alex said, laughing. “So, good party. My parents didn’t ask to leave after an hour, so that means success.”
“Really?” Alice asked.
“I don’t think these people have all been in one room, ever. There are royal weddings and events, but someone always has an excuse to miss something. This might be bigger than just a party reintroducing Kleinland to the world, Alice.”
“That would be good, right?”
“Yes, I think so. What do I know, though? I’m just a lowly Princess.”
“Lowly?” Bexley said. “I’m an American wearing a dress that’s way too small.”
Alex looked down, smirked, and then looked back up at her.
“I think you look great,” she replied.
Alice looked at Stan, whose eyes went wide.
“Al, you want to grab a drink with me?” he asked.
“Yeah, I think–”
“Alice, this party is lovely.” Elizabeth approached with Palmer at her side.
“Yeah, it’s been a fun one,” Palmer added. “But we have to go get the kids, who are with the nanny upstairs.”
“They’re fine. I just checked on them,” Princess Victoria, Elizabeth’s sister, said. “They’re with mine, and David’s with them as well. He said he’ll put them to sleep for you,” she added of her husband with a smile.
“Elizabeth, Palmer, and Victoria, these are my friends, Stanley and Bexley,” Alice introduced.
“Wonderful to meet you both,” Elizabeth said.
“Depends,” Palmer corrected. “Favorite baseball and football teams?” she asked. “And there is a right answer.”
“Oh, stop it,” Elizabeth said, pulling Palmer closer to her.
Alice listened to the exchange, but mostly, she just watched the couple in front of her. When Elin and Ingrid joined them, along with Elin’s sisters, Mari and Lillian, and their husbands, she couldn’t help but think about Maxwell. That thought lasted all of three seconds before it was replaced by thoughts of Nora. Alice hadn’t seen her yet, and the party wouldn’t go on much longer. She looked around the ballroom again before spotting Romero heading into the kitchen.
“Will you excuse me? I’ll be right back,” she said.
Bexley gave her wide eyes, as if she was worried about being surrounded by royalty without Alice there, but Alice knew they would be fine.
“Sure,” Alex replied. “We’re good here.”
Alice smiled at her in response and headed toward the kitchen. On her way there, she was intercepted by Kings and Queens of several countries, so she did the pleasant small talk as long as she had to before she finally found Romero in the kitchen.
“Majesty, you shouldn’t be in here,” Romero said when he saw her. “The party is–”
“Sorry, I’ll go. I just wanted to ask you something.”
“Of course.”
“Did you get the message to Nora that she was invited tonight?”
“I did. I had someone drop off a dress and a suit for Major Bakker since I wasn’t sure which she’d prefer,” he replied.
“I haven’t seen her.”
“She hasn’t arrived.”
“Is she in her room?”
“I believe so, Ma’am.”
“Thank you.”
Alice walked back out to the party and saw that many couples had moved to the dance floor. There was some classical song playing, and they all seemed to know the dance. Alice looked over at her friends. Stan was talking to a Countess. Bexley was sitting at a table with Alex and Victoria. Alice looked at the door to the ballroom, wanting to go check on Nora but knowing she couldn’t until the party was over, so she made her way over to the table and sat down.
◆◆◆
 
“Nora?” Alice said softly as she opened the door connecting their rooms a little wider. “Nora?”
“Your Majesty?”
“May I come in?”
“Of course,” Nora said immediately.
Alice pushed the door open all the way and said, “You didn’t come downstairs.”
“I’m not meant to be a guest, Ma’am. I’m staff.”
Nora was lying on the bed over the covers, wearing a pair of old army sweats and a navy-blue T-shirt.
“I invited you.”
“It doesn’t work like that. Titled people go to parties like that.”
“Stan and Bexley were there.”
“Yes, well, there was an exception to–”
“Thank you,” Alice interrupted. She sat on the side of the bed next to Nora’s legs. “Just… thank you, Nora. I didn’t realize how much I needed to see my friends.”
“I’m glad they could make it on short notice,” Nora said.
“You missed a lot tonight. Stan was trying to pretend he wasn’t hitting on every man who didn’t have a woman on his arm. Bex was trying to remember everyone’s title and kept curtsying to everyone.”
Nora laughed lightly and said, “I wish I could have seen that.”
“Me too,” Alice said. “I’m glad I didn’t invite Maxwell, though.”
“Why? He’ll get his family titles back once the dust settles. He’d be–”
“He’d expect me to dance with him tonight. Why didn’t you tell me people dance at these things? And that they’re all, apparently, professional ballroom dancers?”
“That’s Romero’s job,” Nora replied, smiling at her. “And Maxwell would lead. You would have been fine.”
“Nora, I barely knew what I was supposed to drink tonight. There are even rules on when you’re allowed to drink champagne. And I have no idea how to dance how these people dance. I’m going to have to take lessons or something.”
Nora stood up and said, “I can show you.”
“What?”
Nora held out her hand and said, “I can show you if you want.”
“You know how to dance like that?”
“I’m an officer in the military, Alice.”
“So?”
“So, we used to have military balls. I had to learn.”
“Could you dance with another woman?” Alice asked.
“Sure. Now, do you want to learn or not?”
“It’s late, Nora.”
“Right,” Nora uttered, looking a little defeated. “I’m sure Romero will find you a proper dance teacher.”
“No, that’s not what–” Alice started. “There’s not even any music.”
“You can learn without it. It’s all about the steps and the count anyway.”
“Says you. I’ll probably step on your toes.”
“My toes are pretty strong. Come on. Let’s give it a try,” Nora said, sounding almost excited at the prospect.
“Okay, but you’ve been warned.” Alice stood up. “I’ve only ever danced at another teacher’s wedding, and that was with one of the groomsmen. He was drunk and stepped on my toes.”
Alice took Nora’s hand. Then, Nora’s other hand went to the small of Alice’s back.
“Put your hand on the back of my shoulder to start,” Nora told her.
Alice swallowed and did as she was told. Nora was so close, and she smelled really good.
“Are you ready?” Nora asked, meeting Alice’s eyes with her deep brown ones.
“I don’t know,” Alice replied.



CHAPTER 29
“Yes, I know. I’m sorry it didn’t work out,” Alice said as she hung up the phone. “He wishes he could be here.”
Nora nodded, having no idea what to say to that.
“A charity luncheon isn’t where you bring a date, though, right? I’m not crazy?”
“I don’t think so, Ma’am,” Nora replied, turning to Alice and giving her a soft smile. “We’re here. I’ll accompany you inside and then station myself by the door to your back right. The other guards will be at the main entrance and in front of the windows.”
“It’s just a luncheon.”
“We’ve done background checks on all the people coming today, but there’s always a risk, Ma’am. We plan–”
“And plan and plan,” Alice finished for her, winked at Nora, and then motioned for Nora to open the door. “Let’s do this, I guess.”
Nora opened the door and escorted Alice inside the old community center building that hadn’t been used in years. The charity had been set up by Alice’s mother over thirty years ago, and when Alice had heard about it, she’d asked that it be a priority to reestablish it and become its new patron. Nora had been proud of her then, and she was even prouder of her now as Alice shook hands with people who supported what Alice was doing and seemed to radiate joy, despite Nora knowing she was exhausted. This was the third event in as many days. Alice had opened Parliament and had given a speech that they’d aired on state TV. She’d attended the re-opening of the port, now that the unrest had died down nearly completely, and then took a tour of one of the local schools. She’d even read books to the younger children. Now, she was meeting with people who supported this charity, which was something her mother cared deeply for. Nora had stationed herself at the door like she’d explained, but she had a hard time taking her eyes off of Alice. That shouldn’t be an issue; her job was to keep her safe. But she wasn’t looking at Alice as a bodyguard; she was looking at her as the woman she’d danced with after a party the other night. Nora had held her then. They’d danced around her bedroom, counting as they moved. Alice had stepped on her toes twice. Nora had laughed. When Alice had pulled her closer, Nora had resisted every impulse she’d had to kiss her.
“Long live the President!”
The loud voice boomed over the men and women who were standing around, discussing the renovations to the community center. Nora watched as a man held out a gun. It was aimed at Alice. Nora ran. She was the closest to him. She lunged. The gun went off. She heard screams. She got the man to the floor.
“Gun! Gun!” she said repeatedly as the other guards joined her, and one kicked the man’s gun away. “Get him.” She held the man’s hands behind his back.
“Down with the monarchy,” he said, seething as he was wrapped up by three guards.
“Nora,” Alice said.
Nora realized then that Alice was at her side, kneeling next to her.
“Your Majesty, we need to get you out of here.”
“Nora, you’re bleeding,” Alice said, placing her hand over Nora’s shoulder.
“What?”
“God, Nora, you’ve been shot.”
“I’m fine. We have to get you out of here.”
Nora commanded two guards to take the man away and one to help her escort the Queen out of the room using the back exit where the press wouldn’t be waiting for them.
“Wait,” Nora said. She drew her own gun and made her way through the back door first, checking for anyone who might be lying in wait. Then, she motioned for the other guard to come along. “In the car.”
Alice obeyed and climbed into the vehicle while the other guard continued to look around while aiming his gun at the rooftops surrounding them.
“Nora, you’re bleeding. We need to get to the hospital.”
“Palace. Now!” Nora yelled to the driver, who took off instantly.
“Hospital,” Alice objected.
“I’m fine. We have to get you out of here. Who the fuck was that? We did backgrounds.”
Alice covered Nora’s shoulder with her hand again and said, “I need to stop the bleeding.”
“It’s a flesh wound. It only grazed me.”
“You’re bleeding a lot.”
“You didn’t see me the other times I got shot.” Nora turned to Alice after her lame attempt at a joke.
“You think that’s funny?” Alice asked her.
“No, I’m sorry. I was just–”
Alice pressed into her shoulder.
“Ow!”
“Yeah, it’s not funny. And you’re hurt, Nora. Why did you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Run at him like that.”
“Because he was going to shoot you.”
“Nora, you–”
“My only job is to keep you safe. I failed today. I don’t know what happened. We–”
“Well, my only job right now is to keep pressure on this and get you to shut up and relax because you’re going pale, Nora. Come on.” Alice pulled out the handkerchief that Nora kept in her breast pocket. “Jacket off.”
“We’ll be at the palace in–”
“Now, Major Bakker!”
Nora recognized the tone and slowly removed her suit jacket. Alice then unbuttoned a couple of Nora’s white shirt buttons.
“Jesus, it’s almost all red now,” Alice said as she reached inside the shirt and placed the handkerchief over the wound, pressing with the palm of her hand.
“God, that–”
“Hurts? Good. It means your stupid adrenaline is wearing off. How much longer?” Alice asked the driver.
“Five minutes, Your Majesty.”
“Have the doctor waiting for us outside. Do we have stretchers in the palace? Does a palace have–”
“I don’t need a stretcher. I can walk,” Nora protested, looking up at Alice’s worried green eyes.
“Shut up,” Alice told her. “A wheelchair would work.”
“I’ll call ahead, Ma’am,” the driver said.
When they arrived at the staff entrance, they were met with a wheelchair Nora didn’t need. Alice kept her hand on Nora’s shoulder the entire time as they rushed inside, surrounded by guards.
“I want to know who the hell that guy is and how he got into the luncheon,” Nora told Major McShay when he rushed to them. “We only brought six guards. We should have had at least twice that inside, and more–”
“Nora, the doctor,” Alice interrupted her.
Nora saw the royal doctor running toward them.
“Let’s get her to the infirmary,” he said.
“I just need a few stitches and…” Nora felt light-headed and like she was going to throw up.
“Yeah, and a blood transfusion, probably,” Alice added.
“Has she been conscious the whole time, Ma’am?” the doctor asked Alice.
“Yes, she’s been alert and responsive.”
“You sound like a doctor,” Nora commented, smiling up at Alice, who was very blurry now.
“I had a little training. I’m the school’s emergency services officer back in Kansas. I was, anyway.”
Nora was wheeled down a hallway before everything went black.
◆◆◆
 
“No, I’m fine, Maxwell. Nora got shot, but the doctor says she’ll be fine.”
Nora wasn’t sure where she was, but she could swear she heard Alice talking to someone who wasn’t there.
“She’s already got one bullet wound in one shoulder. Now, because of me, she has another, and she kept refusing help and telling me she was fine,” Alice said. Then, there was a pause. “I know it’s her job, but I don’t want anyone to get shot for me.” There was another pause. “No, I’m going to stay with her tonight. I’ll call you tomorrow or something, okay? I just don’t want to leave her.”
Oh, Alice was on the phone. Why was Alice on the phone? Nora opened her eyes and realized she was in her own bed, and Alice was lying on the other side of it, with her legs crossed at her ankles.
“I’ve got to go. She just woke up.” Alice put the phone down. “Hey. Sorry, I was trying to be quiet, but I didn’t want to leave you.”
“Maxwell?”
“His father told him what happened, and then the news broke, so he was calling to make sure I was okay. How are you?”
“What time is it?”
“After ten,” Alice said.
“At night? I need to be at the debriefing,” Nora replied, trying to sit up.
“Yeah, right,” Alice told her. “I’m surprised you’re awake at all. The doctor gave you some pretty serious meds. You need to rest, Nora.”
“I need to know–”
“I have his name. I knew you’d want the details when you woke up. Stil Engles is his name. He's fifty-seven years old and runs one of the companies the former President guaranteed a lot of government contracts to. He’s going to be out millions of dollars because of me, I guess, and wanted to make sure I knew it. He’s in custody now.”
“How did he get in?”
“He had a fake identification card that said he was a volunteer for the charity that died a long time ago.”
“Fuck,” Nora said. “How did he get past us with a fake?”
“I don’t know that part, but Major McShay said it was a good one. Like, so good, it could’ve only come from the government. Well, former government.”
“That’s it. You’re not going anywhere until we’ve gotten every single person who’s ever benefitted from–”
“Excuse me?” Alice interrupted her.
“Alice, if I were a second later today, he would have shot you.”
“I know.” Alice smiled softly at her. “And I’d be lying if I said that didn’t scare me, but I can’t stay cooped up here forever.”
“Not forever. Just until I know you’re safe.”
“Let’s change the subject,” Alice suggested, leaning over Nora a bit. “How is it?”
“I can’t feel it. The meds must be good. How many stitches?”
“Six,” Alice said.
“Did you watch him put them in?”
“I held your hand,” Alice replied. “Can I get you anything? Are you cold? The doctor said you might be cold. They did a transfusion, but with the blood loss–”
“I had a transfusion?”
Alice held up her own arm, and Nora saw a Band-Aid at the elbow.
“You?”
“We’re the same blood type, it turns out. And now that this has happened, they realized that they don’t have any of my blood on hand in case I get shot, so I have to report to the doctor in a few days to give him blood, and I’ll do that a few more times so that they have enough in case I need it.”
“I’ll donate mine, too,” Nora said.
“How about you worry about keeping what I just gave you inside your own body for now?” Alice suggested.
“They let you give me blood?”
“I can be pretty assertive when I need to be. Besides, no one else in the room at the time could donate, and you’d already lost so much.”
“Thank you,” Nora said softly.
“Are you kidding me? You saved my life. The least I could do was give you a couple of pints of blood, Nora.”
Nora yawned.
“You need more sleep,” Alice said.
“Yes, I feel like I’m going to pass out any minute now,” Nora replied.
“Close your eyes, Nora.”
“Maxwell?” Nora asked.
“What about him?”
“You said you were staying with me tonight,” Nora said.
“Oh, yeah. He wanted to come over. I told him no.”
“Oh,” Nora said. “Shit.” Her eyes went wide. “My grandma, Alice. If she sees the news–”
“I called her using your phone,” Alice reassured her. “She knows it’s not safe for her to come here yet, given what happened today, but I told her you were doing okay and that you’d call her tomorrow. You owe her a visit as soon as you’re able.”
“Thank you,” Nora said, closing her eyes.
“Sleep, Nora,” Alice replied. “I’ll be here.”
“You don’t have to. You can go to–”
“I’ll be here,” Alice repeated, and Nora felt Alice’s hand take her own and entwine their fingers.



CHAPTER 30
Alice watched him as he talked on the phone. Maxwell was at least 6’2” and wore his sweater and dark jeans well. Alice could tell he worked out before she’d even asked him, and he’d said that his war injury made it difficult for him to do as much as he wanted to, but he was able to get in a run a few times a week and lift some weights. It showed. Alice took a drink of the iced tea that had been brought up for them and continued to watch him as he wrapped up the call.
“My apologies, Ma’am. I had to take that. My father is trying to convince me to run for office now that elections will be held. He thinks I’d be running unopposed in my district, and I keep telling him I don’t like politics.”
“It’s weird when you call me, ‘Ma’am.’ Technically, we’re on a date.”
“I know.” Maxwell laughed a deep baritone laugh that made Alice feel comfortable for some reason. “I still have to do it. Once we’re announced as an official couple and I escort you to events, I can drop the ‘Ma’am’ and ‘Your Majesty.’ Those are the rules of Kleinland.”
“Oh, really?” she asked.
“Yes. Once I’m made your official boyfriend, as it were, we can drop the titles,” he replied, sitting down next to her on the sofa. “And maybe when things settle back down, I could take you to my family’s old estate. The President and his cronies didn’t care for it much, so they left it alone. It’s in disrepair now, but my father and I are going to work on restoring it.”
“I can’t leave the palace until Nora and Major McShay tell me right now.” Alice shrugged a shoulder.
“Surely, they’ll let you go to a country estate? We can make sure the news gets out after we return. It would be safer that way anyway.”
“I don’t think they’re interested in having to put protective details in place when there are clearly still people out there who support the President, but I wish I could see more of the country.”
“I understand. The precautions are good, I think. We can wait until they think it’s safe. Then, I can take you out there, and we can maybe tour the coast. The cliffsides are beautiful.”
“Maybe,” she said noncommittally.
“How’s the Major?”
“Nora’s still recovering, but she’s doing better. I think she’s more upset with herself than anything. She thinks she should’ve seen the guy coming. I keep trying to tell her that her plans upon plans are good, but she’ll never be able to plan for everything.”
“That’s true,” Maxwell said, reaching for and then taking her hand.
Alice stared down at it, and for a reason she wasn’t quite sure of, she didn’t like how it felt. So, she pulled it away.
“She had a really good idea, though,” Alice said, reaching for her glass to cover why she pulled her hand away.
“She did?”
“She wants to issue new government IDs to everyone who should have them and use a special ink that they can use these particular flashlights to see. It’s not foolproof, obviously, but only people approved would have these, which would make the old counterfeit ones pretty much obsolete.”
“That is a good idea,” he replied.
“Parliament is going to vote on it, but I’m sure it will be approved.”
Maxwell nodded and said, “So, I was wondering if you had an escort to the function next week.”
“I don’t think I’ll be attending any functions for a while.”
“Not even the ones inside the palace?”
“Nora is thinking about canceling some of them.”
The door opened, and as if on cue, Nora walked in and said, “Maybe all of them.”
“Hey,” Alice said, smiling at the surprise.
“Major,” Maxwell said.
“Mr. Daughtry.”
“That’s my father. You can call me Maxwell.” He stood and walked over to her. “You saved Alice’s life, after all.” He held out his hand for Nora to shake, which she did as she looked at Alice.
“Is it time yet?” Alice asked.
“For?”
“That thing you needed to go over with me,” Alice said, giving Nora wide eyes.
“Oh. Yes, Ma’am. That’s why I’m here.”
“What thing? I thought you had the afternoon free,” Maxwell said, turning back to Alice.
“Security things, Maxwell,” Nora answered for her. “You understand.”
“Oh. Of course. I just cleared my afternoon. I thought we could take a walk on the grounds, at least.”
“Not today, I’m afraid,” Alice replied, standing up. “We have to figure out where to go from here. I’ll call you later, though.” Alice kissed him on the cheek.
“Okay. Well, I guess that’s my cue to go. Your Majesty,” he said as he picked up her hand to kiss the outside of it. “Tonight? You’ll call?”
“Tonight or tomorrow,” Alice replied, dropping her hand back at her side.
Maxwell nodded again and then left them alone.
“Thank you,” Alice said after Nora closed the door.
“I almost missed your text. I was about to change my bandage when I saw my phone had a notification. Is everything okay?”
“It’s fine. He was just making these plans, and… I don’t know. I just wasn’t ready to hear them,” Alice said.
She’d texted Nora while Maxwell was on the phone. He’d mentioned being named her official boyfriend and escort three times before his father had called, and she’d needed someone to bail her out. She wasn’t ready for those conversations. She’d almost been shot. Nora had been shot. There were other things to worry about. They hardly knew one another, and Alice wasn’t in the habit of just calling someone her boyfriend. Now, she was a Queen. Calling someone that meant that they were serious enough that he might be her Consort one day. They definitely weren’t there yet.
“And why are you changing your bandage on your own?” Alice asked.
“I don’t need the doctor to help me change the dressing, Alice,” Nora replied.
“Well, I’m not a doctor, so it works out well, then.” She smirked at Nora. “Let’s go to your room. Do you have all the stuff laid out?”
“I don’t–”
“Don’t argue,” Alice said, pushing past her, out the door, and quickly into the room she now referred to as Nora’s room. “Good. It’s all here. Shirt off.”
“What?” Nora asked, following her and closing the door behind them. “And you can’t just open doors, Ma’am. You’re the Queen; people open doors for you.”
“Then, someone should’ve been faster. Shirt off and sit down,” Alice said, pointing to the bed.
“I’m not taking my shirt off.”
“Nora, I’ve seen you in a sports bra. Are you wearing one right now?”
“Yes.”
“Then, sit the hell down and take your shirt off,” Alice repeated, still pointing.
Nora sat, and Alice watched as she pulled off her jacket and then unbuttoned her shirt. Alice swallowed as Nora removed it and laid it on the bed behind her.
“Happy?” Nora asked.
Alice cleared her throat and said, “Yeah. Good. So…” She had what she needed in her hands but couldn’t think of what to do with it right now.
“Want me to take the old one off?” Nora asked.
“Yeah, thanks,” Alice replied.
“So, I heard you say something when I got brought in. You were the safety officer or something at your school?” Nora pulled back the bandage and winced a little.
“Such a badass,” Alice teased and helped her pull it off the rest of the way. “And yes, I was. I thought you knew everything about me when we first met.”
“I knew enough, but definitely not everything. And this tape hurts. My skin is raw here. I’ve had to change this thing a few times a day since it happened. In the field, we just tape a pack to it and hope we survive long enough to change the damn thing.”
“Hey,” Alice scolded her, holding the old bandage in her hand. “Don’t talk like that.”
“I’m okay. The doctor said I’m right where I should be recovery-wise.”
“Just don’t joke about that, okay? I don’t like thinking of you like that.”
“Okay,” Nora replied, nodding at her. “So, Maxwell?”
“Yeah, Maxwell,” Alice said as she began to change the dressing.
“He wants you to be an official couple, doesn’t he?”
“I think so, yes.”
“And?”
“And, what?” Alice asked, looking away from the wound that was slowly healing and into Nora’s eyes that were so close.
“Are you?”
“An official couple? No. He’s brought it up a lot, though, and I just don’t want to go there yet.”
“Why not?” Nora asked.
“So many questions for someone who should still be woozy on pain meds,” Alice joked.
“I didn’t take them today.”
“Why not?!”
“Now who has all the questions?” Nora smiled up at her.
“This one is more important.”
“It doesn’t hurt much, and I need to be alert.”
“You’re not on duty, Nora. McShay has this place locked down like Fort Knox.”
“I thought we had the luncheon locked down.”
“That was not your fault.” Alice finished taping her up. “There. Now, it’s time for your medication.”
“I don’t want to take it.”
“I don’t care,” Alice remarked, finding the bottle by the bed and bringing it to Nora. “Don’t make me have you open your mouth after to make sure you swallowed it.”
“The doctor told me I can’t drive with these.”
“So? Where do you need to go?” Alice asked, thinking just for a moment that Nora might want to go check on Femke again before she realized the actual answer. “Your grandmother.”
“I haven’t seen her yet.”
“Well, I’ll drive you.”
“No way!” Nora told her. “You’re not allowed to leave here.”
“Then, I’ll have someone else drive you. Take the pills, Nora.”
“It’ll make me pass out. No one else knows about her, and I can’t trust anyone with that information just yet, Alice.”
“If you take this now and get some sleep tonight, then tomorrow, when you wake up – if the doctor says you can drive – you can go see her. If not, we’ll figure something out, okay? Maybe we can get her here secretly.”
“If I lost her, I–”
Alice handed Nora a glass of water and said, “You won’t. How about you take this, and before it starts to kick in, you use the secure line to call her and check in?”
“Okay,” Nora replied, taking the pill. “Thank you.”
“It hurt more than you let on, didn’t it?”
“Yes,” Nora admitted.
“Come on. Take your pants off. I don’t even know why you got dressed for work when you’re off duty.”
“You texted me to save you from Maxwell.”
“It didn’t require you to dress up. Pants off. Into bed.”
Nora stood up, undid her belt, and then kicked off her pants. Alice looked away as she blushed. What the hell was wrong with her? She watched as Nora made her way around to the side of the bed and climbed beneath the blanket.
“I’m tired of sleeping.”
“Please; you need at least three years of sleep to even make up for what you’ve missed,” Alice said, tucking her in. “I’ll get the phone, okay?”
“Don’t go anywhere.”
“I’m grabbing the phone, and I’ll leave you alone. I promise, I won’t leave the palace, if that’s–”
“No, I mean… Can you stay in here with me until I fall asleep?”
“Oh,” Alice said, thinking the sentiment so sweet.
“I’m sorry. This is all wrong. This is so inappropriate. You’ve seen me in my–”
“Underwear? Yup. Scoot over,” Alice said, handing her the phone. “Want me to dial for you?”
“No, I’ve got it.”
Alice lay down on top of the blanket.
“You have things you should be doing. I–”
“I can’t wait to tell your grandma what a pain in the ass you’ve been about this whole medicine and bandage thing,” Alice interrupted her.
“No! She’ll kill me,” Nora replied, looking totally adorable with wide concerned eyes.
“Oh, my God!” Alice laughed.



CHAPTER 31
Nora felt good. She felt really, really good. She hadn’t felt this good in years, maybe ever: Alice didn’t want to make plans with Maxwell. It was bad of Nora to feel good about this, but she couldn’t help it. In addition, her shoulder was healing up nicely, though it would scar. It would be just another one on a tired and tattered body, but it made Nora wonder if any woman would ever find her remotely attractive again. It wasn’t just the bullet wounds and knife scar. There were other scars there, too. Some were mental and emotional, but there were more physical ones, too. Shrapnel from mortar shells had caused some around her ankles and on her left leg, up to her knee. She’d counted them once. They were small, and some had all but disappeared since, but there were at least eleven still very much visible. Nora wondered, as she walked from her room into the Queen’s, if Alice had noticed them the few times they’d done yoga together. Nora made no attempt to hide them. She was a soldier. Any soldier that had seen the front lines in battle had scars. She hadn’t cared if Femke had a problem with them, but today, as she entered the Queen’s bedroom through the open door connecting their rooms, Nora silently wished that Alice wasn’t bothered by them.
“Your Majesty?” Nora said as she turned and entered the living area of the suite when she didn’t find Alice in the bedroom.
Alice wasn’t there. Nora’s head went on a swivel instantly, but the room was only so large. She went back through to her own room. Once, Alice had managed to go into Nora’s room at the very same moment that Nora had gone to talk to her about something, and they’d missed one other through the two different entries. They’d laughed about it then, but now, Nora didn’t see Alice in her room, and she wasn’t laughing. She left and found the guards stationed outside.
“Where’s the Queen?” she asked the one closest to her.
“She left her room fifteen minutes ago, Major,” he replied nervously.
“Where did she go?”
“She didn’t tell us, Ma’am,” he said.
“Who accompanied her?”
“Major McShay came by, and they left together.”
At least, she was with McShay.
“McShay, come in,” Nora said into her walkie-talkie.
“McShay,” he replied immediately.
“Do you have eyes on Number One?” she asked.
“Yes, she’s in the basement, northeast corner.”
“I’m on my way,” Nora replied.
“Does Number One require extraction?” he asked as she hurried toward the old elevator that still hadn’t been inspected, turned away, and then made her way to the stairs just in case.
“No,” she replied.
As she rushed down the stairs, she didn’t know what had her worried. It wasn’t until she got to the basement floor that it really clicked. Nora stopped abruptly before she turned, took a deep breath, looked down at the concrete floor, and slowly continued as she attempted to catch her breath.
“Major,” McShay said when he saw her. He walked toward her but kept the Queen in his line of sight. “Is everything okay?”
“What is she doing down here?”
“She had a meeting with the Prime Minister a while ago, and she asked to come down here once he left.”
“Why?”
“You’d have to ask her, Major.”
Nora sighed, nodded for him to give them some space, and approached the Queen silently.
“Your Majesty,” Nora spoke softly, breaking the silence in the room.
“This is where it happened,” Alice said.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora replied, standing at attention.
“But they didn’t die here.”
“No, Ma’am. They managed to make it out of here.”
“Only to die in exile,” Alice replied.
“I’m so sorry, Ma’am,” Nora said.
Alice was standing in front of the palace jail. There were three cells in the basement of this palace. Two of them had been occupied by Alice’s parents at one time. They’d been constructed along with the palace in the event of a need to lock someone up temporarily until they could be taken to the city’s jail facilities, and they’d never been used until the former King and Queen had been tossed into them. Nora wasn’t sure they’d been used since, but she did know that her father, the day it had been discovered that he’d been helping them, had been placed in the third cell until they removed him. Nora hadn’t ever been down here. She’d resisted coming to this part of the basement when they’d inspected the palace, asking other guards to check this corner.
“Are you okay?” Alice asked.
Nora noticed Alice had turned to face her and was standing right in front of her.
“Sorry, Ma’am?”
“You’re stiff as a board, Nora, and you’re staring off into space,” Alice said. “Oh.” She closed her eyes for a second. “Why did you
come down here?”
“I was looking for you and got worried. I didn’t know you had a meeting with the Prime Minister today.”
“You’re not on duty, Major,” Alice said, giving her a soft smile. “McShay and Romero knew.”
“Why are you down here, Ma’am?”
“The Prime Minister and I were talking about my parents. He knew them. I guess he was a young politician back then, with a bright future or something, and he was telling me more about them. When he brought up their imprisonment, I told him I wasn’t sure where they’d been kept. He told me, and after he left, I asked McShay to bring me here.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I never knew them, Nora. There are only a couple of pictures of them in the palace. I’ve had to see everything else online. It’s almost like no one even lived here before me. I don’t know much about when they left here and what happened; I just know this is the last place they were that I can visit,” Alice replied. “It’s weird, but I feel a little closer to them right now.”
“I understand, Ma’am.”
“Nora, you shouldn’t be down here,” Alice told her.
“Why not?”
“This is where he helped them, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Alice,” Alice corrected her softly.
“Major McShay is–”
“Major McShay, can you please give Major Bakker and I some time alone? She can take me back to my room.”
“Of course, Ma’am,” he said, offering a bow.
“Now, are you okay?”
“I haven’t been down here,” Nora admitted.
“Let’s go back upstairs, then,” Alice replied.
“No, it’s fine,” Nora replied, standing even straighter, which made her wince.
“Your shoulder?”
“I’m fine.”
“When are you going to stop trying to be this badass supersoldier when it’s just me here? I know you’re a human being, Nora. I know you’re in pain right now, and not just because of your shoulder. Talk to me,” Alice requested. “Do you need to go? I’ll go with you; you don’t have to worry about leaving me here alone if that’s–”
“Which two were your parents in?” Nora interrupted her.
“What?” Alice asked but seemed to understand the question. She turned to the side and pointed. “Those two. Mr. Simon told me they were in one cell together at some point, but that they were in those two when they were kept apart.”
“That means he was probably in that one,” Nora said, pointing to the third cell.
“Your father?”
“Not for long; maybe just for the day. But they would have put him in there while they arranged a transfer.”
“Do you need to go?” Alice asked.
Nora looked down when she felt Alice’s hand press to her chest over her heart.
“Your heart is racing, and your breathing is fast, Nora.”
“I’m okay,” she said but wasn’t sure she meant it.
“Do you want to talk? Or do you want to get out of here?” Alice asked, rubbing the spot over Nora’s heart.
“I need fresh air,” Nora admitted. “I feel like I can’t breathe down here.”
Alice smiled and said, “Thank you for being honest. Let’s go.”
“You were fine down here. I can get another guard to–”
“It’s okay, Nora. Come on. I have an idea.”
They walked up the stairs until they were on the second floor. Then, they were met by two guards, who accompanied them up the next few staircases until Nora figured out where they were going. One of the guards opened the door for them, and they made their way out to the roof.
“Alice, it’s not safe,” Nora said after they took a few steps outside.
“We won’t be long. It’s dark and freezing out here,” Alice replied, wrapping her arms around her body. “But this is the best place for fresh air.” She looked at the sky. “And you can’t beat that view if you’re trying to prevent a full-on panic attack, right?”
Nora looked up and noticed the very beginnings of the Northern Lights. This time of night, they weren’t at their brightest, but Nora knew what they looked like when they were shimmering and dancing like no one was watching. She allowed herself a small smile before she looked back at Alice.
“Thank you.”
Alice nodded at her and said, “If you ever want to talk about him or what happened, I’m here.”
“It would bring up your family’s past, too,” Nora said.
“I need to hear it, Nora. Not just because they were my birth parents but also because they were the King and Queen – I need to understand my own history, yes, but Kleinland’s as well.”
“Sometimes, I forget you’re a history teacher.”
“Used to be, anyway,” Alice replied, rubbing her hands up and down her upper body, trying to keep warm.
“Still are, I think,” Nora said. “You’re freezing, Alice.” Nora walked over to her.
“And you’re not breathing hard anymore. How’s your heart?” Alice asked, reaching for that spot again to check. “Still racing.”
Nora wanted to tell her it had nothing to do with her near panic attack.
“I’m okay.”
Alice glared.
“No, really.” Nora chuckled. “I’m okay now.”
Without thinking, Nora pulled Alice against her. Alice unwrapped her arms and put them around Nora instead. Nora rubbed up and down Alice’s back in an attempt to warm her.
“It’s really cold out here,” Nora whispered into Alice’s ear. “We should go.”
“I’m warming up,” Alice replied, tucking her chin into Nora’s neck. “How are you this warm?”
Nora swallowed. She pulled out of the embrace and looked around at the guards, who were standing at the door and around the perimeter of the roof.
“We should go,” she said, taking a step back.
“We can come back up. Let’s grab some blankets and jackets and all the winter stuff and come back up. We can watch the lights get brighter and talk.”
“I promised I’d call my grandmother before she goes to sleep tonight,” Nora lied.
“Oh, okay,” Alice said, looking a little disappointed. “I guess I owe Maxwell a call as well.”
“After you, Your Majesty,” Nora said, motioning to the door.



CHAPTER 32
The archbishop stood in front of Alice as she held on to the Sovereign’s Orb in one hand and Scepter in her other. She’d rehearsed this several times, but it was still all so foreign to her. This was her coronation, and from today forward, she’d be Queen not just by birth but by oath. Alice swallowed as the archbishop anointed her with holy oil as he whispered a blessing. This was it. This was when she’d take her oath and make it official. The crown was already atop her head. It felt heavy and too large, but she’d been assured by all that it fit her appropriately. Maybe it wasn’t the physical size of the jeweled thing, but the meaning behind it. The Sovereign’s Scepter she held had a cross atop it. All of these objects held special meanings, but right now, Alice couldn’t recall what those meanings were.
They weren’t at the main cathedral in the city, which was the Kleinland coronation custom; it wasn’t safe enough there. They’d thought about doing it at Parliament, but again, they were worried about safety, so they held it at the palace in the grand ballroom. There were no frills for this coronation, no parade or special events for the public. While some people were gathered outside, the Prime Minister had requested that people stay home for their own safety since the country was still trying to recover from the former President’s government.
Royals from around northern Europe had also come to Kleinland to watch and show their support for the new Queen. They’d been seated in the front rows of the ballroom, but Alice couldn’t see them. She could only focus on the archbishop who was asking her a question.
“Madam, is your Majesty willing to take the Oath?”
Alice said, “I am willing.”
“Will you solemnly promise and swear to govern the people of Kleinland and their territories according to their respective laws and customs?”
“I solemnly promise so to do.”
“Will you, to your power, cause law and justice, in mercy, to be executed in all your judgements?”
“I will.”
“Will you, to the utmost of your power, maintain the laws of God?”
“I will,” she said.
“And will you support and defend the Constitution of Kleinland as written upon the nation’s independence and support all rules of law related to a constitutional monarchy?”
“I will.”
That was it. She’d made her oath. She was now the official Queen of Kleinland. She was given a ceremonial robe when she stood, and she worried she’d trip over it, despite how much they practiced her walking in it.
“Long live the Queen!” the crowd said in unison.
Then, Alice walked slowly down the aisle and out the door. She was escorted to her father’s old office, which was now officially her own. There, someone removed the crown and robe and took the ceremonial objects from her. Alice sat behind her desk, and moments later, she was on camera.
“People of Kleinland,” she began as the camera in front of her rolled. “I am honored, in this moment, to be named your Queen in ceremony with holy oils, our cross and scepter, and in oath as well as in blood.” She watched as the monitor rolled through her speech. “Today is a special day in Kleinland. Not just for me but for each one of us because today, we begin anew. Today, we focus on charting a new course while never forgetting our history. I wish I was able to celebrate with all of you right now, but one day soon, I will be greeting you in our streets as we wave our new flag with pride. The people of Kleinland have given blood, sweat, and tears to get us to this day, and I will be forever grateful to each one of you for that and for how you’ve welcomed me home to Kleinland. As we chart this new course together, my commitment is to you, the people of Kleinland. I’ve sworn today to protect and defend our Constitution and to work with Parliament to address the needs of the citizens of Kleinland. Thank you for allowing me the honor to serve and support you through economic improvement, structural changes, and charity. I am ready to begin. Thank you.”
◆◆◆
 
“Long live the Queen,” Palmer said, holding up her champagne glass.
Alice smiled.
“I wish my coronation would be as small as yours,” Alex shared, taking a drink of her own champagne. “I’m going to have to do the whole thing. It’ll be the carriage ride, Westminster, and the lot.”
“I don’t think they could do that right now here, given the circumstances,” Ingrid said.
“I know, but still,” Alex replied.
“How are you feeling?” Elizabeth asked.
“Like it’s all official now, and I suddenly have no idea what to do next.”
“That sounds about right,” Elin replied with a laugh as she placed her hand on the small of her wife’s back. “I couldn’t believe it when my brother told me he was abdicating. Then, my father did the same thing, and suddenly, I was the Queen I never thought I’d be. It was a really intense time. Thank God I had Ingrid to help me through it.”
“Help you through it, huh?” Alex teased.
“Oh, stop it,” Elin said, laughing.
“So, do you have anyone helping you through this?” Alex asked Alice.
Alice looked over at Nora, who was at the door, standing guard like always. She’d been permitted to return to duty. Her shoulder was looking much better, but Alice wasn’t sure if she was one hundred percent.
“No, but I’m doing okay. I have Mr. Daughtry, Romero, and the interim Prime Minister has been great.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Alex said. “What about this Maxwell you’ve told me about?”
“Maxwell?” Palmer asked with a lifted eyebrow.
“The guy she’s dating,” Alex replied.
“We’re not…” Alice stopped herself. “We’ve been on a few dates, but we’re not dating.”
“What would you call that, then?” Palmer asked. “Casual?”
“Can you do casual when you’re a Queen? I didn’t know that.” Elizabeth teased.
“Hey,” Palmer said to her wife.
“I jumped right into a relationship with you. Maybe I should have–”
“Don’t you even think about it.” Palmer laughed and kissed Elizabeth on the cheek.
Elizabeth laughed, too.
“I don’t think casual is allowed,” Elin said. “And I didn’t want that anyway.” She turned to her wife. “Just to be clear.”
Ingrid smiled at her.
“Well, we just met. He’s great, and I like him, but I’m not ready for all that formal stuff with him.”
“With him?” Alex asked, taking another drink.
“What?”
“You said, ‘With him,’” Alex replied.
“I think she’s implying that you might be ready for it with someone else,” Ingrid pointed out.
“Oh,” Alice said, turning to Nora on instinct and then quickly away. “No, that’s not what I meant.”
“Well, the powers that be won’t give you long. I’ve been hearing about how I need to start having babies for ages. Since it can’t happen naturally for me and whoever I end up with, they’ve also been putting eligible women in front of me for years now, hoping there will be some connection,” Alex said.
“Do you want kids?” Alice asked her.
“Yeah, but I don’t particularly want to have them myself. Unfortunately, it’s a bloodline thing for the throne, so while I could still name a kid that isn’t my blood my successor, it just causes problems. It’s not the Middle Ages anymore, but we have enough relatives that could cause problems if they wanted to. Some aren’t happy that a lesbian will inherit the throne for the first time, to begin with. I guess the future wife and I could do the thing where it’s my egg, and she carries the baby, but that depends on who I marry.”
“That sounds complicated,” Alice noted.
“It is,” Palmer added, likely thinking of their two children.
“We still get pressure from time to time because neither of us wants kids. Elin’s family has more than enough people who can inherit the throne after her, so we get a little pass, I suppose, but we still hear it sometimes,” Ingrid shared.
“You and Maxwell can take care of that the old-fashioned way, so you’re lucky,” Alex commented. “You can have fun and have kids naturally.”
“I don’t know about you, Alex, but we have plenty of fun,” Palmer said.
“Palmer!” Elizabeth lightly smacked her wife’s shoulder.
Alice looked over at Nora, who was still standing tall, with her eyes moving around the room. Alice smiled at how seriously Nora took protecting her and everyone else. Later, after she’d met with and talked to almost everyone at the party, she found Alex standing off to the side of the main group.
“Everything okay?” Alice asked her.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“I’ve been struggling a little lately.”
“With what?”
“The rumors about me.”
“Which ones?” Alice teased.
“I flirt a lot. I joke about it, but I don’t sleep around, Alice.”
“I know that,” Alice said.
“I liked you when we first met. Did you know that?”
“No,” Alice said. “Like, you like liked me?”
“Yes.” Alex laughed. “It was a crush more than anything. I’ve got a thing for Americans, I think.”
“Oh. And the crush is over now?”
“Yes, it’s passed.”
“Do we need to talk about it?”
“No. I’ve just been thinking about how it’s beyond time for me to find her, you know?”
“Her?”
“The woman who lights my fire and makes me what to flirt only with her because she’s amazing and perfect for me; the woman who will one day be my Queen Consort. Normally, when I see Elin with Ingrid and Palmer with Elizabeth, I’m fine. But tonight, it’s harder.”
“They’re really happy,” Alice said.
“Yeah. And you have Maxwell now. I know you said you’re not even dating, but it’s going to happen soon. You’ll be spotted out by someone, they’ll report it, and suddenly, he’s your secret boyfriend, so people will pressure you to make it official. You’ll do it either because you want to or reluctantly, but then comes the engagement or the parting of ways that gets a press release later. If you make it, there’s the wedding planning, deciding on what title to give him when you marry – because you’re a female ruler, and you can’t have a King without that being an issue – and then, the wedding itself.”
“Title?”
“He’s technically a Duke already, right?”
“He was before the whole monarchy and titles were abolished.”
“So, you’ll be asked if you want to give him that title again. Technically, you can make him a Prince Consort or even bestow upon him the Crown Matrimonial. You can thank Scotland for that one – your history as a country means you’ve taken laws and customs from just about every country in northern Europe.”
“Crown Matrimoni–” Alice stopped when she recalled the old law. “Make him a King; a co-sovereign.”
“There’s the history teacher.” Alex chuckled. “But no one will recommend that to you. Remember, you can’t have a ruling King because you’re a female ruler – he’d be a true King with the Crown Matrimonial, and you’d become his second instead of it being the other way around, even though you’re Queen by blood and he’s only King by marriage. I don’t even know why I brought it up.”
“King Francis II wanted that for himself so that he would be co-monarch with his wife, Mary, Queen of Scots. If something happened to her, he would have Scotland if he outlived her.”
“Yes. Technically, Mary wanted it for France, too. It just meant that they legally had both countries regardless of who died first and that their children would inherit both as well. If he died first and she had a child with another guy, that kid would get France as well as Scotland and vice versa.”
“She did have a kid by another guy,” Alice replied.
“Yes. And he asked for the Crown Matrimonial as well because he wasn’t a King of his own country. He wanted the Scottish crown for himself. He would have killed her and taken the country. Men; I don’t know why you like them.” Alex winked at her. “Anyway, none of it mattered.”
“Francis died young, so it never happened, and Mary refused it with her second husband. Then, her son became the first King of–”
“Scotland and England, united under one crown,” Alex finished for her, holding up her half-empty glass.
“So, you do know your own history?”
“And I actually enjoy talking about it. I also heard your speech, and I agree: it’s important to know our past so we don’t repeat it.”
“Do you actually think someone is going to ask me for that? The Crown Matrimonial?”
“It’s an old custom, and for whatever reason, Kleinland adopted it back when it gained its independence, but I don’t think anyone even remembers that outside of a few people. I think Maxwell is more likely to ask to be made a King Consort. It’s basically the same thing. Plus, you guys will have kids together anyway, and it’s not like you’re warring with other nations or fighting because one country is Catholic and another is Protestant. For the record, I think you leave him as a Duke and make him a Prince Consort. It knocks him down a peg. You’re the Queen. Men seem to always want power, even if they have positive intentions of what they’ll do with it. Don’t give it to him.”
“We’ve been on a few dates. Why are you marrying me off already?” Alice asked, laughing.
“Whether it’s him or someone else, those are the decisions you’ll face.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll marry a woman. Women don’t crave power in the same way. She’ll be my Consort, and if she wants another title, I’ll probably happily give it to her. Ruling without someone at your side can be hard, Alice. You’ll need that support.”
“I hope it’s a long time before you’re made Queen,” Alice said.
“Me too. My father and mother have things well in hand. There’s still the pressure, though.” Alex shrugged.
“No prospects?”
“There’s one, but you’re not going to like it,” Alex told her.
“Well, I know it’s not me,” Alice said, intrigued.
“No, but it might be Bexley.”
Alice laughed wildly in response. When she looked at Alex, though, the woman seemed perfectly serious. Alice didn’t know what to do, so she looked over at Nora. Their eyes met for a moment. Nora gave her a stoic expression and turned away.



CHAPTER 33
Nora had watched the back and forth between the two of them too many times to count now. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could take it. The Queen and the Princess clearly got along well, which was a good thing since Alice would need these alliances, but Alex got under Nora’s skin. For one, she was single and gay. She was also a big flirt, and while some women found that flattering, Nora didn’t like that Alice was falling for the woman’s charms.
She didn’t have a choice, though: she was on duty for the first time since she’d been shot. Her shoulder felt fine but was still pretty stiff, so she made sure to staff the party with three extra guards just in case. She’d also requested a couple of them to dress for the party and not for work so that they could blend in, ask questions, and determine if anyone had gotten into the Queen’s coronation ball who shouldn’t have. Nora was anxious. She knew the coronation needed to happen, and the sooner the better. Once the full government was established and the monarchy stabilized, things would quiet down.
When the President and his most loyal party members were convicted of their crimes, things would get even better for Kleinland. She planned to pop the cork on a very expensive bottle of champagne that day and share it with–
Nora stopped her thought because it was a dangerous one. She wouldn’t be sharing that champagne with Alice. Alice would be sharing it with someone else. It could be Alex, if Alex got her way. It might still be Maxwell. All the Queen had said was that she wasn’t ready to make plans with him. Alice never said she didn’t want to keep seeing him.
Thankfully, the party was coming to a close. Alice was making the rounds one final time, which meant Nora would be able to go to her room soon and forget she saw Alice laughing and carrying on with the Princess. Nora watched as the Queen said her goodnights to her guests, but Alex wasn’t among them. Alex was at Alice’s side as they walked down the hall, flanked by four guards – two of the Queen’s and two belonging to the Princess. Many guests would be staying at the palace tonight, but some would be heading back to their countries on their own private planes. That meant there would be more security officials in the palace, and that at least made Nora feel a little better.
She briefed the next shift of the Royal Guard on the rooms the other monarchs were staying in, along with their security teams, and then headed upstairs to her own room for the night. It didn’t take long for her to hear laughter coming from Alice’s room. Alex was in there with her. She’d confirmed that with the guard outside Alice’s door before entering her bedroom for the night. Nora took off her jacket and began to unbutton her pants when she got so angry, she slammed the closet door. She couldn’t listen to them giggle and talk all night. All it would take was a perfectly timed comment from Alex, and Alice might just give in. Nora hated that and wanted to run into that room and kick Alex out of it, but she didn’t. Instead, she went into her bathroom, washed her face, and brushed her teeth.
“Nora?”
Nora spat in the sink, and her eyes went wide.
“Can I come in?” Alice asked.
“One second, Your Majesty,” she replied, wiping her mouth with a towel and checking to make sure she’d gotten all of the toothpaste off her face. She returned to the bedroom and saw Alice standing there, still in her party dress but without the heels. “Ma’am, is everything okay?”
“It’s just me in here. Are you okay? I heard the door slam. I got worried.”
“Just the wind,” Nora lied.
“The wind? In a room with one window you’ve never opened and a closed door?” Alice asked.
“Sorry if I worried you. Everything’s fine, Ma’am. You can go back to the Princess now.”
“Oh, Alex left.”
“She did?”
Alice smiled and said, “Yes. We had something to talk about, but she’s probably in her room now. Were we too loud?”
“I just heard you laughing,” Nora said.
Alice looked back at the door she’d left open when she walked in and said, “You never close this door.”
“I know.”
Alice nodded a few times as if she’d determined that was all Nora was going to say.
“Are you okay? How’s the shoulder?”
“Fine, Ma’am.” Nora nodded. “I was just about to climb into bed.”
“Hey, what’s going on? You’ve been weird since the other night on the roof.”
“I’m tired, Alice. It was my first shift back.”
“I can tell when you’re lying now, Nora. I’ve known you long enough. Your eyebrow does this thing, and then sometimes, you look down like you just did.”
“What does Alex want from you?” she blurted out.
“Alex? I don’t know. I guess friendship, Nora. Are we back on this?”
“You know how she is.”
“I know how people make her seem, but she’s not like that.”
“Did she try anything?”
“What?” Alice asked a little louder. “No, she didn’t try anything. We’ve been over this, Nora. Alex is a friend. Why do you keep assuming she wants more, or that she’s actually going to get it?”
“I’ve seen how she looks at you.”
“She had a crush on me when we first met; maybe that’s what you’re picking up on. But I’m not interested in Alex, and she’s not–”
“She told you she had feelings for you?”
“A crush, yes.”
“Alice, she has to find a wife that’s willing to be her Consort in the UK. That would mean you’d be–”
“Hello – I just told you she’s not interested in me anymore. Also, I’m not even remotely interested in her like that, so you’ve got to stop worrying about this, Nora.”
“Is it Maxwell?”
“Now, we’re talking about Maxwell?” Alice asked. “Where is this coming from?”
“I am forty years old… Why am I acting like a teenager?” Nora asked herself.
Alice took a few steps closer and asked, “What’s going on?”
“He’ll want something from you, too,” Nora said.
“Maxwell?”
“Men have a hard time dealing with a woman that’s more powerful.”
“You and Alex should talk,” Alice said, laughing a little.
“I’m serious. His family titles were taken away. I’m sure he’ll ask you to reinstate them.”
“He hasn’t yet. And it doesn’t matter – if they were his, and the former President took them, I should give them back, along with any of the other lost titles.”
“What if that’s all he wants from you?”
“I don’t think that’s true. He could get that without asking me to be my boyfriend.”
“He asked you that directly?”
“Nora, I told you he’s making plans I’m not ready for yet. I’ve told you Alex doesn’t want me. Why do you even care about this stuff?”
“What do you want, then?” Nora asked.
“Honestly, to go back in time about five minutes, so I could avoid this conversation.”
“Every time I bring up Alex, you always talk about how she doesn’t feel that way about you or you don’t feel that way about her, but I’ve never heard you say it, Alice.”
“Say what?!” Alice asked, sounding exasperated.
“That you’re heterosexual,” Nora replied. “That no matter how much Alex likes you or doesn’t like you, that you couldn’t feel that way about her because you’re only attracted to men.”
“What?” Alice said.
“You’ve never just said it. I need you to say it now.”
“Nora, you need me to say it? Why?”
“Because if you say it, if you tell me it’s not possible, it’ll help. Tell me you like Maxwell, even though you’re not ready for everything yet. Tell me you’ll marry a man one day and have his children. Tell me it’s not possible, Alice. I need you to say it.”
Alice didn’t say anything for a long minute. She stared at Nora as if she were trying to solve a puzzle.
“Why do you need to hear it?” Alice asked finally.
“You know why,” Nora replied. “You have to know why.”
“Nora, I…” Alice stopped.
Nora waited for her to finish, but when Alice didn’t say anything else, Nora moved in. Without thought, she put both hands on Alice’s shocked face and kissed her. Alice wobbled back a bit with the unexpected embrace. Nora wrapped her arms around Alice’s back and continued the kiss. When she realized Alice wasn’t kissing her back, though, she opened her eyes and knew it was over now. Everything was over.
“Your Majesty, I…”
Alice didn’t say anything. She just covered her mouth and looked at Nora with wide eyes.
“I have to go,” Nora said.
“This is… This is your room,” Alice replied so softly that Nora almost didn’t hear her.
“Doesn’t matter. I have to go.”
Nora rushed out of the room dressed only in a T-shirt and her black pants. She didn’t even have shoes on. She hurried down the hall in case Alice emerged and asked her to come back. She went down the stairs and kept going until she hit the basement. She hadn’t even realized that was where she was going. Quickly, she went to the northeast corner and stood in front of the cell her father had occupied. She went inside, making sure the door would stay open, and sat on the old, tattered bed.
“Did you sit here?” she asked him into the silence. “God, Dad, I really messed up tonight. I’m going to lose everything because I just… I couldn’t not do it.” Nora looked up and smiled. “She’s beautiful. She’s smart. God, she’s so smart. She thinks of things her advisors don’t even consider. She really was born for this. You saved her, Dad. You made all this possible. You’re not here to see it, and now your idiot child has made a mess of things.” Nora stood up and began pacing in her socks. “I’m sorry. I wanted to make sure people know you were a hero. I wanted a statue of you in the park after the President was sentenced. I wanted to really retire from the military as a colonel; not as a discharged Major who kissed the Queen of Kleinland because she couldn’t stop herself.” Nora paused and continued her pacing. “I screwed up, Dad. I can’t even get out of here because I ran out of my own room without shoes, my phone, or my wallet. I have to just wait her out and hope she goes back to her room. She might have me kicked out of the palace tonight, so I should probably prepare to never see her again.”
“Nora?”
Nora turned and saw Alex standing there.
“Your Royal Highness,” she said, lowering her head. “What are you doing down here, Ma’am?”
“I walk a lot. It helps clear my head. I also like to get away from my security when I can. I pretend they’re not tracking my every move when they give me a few meters of space. They pretend to indulge me.” Alex walked closer. “Is everything all right? You’re not wearing any shoes.”
“Yes, Ma’am, everything’s fine. Thank you. I’ll be on my way.”
“You can’t stand me, can you?”
“Ma’am, I–”
“Oh, forget about all that. I’m just Alex, and you’re just Nora down here. You don’t like me very much.”
Nora shook her head, and Alex laughed.
“Because you think I’m going for your girl?”
“She’s not my girl,” Nora corrected.
“But without me saying a name, you know exactly who I’m talking about,” Alex remarked with a smile. “I’m not, you know?”
“You were, though, weren’t you?”
“She told you what I told her, did she?” Alex asked, shaking her head back and forth. “I was smitten with Alice when we first met; that’s true. But I don’t want to date another monarch. It’s complicated. If I’m a Princess, I’d be expected to move here and be her Consort. What happens when I’m a Queen in my own right? Do we split our time between countries? Do I get priority because the UK is bigger and has the most well-known monarchy in the world? What happens with the kids? Does one get Kleinland and the other get the United Kingdom? It’s a mess. It’s much easier if I find someone who isn’t already a Queen or a Princess who will inherit her own throne.”
“Sounds like you have it all worked out,” Nora said, suddenly feeling really cold.
“Not even close.” Alex laughed. “I have another crush. That’s what I was talking about with Alice tonight.”
Nora’s eyes widened at that revelation.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Alex said. “Nora, I don’t know why you’re down here, or if something happened after I left Alice tonight, but I do know that she looks at you way more than she looks at anyone else. When I asked her if she had someone to help her get through this, she said no, but she looked at you. She might not be able to put things together for herself yet, or maybe she’s resisting for the same reasons you are, but it’s there.”
“Reasons?”
“I assume you think you’re but a soldier and she’s a Queen?”
“How did you–”
“Because I’ll be a Queen one day. I’ve had to try to separate women who wanted me from women who wanted the would-be Queen my whole adult life. Whenever I found one that I knew liked me for me, it would somehow come up. She’d tell me she was a commoner, or she just worked for a charity I supported. I’d tell her none of that matters. Sometimes, it worked out for a while, and sometimes, that was the end of us.”
“I am just a soldier, though.”
“And you’re both just human beings who like each other and keep pretending like you don’t.” Alex shrugged. “Alice is smart and kind. She’s also sweet and funny. She’s going to make someone very happy one day, and I don’t see that person being Max, Nora. But, I could see that person being you.” Alex turned her head toward the stairs. “Now, we’ve reached about the maximum amount of time before my security wants to get a visual on me, so I’ll leave you alone here and just say that I wish you luck.”
She turned to go.
“Alex?”
“Yes?” Alex turned back around.
“Thank you.”
“Just don’t be stupid, all right? She’s a great woman and doesn’t deserve anyone’s stupidity.”



CHAPTER 34
Alice waited for fifteen minutes. She stood there stunned for the first five. Then, she sat down on Nora’s bed, and she waited for another ten, just sitting there, staring ahead at the door, before she finally stood back up and went to her own room. She sat on her bed for at least another fifteen minutes before she gave up entirely. Then, she decided to get ready for bed. It was already late, and she was tired. The day had been long. She’d had the final rehearsal for the coronation, getting ready for the coronation, doing the coronation, giving her speech, getting ready for the party, putting on her game face for the party, and then what happened with Nora.
What had happened with Nora? Well, Nora had kissed her. Yeah, that had happened; she’d been kissed by a woman. Nora had pulled her against her body and kissed her. Alice couldn’t stop thinking about it as she brushed her teeth. She’d had her coronation ceremony today and was now officially the Queen of a country, but all she could think about was the fact that she’d been kissed by Nora tonight.
Alice showered quickly, wanting to get her hair and face clean of hairspray and make-up before bed. She didn’t bother blow-drying her hair, though; she didn’t have the energy. Nora’s lips had been on hers. She touched them as if she could still feel them there.
Just as she was about to climb into bed after putting on her pajamas, there was a knock at the door of her suite. Her heart started racing. There was only one person who would be knocking on her door this late. She smiled, bit her lower lip, rushed to the door, and then stopped with her hand on the doorknob. Why was she so excited at the thought of Nora coming back? Why did she always want to talk to her more than anyone else? Why did she love spending time with Nora over even her closest friends these days, when she should be homesick and having trouble adjusting to her new, crazy life? She took stock of her feelings and knew she was happy.
“Your Majesty,” Maxwell greeted when she opened the door.
“Maxwell?” she asked, dropping her smile. “What are you doing here?”
“Ma’am, I was told he was permitted upstairs,” the guard standing by the door said.
“It’s all right. Thank you,” she said, ushering Maxwell inside.
“I know it’s late, but since I wasn’t invited to the coronation or the ball, I thought I could stop by and surprise you.”
“Maxwell, how did you even get in?”
“My friend at the gate. I’ve known him for years. He’s seen me here a few times now and knows I’m authorized. I brought you these.” He closed the door behind him and handed her a bouquet of colorful flowers.
“You can’t just show up like this. There are Kings and Queens staying here tonight. I don’t think their security teams want any surprises.”
“I won’t stay long if you don’t want me to,” he said, looking disappointed.
“I was just about to go to bed, Maxwell. It’s late.”
“I was at my estate, and I realized that I should be with you today, but I understand why I couldn’t be. I just got in the car and drove here. It took me a while, but – I don’t know – it felt important that I see you today. It was your coronation.”
Alice moved into the room and sat on the sofa. Maxwell followed close behind, taking her hand as he sat down. Alice placed the flowers on the table.
“I understand your trepidation. I didn’t grow up with a monarchy, either. By the time I was born, it was all gone. It’s all new to me, too, but I’ve loved spending time with you, and I’d like us to be able to take the next step in our relationship.”
“What, exactly, do you think that next step is?” she asked.
“Well, we haven’t even kissed yet, Alice, so I thought we’d start there,” Maxwell said with a smile.
“Oh,” Alice uttered, thinking about Nora’s lips on her own.
“We can take things slow, but it’s been a few dates already, and–”
“Maxwell, I like you. I think you’re great.”
Maxwell pulled his hand away and said, “Oh, no. I know that tone.”
“I really do like you, but I just don’t feel it.”
“It?”
“A romantic connection,” she said.
“Ah,” he replied. “Not at all?”
“No. You’ve been patient with me, and I appreciate it, but I can’t keep dragging you along if I don’t see anything happening with us.”
“I see,” he replied. “Well, I had hoped for another outcome, but I’m not going to try to change your mind. And I don’t think I can change how your heart feels, so I guess I’ll just say that I’ve enjoyed our time together, and I’m sorry for interrupting your night.” He stood up.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“I’m glad you told me now. It would have been worse if we’d gone public, and then this happened.”
“Yeah,” Alice said, lowering her head; not because of what she was doing to Maxwell, but because she’d been thinking about Nora the entire time and not the guy she was sending away.
“I’ll see myself out,” Maxwell said.
Alice grabbed the bouquet and followed him.
“You should take these back. I don’t deserve them,” she said, holding them out for him to take.
He opened the door and said, “No, regardless of us, you still deserve them, Ma’am.”
That was when Alice saw Nora standing just outside the door.
“Nora,” she said softly.
“Hello, Major,” Maxwell said to Nora.
“Maxwell,” Nora said. “Your Majesty.” She bowed her head slightly.
“You were coming in here?” Alice asked.
“Um, no. I was on my way to my room, Ma’am,” Nora clearly lied.
“Well, I should get going. Thank you for seeing me this late, Your Majesty,” Maxwell said, kissing her hand as he usually did when they parted.
“Drive safe, Maxwell,” Alice said.
Maxwell nodded and walked out.
“Ma’am?” the guard asked her.
“Can you see him out?” she asked.
“I can, but I’m not supposed to leave my post, Ma’am.”
“Major Bakker is here. I’ll be safe,” Alice replied, staring at Nora.
“Yes, Ma’am.”
The guard followed Maxwell.
“You don’t have any shoes on,” Alice said to Nora once he was out of earshot.
“No, Ma’am.”
“I don’t have the energy for that, Nora. Where did you go?”
“To the basement.”
“The basement? Why?”
“I didn’t have any shoes. I couldn’t go anywhere else. My ID and badge are in my room, too.”
“Will you come in?” Alice asked.
“I shouldn’t.”
“Why?”
“Alice, you know why. I cannot apologize enough,” Nora said, hanging her head.
“Please come in here so that we can talk,” Alice replied.
“I should have gotten you those,” Nora said.
“Gotten me what?”
“Those.” Nora pointed to the flowers Alice was still holding.
“Flowers?”
“Maxwell got you those,” Nora said, not sounding like herself.
“Yeah, he surprised me. I had no idea he was coming over.”
“Good. He’s good for you, I think. He comes from a good family. He’ll–”
“Nora, why do you think you should have brought me flowers?” Alice interrupted.
“For my behavior,” Nora replied. “What I did earlier was unacceptable, and I’ll never forgive myself, Alice. I–”
“I don’t need flowers for that.”
“You don’t need flowers at all. Maxwell brought you some,” Nora argued.
“Maxwell surprised me with flowers and basically asked me to make our relationship formal. I told him no. I tried to give the flowers back to him. He didn’t take them.” She held them up. “I don’t give a shit about flowers, Nora.”
“You should,” Nora said. “It’s what he’s supposed to do. He offers you exactly what you need, Ma’am.”
“And not at all what I want,” Alice argued. “I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore, Nora.”
“That was a mistake, Ma’am.”
“Well, it’s my mistake to make, then,” Alice said defiantly, dropping the flowers to the table nearby and crossing her arms over her chest. “Now, do I also need to answer for Alex again, or are we good there?”
“I ran into her downstairs.”
“Alex?”
“She was on a walkabout.”
“In the basement?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Nora said. “She told me that she doesn’t have feelings for you.”
“And you believed her over me?”
“I believed that she had the ability to–”
“Do what? Convince me to do something I didn’t want to do? She’s charming, I’ll give you that, but do you really think that low of me?”
“What? No,” Nora replied, taking a step inside the room but not closing the door behind her.
“Then, why believe her and not me?”
“I don’t know,” Nora said.
“Well, you better figure it out,” Alice told her. “You kissed me tonight, Nora,” she added softly.
“And I’ll be turning in my resignation tomorrow morning. I’ll go write it now,” Nora said, nodding.
“You’re doing what?!”
“I hereby resign my position as your primary Royal Guard Service protection officer. I will request a replacement be made available to you beginning tomorrow, but I’d like to stay on as a member of the guard – at least, until things calm down. Then, I’ll officially retire and leave the city.”
“Leave the…”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Nora said when Alice couldn’t finish. “Have a good rest of your night.”
Alice watched as Nora walked out of the room and toward her own door. She opened it and closed it quickly behind her, disappearing. Alice couldn’t breathe. She leaned against the table, felt Maxwell’s flowers, practically growled, and tossed them to the floor, watching some of the petals fly through the air before landing on the red-and-royal-blue carpet.



CHAPTER 35
Nora opened her laptop up on the bed, turned it on, and kicked off her now disgusting socks, replacing them with another gray pair to sleep in. Just as she was about to type in her password and type her formal resignation letter, the door between their bedrooms was pushed all the way open, and Alice stood there.
“Your–”
“Don’t do it,” Alice said.
“Don’t do what?”
“Close your computer. Don’t resign, Nora.”
“Alice, I can’t keep–”
Nora watched as Alice moved to her. It happened so quickly; she hadn’t been able to prepare herself for having Alice in her arms again, her lips on hers. Alice was kissing her, and Nora kissed her back. She wouldn’t be stupid; she wouldn’t waste this opportunity. It might be the only one she got. Alice’s lips were so soft and perfect. Her arms went around Nora’s neck and actually pulled Nora in even closer. Nora heard Alice moan softly, and her hands went to Alice’s back. Before she knew it, they were under Alice’s sleep shirt and on her skin, rubbing her hands up and down, taking it all in. When she held on to Alice’s lips for a second longer than she probably should have, Alice pulled out of the kiss and stared at Nora.
“Alice…”
“Oh, my God,” Alice said, shocked. She covered her mouth with her hand and said, “Oh, my God, Nora.”
Nora tried to keep rubbing Alice’s back, but Alice backed away entirely.
“Let’s talk,” Nora suggested softly.
“I… I have to go,” Alice said.
Then, she turned and walked through the still-open door that connected through her closet. Nora closed her eyes and tried to catch her breath. When she did, she made a decision.
“Hey! You can’t just kiss me like that and leave, Alice,” Nora said when she entered the Queen’s bedroom.
Alice was already frantically pacing back and forth.
“I’ve never kissed another woman,” Alice said as if muttering to herself.
“I know,” Nora replied.
“I just kissed you, Nora.”
“I know,” Nora repeated, remembering every moment of it.
“I’m not…”
“I know,” Nora said again, leaning back against the wall next to the door.
Alice finally turned to face her and said, “Nora, I don’t know what to do now.”
“Did you like it?” Nora asked, shrugging a shoulder.
“Yes.”
“Do you want to do it again?”
“With you? Yes,” Alice stated.
Nora smiled softly and said, “Not with anyone else?”
“No.”
Nora stood up fully and walked over to her. She took both of Alice’s hands in her own.
“What do you need right now?”
“I have no idea.” Alice laughed.
“Can I hug you?” Nora took a chance.
“Hug?”
“I never get to just hug you, and I think about hugging you all the time.”
“You do? Just hugging me?”
“No, I think about everything, but a hug was all I’d allow myself.”
Alice let go of Nora’s hands, held out her own, and said, “Come here.”
Nora wrapped her arms back around her, and they stood there in the middle of Alice’s bedroom, holding on to one another as if one was leaving and never coming back. Nora rubbed Alice’s back again, but over her shirt this time. When Alice’s lips just grazed Nora’s neck, Nora swallowed and tried to live in this moment because she didn’t know what was to come.
“Nora?”
“Yes?” Nora asked.
“How do we do this?”
“Which part?”
“This part. I’ve never done this part with a woman before.”
Nora reluctantly pulled back in order to make eye contact with her. She wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she leaned in and captured Alice’s lips again. This time, she kissed her slowly, reveling in it. When she requested entrance with her tongue, Alice let her in. Nora wasn’t sure she’d ever kissed a woman this slowly before. Sometimes, their lips weren’t even moving, but their hands were. Alice’s hands rubbed at the hairs at the back of her neck, and Nora’s – all over Alice’s back, wanting to memorize all the skin she found. Minutes later, when they finally pulled apart, Alice placed her hand over Nora’s shirt just over her heart.
“Alice, I want more than just kissing in your bedroom, but we can’t have it,” Nora said.
“Why not?” Alice asked, looking adorably frustrated and disappointed at the same time.
“I’m a soldier. My job is to protect you.”
“Tonight, I don’t need that. I don’t know what’s happening to me, Nora. I don’t know what this means beyond that, I think, I’ve been wanting this since we met, and I didn’t realize it.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” Alice said. “God, Bexley, Stan, and Alex all told me that I had feelings for you, and I didn’t believe them. They told me you have feelings for me, too, by the way.”
“Well, I do, so they’re right.”
“How long?”
“A while,” Nora replied. “I didn’t allow myself to believe it at first. Then, I tried to push them away, and I couldn’t. That day at the luncheon, I was too busy staring at you to notice the guy with the gun fast enough.”
Alice reached inside her shirt and covered the new scar.
“Do you want this with me, whatever this is?”
“I’ve been acting like a hormonal teenager with you recently because I can’t have you, but the thought of you with someone else made me sick, Alice.”
“Why do you think you can’t have me? Is it because I’ve never been with a woman, or that I don’t know if I’m gay or bi or–”
“What? No, I don’t care about any of that.” Nora cupped Alice’s cheek. “Alice, I’m crazy about you. I don’t need you to be gay or declare yourself as something. You’re supposed to get married and have royal children. You need a real partner. You need a Consort.”
“Why couldn’t that be you one day? I mean, I’m not proposing or anything,” Alice said with wide eyes.
“I hardly sleep at night because of the nightmares I have from the war. I’m not someone who would do well at parties or events. I don’t know how to–”
“I had to learn everything when I first got here. And as for the nightmares, I thought you were doing better. I haven’t heard you from my room in a while.”
Nora took the Queen’s hand on her chest and kissed the inside of the palm.
“It’s not as bad.”
“Nora, just tell me if you want this or not, because I finally did it. I finally realized it, and I kissed you. If you want this, I’m in, okay? I have a lot I need to figure out, and the Queen piece of things is part of that, but you were there that day Romero and Mr. Daughtry told me I needed to get married. I told them if and when I marry and have kids, it’ll be because it’s what I want and with the person I want to share my life with. I know the monarchy needs stability, but I can’t be good for the country if I’m miserable marrying someone I don’t feel anything for, like Maxwell.”
“They won’t be happy. I don’t even know how the country would take the news.”
“They didn’t have a problem when they thought I was dating Alex.”
“She’s a Princess, and she’s also the heir to the throne of a massive ally.”
Alice pressed their foreheads together and said, “I like this.”
“I like this, too.”
“I don’t know what to tell people exactly right now. I just know that I need to tell you that I’m scared and confused and kind of pissed off at myself for being so dumb about all of this, but my head and my heart are both telling me this is what I want, Nora. This whole time, you’ve been what I’ve wanted.”
“You have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say that.” Nora kissed her forehead.
“Then, will you quit being such a pain in my ass and just agree to figure this out together?”
“What if I can’t be what you need?”
“You always have been, so I don’t know why that would change now.”
Nora smiled and said, “Okay.”
“Okay?” Alice asked, pulling back to look into Nora’s eyes.
“Yes. But I should go now.”
“What?”
“It’s after two in the morning, Alice. We both need sleep. And I don’t think either of us is ready for anything else tonight.”
“You could sleep in here,” Alice suggested. “You could hold me.”
“Are you sure? What if someone comes in the morning and finds us?”
“It wouldn’t be the first time they’ve caught us in the same bed.”
“What?” Nora asked, confused.
“Nora, you got shot. I stayed with you. People saw.”
“Did they think–”
“Well, if they did, they were kind of right, weren’t they?”
“Just let me change, and I’ll be right back,” Nora replied, smiling at her.
“You could just sleep in your T-shirt and your underwear. I’ve seen it before.” Alice smiled back at her.
“I have pajamas.” Nora laughed. “I’ll be two minutes.”
“Nora?”
“Yeah?” Nora asked.
“Hurry back?”
“I will,” Nora replied, practically running out of the room and into her own. “Holy shit,” she whispered to herself.
She stopped and sat on the end of the bed, trying to catch her breath and gather her swirling thoughts. It was true that her nightmares had gotten better. She hadn’t been sure what had finally caused their dissipation, but she smiled as she considered the fact that it could have been Alice. Alice made her feel safe, even though it was Nora’s job to make her feel that way. Nora closed down her laptop. She didn’t know what the future held as far as her job went, but she knew she at least wasn’t going to be writing a resignation letter tonight.
She removed her shirt and tossed it to the floor. Her T-shirt smelled like the old basement, so she stripped it off and removed her sports bra. Then, she put on a new shirt without a different bra since she didn’t sleep in them. The pants were kicked off next, and she realized she still had her gun on her ankle holster. She looked at the underwear she’d put on for that day, and while she knew they wouldn’t go further tonight, she also didn’t want Alice to happen to see her in this ratty old pair, so she changed into a new pair and slipped into some army sweats. She looked herself over in the mirror by the bed and took a deep breath. She could do this. She wanted this. She wanted to be with her. Kissing her tonight only proved it to Nora: Alice was the one for her. She had no idea how she’d managed to worm her way inside Alice’s heart, but she needed to give this a chance, or she’d always regret it. She smiled at her decision to go for it, and just as she was about to return to Alice’s room, she heard it.
“Nora!”



CHAPTER 36
Alice stood in the middle of her bedroom with her hands in the air.
“Why did you do that?” the man asked as he pointed his gun at her. “Who did you yell at?”
“We can talk about this,” Alice said.
“You were supposed to be asleep. Why are–”
“Put the gun down,” Nora commanded as she swept into the room, holding her own gun at the man who looked half-drunk and about sixty years old. “Put the fucking gun down. I won’t hesitate to shoot you.”
“We don’t need a Queen,” he continued. “You’ve taken everything from me.”
“I don’t even know you,” Alice stated.
“Alice, don’t,” Nora told her, moving slowly to stand in front of her.
“Nora, no,” Alice said.
“I’ve radioed this in. Officers are on the way. Put the gun down. If they see you aiming a gun at the Queen, they’ll kill you on sight.”
Alice couldn’t catch her breath. When the man entered her bedroom, she’d thought it a joke for a second before she realized he was serious. Before she could think, she’d yelled for Nora. And now, Nora was standing between her and yet another gun. She’d been less worried when the gun was pointed directly at her. Now, all she could think about was how it felt when Nora got shot last time. Alice had been so worried she’d lost her then.
“There was no guard at the door,” the man sniveled.
“I told him I was fine,” Alice said to herself, remembering she’d sent the guard down with Maxwell.
“Put the gun down. That’s the last warning you get.”
“I had a house. I had a son. I had money. I had power. I was in charge of an entire industry. You took all of that away from–”
The doors behind the man opened, and the guards rushed in. The man turned toward them, waving the gun.
“Line of fire!” Nora yelled.
She pushed Alice down on the bed and lay on top of her. There was a loud gun shot that reverberated throughout the entire suite of rooms.
“Nora?” Alice checked.
“I’m okay. I’m okay,” Nora told her.
“Major, we’ve got him,” a guard said.
Nora kissed Alice’s forehead quickly before getting up. She turned around with her gun still in the air and then lowered it.
“How the hell did he get in here?!” Nora yelled at the five guards that had the man on the floor.
Alice hadn’t ever heard her yell that loudly before.
“I’ve been shot,” the man spoke.
“Nora, he’s bleeding,” Alice said when she stood and saw the man was bleeding from his lower leg. “He needs a hospital.”
“He needs to tell me how he got in here.”
“I walked in,” he replied as cuffs were placed on his hands.
“Well, you’ll be wheeled out.” Nora seethed.
“Major, we should get him to the hospital.”
“Where’s McShay?”
“I’m here,” he said as he hurried into the room. “What the hell happened?”
“I trusted you!” Nora chastised.
“What?”
“You said you had this place secured. There are Kings and Queens staying here, McShay.”
“I don’t know how he got in here, but I’ll find out. Someone’s getting fired,” McShay replied as the man was half-carried out of the room. “Give me twenty to look at the security cameras and talk to my men. I’ll meet you in–”
“I’m getting her out of here,” Nora stated.
“What?” Alice asked.
“Tell the guests’ security officers that their people are at risk. They should try to get them out of here tonight if they can. If not, you double the guard, McShay. You lock this place down. No one gets in or out without you laying eyes on them personally.”
“Yes, Major,” he replied. “Should I alert the Prime Minister?”
“I’ll call him and a few others when I get us where we’re going. I need men to come with me, but I don’t want it to be noticeable,” she said.
“Where are we going? Nora, we need to–”
Nora turned to her and said, “There could be more. The palace needs to be searched from top to bottom. Until that’s done, you’re not safe here, Ma’am.”
Alice hated that Nora had used ‘Ma’am’ again but nodded.
“I’ll pack a bag for a few days?”
“One or two,” Nora replied. “McShay, I want an update in an hour. Sooner, if you can.”
“Of course.” He looked at Alice. “Your Majesty, my apologies. I will get to the bottom of this.”
“Okay,” Alice said because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.
Then, the commotion was over almost as fast as it had begun.
“Pack. I’ll wait. Then, we’ll go to my room and–”
“Nora…”
“I need to be your protection officer right now, Alice.”
“Okay, Major Bakker,” Alice replied.
◆◆◆
 
“Where are we going?”
“We’re going to another safehouse. You haven’t been to this one yet,” Nora said as she drove them.
“Are you sure this is a good idea? It’s just us here.”
“There are three cars ahead of us, one to our right, and two more behind us.”
“There are?” Alice turned around and tried to make them out through the darkness.
“Unmarked cars like this one. Safer than announcing your departure in the bullet proof palace cars.”
Alice looked over at Nora, who was stiff as a board.
“I’m okay, Nora.”
“You almost weren’t,” Nora replied. “I was only gone a minute. How did he–”
“None of this is your fault,” Alice interrupted.
“We’ll be there in about thirty minutes. It’s late; you should try to get some sleep.”
“Like I’m letting you drive in the middle of the night while I sleep.”
Alice saw a short smile appear and disappear just as quickly. She wanted to touch her, to hold her hand, or rub Nora’s neck, but Nora had requested something of her, so Alice would give it to her right now. Later, they’d have time.
When they arrived at the safe house, Nora told her to stay in the car. Alice watched the scene unfold from the passenger’s seat as a guard stood next to the car with his gun out and ready. Nora pointed to each guard that had accompanied them, and they went off in different directions, all armed. Some got in their cars and drove. Others walked. Then, Nora returned. She got their bags out of the trunk, and the guard opened Alice’s door.
“Ma’am, time to go,” Nora said.
Alice got out of the car, and Nora and the other guard stood at her sides. When they got to the house, two guards came out of it, giving Nora the sign for all clear. Nora still walked in first. The guard closed the door behind Alice and remained outside.
“He’s not coming in?” Alice asked.
“No, they’re all guarding the perimeter.”
“But won’t they need to sleep?”
“They just got on shift. They’re soldiers; they’ll be fine, Alice.”
“Will you be?”
“I would have killed him,” Nora admitted, dropping their bags onto the old hardwood floor that looked worse for wear.
“I know.”
“He had a gun pointed at you.”
Alice moved to her and said, “Can you just be Nora for a second?”
Nora nodded, looking so very tired now. Alice put her arms around her neck and pulled her against her.
“I’m okay,” she whispered into Nora’s ear.
“I can’t lose you,” Nora said, squeezing her tightly. “I just… I’ve lost so much, Alice. I just found you. I can’t lose you.”
“You didn’t. I’m right here. Let’s get whatever sleep we can, okay? It might be impossible, but we should at least try.”
“You sleep. I’ll stay out here,” Nora said.
“No way. You’re coming with me. We were going to fall asleep next to each other.”
“Alice, things have changed.”
“We have to find these moments, Nora; these pockets of time. It’s important. Things are always going to be crazy – I’m the Queen of Kleinland. It’s going to be busy and insane sometimes. Even when we get this all under control, there will be more and different. We need to be able to still be us sometimes.” She paused. “They won’t come in unless you tell them to or there’s a reason. You have a radio, right?”
“Yes,” Nora replied.
“Then, come to bed, sweetheart,” Alice said, giving her a quick kiss on the lips. “I’ll get the bags. You can put all of your guns wherever you need to so you feel better, okay?”
Nora chuckled a bit and said, “Okay.”
A few minutes later, they’d changed back into their sleepwear. Alice knew it wasn’t likely either of them would be able to fall asleep right away. Nora took phone calls from McShay and the Prime Minister. Alice took the phone and talked to him, too, as well as Mr. Daughtry. It was after four in the morning when they finally turned off the lights and settled beneath the thin blanket. Nora wrapped her arm around Alice’s shoulders, and Alice rested her head on her chest. After taking in this moment, Alice smiled. Despite everything that was going on, she was content to be here, in Nora’s arms, just like this.
“Nora?”
“Yes?”
“Do you want to sleep, or should we talk?”
“Talk about what?”
“Your heart is racing.”
“I’m still a little wired,” Nora replied, kissing the top of Alice’s head. “But you should get some sleep.”
Alice ran her hand up under Nora’s shirt and rested it on her abdomen.
“Will you do me a favor?”
“Anything?”
“When you replay tonight in your mind later – whenever later is – will you please remember it as the night we kissed for the first time? Remember that I fell asleep in your arms, that I told you how I feel, and that I want this with us. Forget about the man who tried to ruin our night, okay? I only want to remember the good stuff about tonight, and I want that for you, too.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“And what if I order you as your Queen?” Alice teased.
Nora laughed lightly and said, “Then, I’ll have to comply.”
“This could get interesting,” Alice joked.
Nora laughed, and moments later, Alice felt Nora’s heart begin to slow along with her breathing.



CHAPTER 37
Alice slept for a couple of hours, which she knew she desperately needed, but she woke up around seven, expecting Nora to be up or to wake soon since she was always an early riser. When she opened her eyes, though, Nora was lying next to her and still sound asleep. She’d kicked the blanket off, and it was on the floor on her side of the bed. Her side of the bed. Alice smiled, thinking about how she was on her own side and Nora was on her side of the bed. Nora’s shirt had ridden up in her sleep, and it now rested just below her breasts. Alice looked at her own hand, which was tucked a little inside Nora’s sleep pants. Alice swallowed, and her eyes went wide. If she moved her hand, Nora would wake up and wonder what the hell Alice had been doing with her hand down her pants while she’d been asleep.
Alice kept it there instead as she licked her lips, thinking about how soft Nora’s skin was and how she wanted to touch more of it. She wasn’t sure if it was just Nora, or if she might like other women, too. She thought of Bexley and how much she loved her best friend, but Alice hadn’t ever once thought about Bexley naked or swallowed hard just at the sight of her bare skin. She’d never even been remotely interested in another woman. And now, she was staring down at a beautiful one, thinking about touching her and how it would feel to be touched by her. Whenever Nora had held her, even when it was while trying to keep her safe, Alice had felt it. She’d felt that safety, yes, but now, she knew she’d also felt more than that all along. She’d felt attraction. She wanted Nora, and not just as a friend. The way Nora kissed her told Alice that Nora was just as interested as she was in whatever was building between them.
Alice wanted it to keep building, knowing Nora was trying to resist it for reasons Alice just didn’t care about. Alice had always been the kind of person that wanted to find her one person, marry them, and have their kids. In her mind, nothing had changed now that that person was a woman.
“Nora,” she whispered out loud accidentally.
“What? Are you okay?” Nora asked, waking with a start.
“I’m fine. I’m fine,” Alice said, removing her hand from Nora’s pants and cupping her cheek. “We’re okay.”
“What time is it?” Nora asked, rubbing her face.
“After seven.”
“We should get up,” Nora replied. “I need to get an update on the search at the palace and find out whatever they learned about the guy that–”
“Nora, hold on,” Alice said. “We don’t have to rush out of here. We’re safe here, right?”
“Other than the men outside, no one knows where we are, but their shift will change midday, so there’s a chance–”
“Then, we have until midday,” Alice said. “Did you sleep okay?”
“I can’t believe I slept at all,” Nora replied. Then, she appeared to actually focus on Alice’s face. “Good morning.” She smiled wide.
“There she is.” Alice smiled back at her.
“Sorry, I get a little ahead of myself sometimes,” Nora replied.
Alice looked down again at Nora’s body and decided to do what she’d been wanting to do since she woke up: she moved to straddle Nora’s hips. Nora looked up at her, confused at first, and then her hands went to Alice’s thighs.
“They’ll stay outside, right?”
“Who? The men?” Nora asked, watching her hands as they moved up and down Alice’s sides and under her shirt.
“Yeah. They won’t burst in unless they have to, right?”
“Right. Why?”
Alice’s heart thudded inside her chest. She closed her eyes, relishing Nora’s hands on her skin. Nora moved them over her stomach and then to her back. Alice’s hips started to move before she realized it.
“Alice…” Nora whispered.
“You feel so good,” Alice said, slowly opening her eyes. “I’ve never felt this, Nora. I can’t stop thinking about how much I want to touch you.”
“You can’t?” Nora asked.
Alice placed her hands on Nora’s stomach and slowly moved them up until she was cupping Nora’s breasts. She was touching another woman’s breasts.
“Oh, God,” Nora breathed out.
Alice felt the nipples tighten beneath her hands, and she squeezed Nora’s breasts.
“Alice, we shouldn’t do this here. We should wait. We–”
“We’ve been waiting,” Alice replied, connecting their eyes and squeezing Nora’s breasts over and over again. “Can I look at you?”
“There’s not much to look at,” Nora said. “Just small breasts and a bunch of scars.”
Alice stopped squeezing but kept their eyes connected as she lifted Nora’s shirt up to her neck. Then, she looked down at her and smiled.
“You’re perfect,” she said softly.
“Alice, we…”
Alice lowered herself down until her lips were hovering over Nora’s.
“Take my shirt off, Nora,” she whispered.
“We can wait. You just kissed a woman for the first time last night, and–”
Alice cut her off with her lips. Nora’s hands were still on her back, but they slid up higher on her skin. Alice reached for Nora’s arm and put it at the bottom of her own shirt as she slipped her tongue inside Nora’s mouth. Nora’s other hand moved to the hem of Alice’s shirt and gripped it tightly, pulling Alice down even more. Nora groaned as if trying to hold something back, but Alice didn’t want her to. She knew now that waiting wouldn’t change her feelings for Nora. She wanted this now. She rocked her hips down against Nora, causing the woman to groan again.
“Nora, take it off. I want it off,” Alice told her, breaking their kiss and sitting up.
Nora pulled hard until the shirt was no longer between them. Nora’s lips were between her breasts before Alice knew it, and when Nora pulled Alice’s nipple into her mouth, Alice held her head in place to keep her there.
“God,” Alice whispered. “That feels so good.”
“I want you,” Nora said.
“Then, take me,” Alice replied.
“Alice, I don’t want to…” Nora looked up at her. “If it’s too soon, I…”
“It’s not.” Alice pressed Nora’s head back to her breast. “Suck.”
Nora listened and started sucking again. Alice reached down to her pants and began shoving them down Nora’s thighs. She then found Nora’s hand and placed it on them, showing her what she needed her help with. Nora shoved them down as far as they would go, which wasn’t all that far.
“Oh, fuck,” Alice whimpered as Nora nibbled on her nipple.
“Good?”
“Yes,” Alice said. “Don’t stop.”
Nora didn’t stop, but she moved to the other breast. When Alice thought she could take no more, Nora flipped them until Alice was on her back, and Nora was on top of her, kissing and sucking on her breasts. Nora’s hands moved Alice’s pants down to her knees, taking the underwear with them until she sat up a bit and pulled them off, baring Alice to her for the first time. Alice wasn’t nervous. She didn’t know why, but Nora’s greedy and lustful eyes, taking her in, only made her more certain that what they were doing was right.
“Yours,” Alice said, pointing at Nora’s pants.
Nora pulled her shirt quickly over her head and stepped off the bed to remove her pants and underwear. Before she climbed back on top of Alice, though, she went to lock the bedroom door. Alice smirked at her. Then, she wasn’t smirking anymore because Nora was on top of her, settling her hips between Alice’s own, and she was rocking them into her.
“I liked it when you told me what to do before,” Nora whispered against Alice’s ear.
“When I told you to suck?”
“Yes,” Nora confirmed.
She reached down between them, and Alice wasn’t sure what she was doing at first. Then, she felt Nora’s fingers exploring her sex.
“You’re wet,” Nora said.
“I woke up like this. God, touch me for real, please,” Alice encouraged.
Nora’s hand moved for a second, and Alice felt it then.
“Oh, wow,” she whispered.
“Okay?” Nora asked.
Nora had spread Alice and then spread herself so that they were now touching in the most intimate of ways.
“I never knew it would…” Alice began as Nora rocked into her. “That feels really good.”
“I’ve wanted you for so long; I want it fast and slow at the same time, Al.”
She’d never called her ‘Al’ before. Alice smirked at the new nickname.
“I don’t want you to hold back. I want you to do whatever you want,” Alice replied, pressing her hands into Nora’s ass and pushing her down.
“I… I…” Nora’s eyes closed.
“Nora, kiss me,” Alice said.
Nora pressed their lips together, and Alice wrapped one of her hands around Nora’s neck, keeping her in place while Nora continued to rock. Alice knew she wouldn’t last long like this. It had been so long since she’d been touched by someone, and she’d never been touched by someone she cared about this much. She’d never been touched this way.
“Baby, take me. I want all of it,” Alice said.
Nora grunted. It was hot. Alice moved her hand into Nora’s hair, and Nora’s hand moved between them again. Fingers met Alice’s clit. Alice’s head went back against the pillow, and Nora’s lips went to her neck.
“I want to fuck you, Alice,” Nora stated. “And I want to make love to you slowly, touching every single part of you.”
“Both,” Alice replied. “God, do both.”
Nora’s fingers lowered to Alice’s entrance, and Nora was still rocking against her when she entered Alice.
“Oh, God,” Nora whispered against her neck. “I have dreamed of this.”
“Show me,” Alice encouraged. “Show me what you dreamed about doing.”
Nora pulled out, then pushed back inside, and Alice felt her body stretching to accommodate the additional finger.
“That’s perfect,” she said. “Just like that.”
Alice had always been more assertive in the bedroom. Some of the men she’d been with hadn’t liked that, and the others generally liked it a little too much. Nora seemed to like it just the right amount. Her fingers curled inside Alice as if she knew just where to touch her. And she was a woman, so she probably did. Just when Alice was about to go over the edge, Nora pulled out and pushed back in deeper.
“Oh,” Alice said. “Yes.”
Nora repeated the action slowly until Alice gripped the back of her head and pulled Nora up to look at her.
“That. Faster,” she said.
Nora smiled down at her, kissed her quickly, and moved faster. Alice’s hips lifted off the bed and fell over and over again as Nora took her higher.
“You’re so sexy,” Nora said, biting on Alice’s neck a little.
“Your… fingers… are… so… good,” Alice managed out between her rapid breathing. “I’m–”
Then, she went silent as her hips rose again.



CHAPTER 38
Nora was still moving inside her when she realized Alice had stopped talking, and her body had frozen. She slowed her fingers and stared lovingly at Alice. God, she was beautiful. Her reddish-blonde hair was half fanned out on her pillow and half covering her face. Nora pushed it away. She needed to see Alice now; watch her expression as she went through the stages of her orgasm. Alice’s eyes were closed, and Nora’s were wide-open in more ways than one. Alice was hers. She was meant to be hers. Nora had been right, and as much as she’d tried to fight it, she couldn’t anymore. She’d seen Alice like this now. Alice was free and uninhibited. She’d let herself go completely with Nora and trusted Nora to be that person for her.
Nora watched her, rubbing the side of Alice’s face until the hair was completely away from it, and Alice’s eyes opened. They were smiling at her. Nora watched as Alice’s lips showed her a matching wide smile. Nora took that as a good sign. When she went to pull out her fingers, Alice stopped her with her hand.
“Can you stay there?”
“Yes,” Nora replied, lowering her forehead to meet Alice’s. “Can I have you again?”
“Yes,” Alice said, running her hands through Nora’s hair and pulling Nora in for a kiss.
Nora kissed her back long and slow as she began to move her fingers at the same pace. When their kisses grew sloppy, she pulled away and kissed down Alice’s body. She stopped to suck her nipples and licked around her belly button. Alice was already writhing beneath her and had her eyes closed, but when Nora pushed on her inner thigh with her free hand to get her to spread her legs wider, Alice opened them. Nora kissed the inside of Alice’s thigh.
“You’re…”
“Yes,” Nora said, kissing the spot where her thigh met her sex.
“I want that,” Alice breathed out.
“You want my mouth on you?” Nora asked, licking the same spot again.
“Yes.”
Nora kissed the top of Alice’s clit.
“Will you tell me to suck again?” she asked, sliding her tongue out and touching the tip of it to Alice’s clit.
“Suck me,” Alice said.
Nora took Alice’s hand and put it on the back of her own head.
“Put me where you want me.”
“Everywhere. Is everywhere an option?” Alice asked as Nora worked her inside.
“Yes, it is.” Nora’s free hand went to Alice’s breast.
She toyed with her nipple, pulling it and giving it a little twist that had Alice squirming beneath her. Then, Alice pushed Nora’s head down, and Nora took her into her mouth, moaning at the taste of her.
“Holy shit,” Alice said. “I’m going to come.”
Nora slowed her strokes inside. She wasn’t ready for Alice to come yet. She had her lips wrapped around Alice’s clit, and she planned to be there for a while. Nora moaned again when Alice tugged lightly at her hair, feeling her own hips rocking into the mattress. Her body was on fire. She wanted so badly to be touched, to have that release by Alice’s hand that she’d been craving, but this – what she was doing right now – was far more important to her. She sucked Alice slowly in time with her curling fingers. She also let go of Alice’s nipple and squeezed her whole breast instead. Alice then moved her own hand to that breast and stayed on top of Nora’s hand as Nora squeezed over and over. Alice’s other hand was still on the back of Nora’s hair.
“If you want me to hold on, you can’t make it feel this good,” Alice told her.
Nora smiled against Alice’s clit. Then, she licked it.
“That’s too good. I’ll come, Nora,” Alice said.
Nora looked up at her, meeting Alice’s eyes, and sucked Alice into her mouth.
“Oh, God. Now, you’re looking… sexy eyes… I can’t… I’m going to…”
Nora stopped sucking and held her fingers still inside her. The hand on Alice’s breast stopped moving, too. Alice’s eyes shot open.
“Why did you stop? Nora, I was so close.”
“You like this part, too,” Nora said. “This part where you tell me you’re about to come, so I don’t let you.” She kissed Alice’s clit.
“Yes,” Alice admitted slowly.
“Tell me, Al.”
“Get me close,” Alice said. “But don’t let me come.”
Nora smirked and nodded at her before she lowered her head again. She licked the sides of Alice’s clit.
“Like this?”
“Yes,” Alice said, closing her eyes again and rolling her head back against the pillow.
Nora sucked again, but she didn’t move her fingers. Alice’s hips lifted. Her sounds told Nora that it was time to stop, so she did. Alice grunted out again. Nora smiled. She moved inside her, pushed her fingers in deeper, and realizing that Alice was wider than she’d been initially, she took advantage of the access and added a finger, stretching her wider.
“Fuck,” Alice said, her hips lifting and falling. “That feels perfect.”
Nora moved her fingers, curling them a bit, and then pushed them in deeper again.
“I’m going to–”
Nora stopped.
“Fuck! Shit!”
Nora laughed silently at Alice’s cursing. Then, she lowered her mouth to her again and sucked without moving her fingers. Alice’s hand on her head held her in place this time, so Nora knew it was time now. She sucked harder, moved her fingers faster, and twisted Alice’s nipple gently. Alice lifted and lowered, lifted and lowered again, and then, she went still. Nora opened her eyes and stared up at her. Alice’s hand was still keeping her in place, but Nora didn’t mind. She slowed her fingers and traded sucking for licking between Alice’s folds until the grip on the back of her head loosened. She kept her hand on Alice’s breast but didn’t squeeze or twist anymore. When Alice’s hand fell away entirely, Nora lifted her head, took in Alice’s flushed chest, neck, and face, and licked her own lips, tasting the woman she knew she loved on them.
◆◆◆
 
“They’re just going to call back,” Alice told her as she kissed between Nora’s breasts.
“I know, but I don’t want to admit the real world into this room just yet,” Nora replied, moving the hair from Alice’s face.
“I know. I don’t want that, either. But if you don’t answer, they’ll think something’s wrong and rush in here to find me on top of you and both of us naked.”
Nora reached for her phone and said, “What?”
Alice laughed and rolled off of her. It was past ten in the morning. They’d spent the better part of three hours exploring each other, but Nora wasn’t ready for it to end. She wished they had the whole day to make love, talk in between rounds, and figure out what they would do after they left this room, but the real world always had a way of sneaking up on Nora, and now was no exception.
“Major, are you still at the safe house?” McShay asked.
“Yes, we’re safe,” Nora replied.
“The attacker is out of surgery now. Looks like he’ll be fine, but he’ll have a long recovery ahead of him, and then he’ll go on trial.”
“Make sure the police guard him at all times,” Nora replied.
Alice stared at her and made a gesture with her finger like she was pushing down. Nora looked at her own naked body and thought Alice was asking to go down on her while she was on the phone with Major McShay, so she shook her head rapidly. Alice rolled her eyes. She grabbed the phone and pressed the screen to enable speaker mode. Then, she wiggled her eyebrows at Nora. Alice hadn’t done that to her yet, but Nora wasn’t going to pressure her for anything, ever. Alice had made her come three times this morning with her magic fingers.
“You’re on speaker with the Queen,” Nora told McShay.
“Good morning, Your Majesty.”
“Morning, Major McShay. Did you get any sleep last night?”
“No, Ma’am. I’ll be relieved soon. You don’t need to worry about me, though.”
“McShay, did we get anything else from him after surgery?” Nora asked.
“Not yet. He’s still out. The doctor said the meds should wear off soon, so we’ll interrogate him again then.”
“Okay. Any obvious connections to the President?”
“Yes; coal. It turns out, the guy used to be the deputy Minister of Coal for Kleinland,” he replied.
“That’s what he meant when he said I took everything from him,” Alice said, looking down.
Nora cupped her cheek and softened her expression.
“Yes, Ma’am. But there’s more: his son was killed in the unrest the first night of the coup.”
Nora stared into Alice’s eyes and told her, “That is not your fault.”
Alice gave her a slow nod.
“We’ve searched the place twice now, Major, and all of the guests have left Kleinland safely as well. It’s safe for Her Majesty to return to the palace, so unless you think it’s safer wherever you are, I’ll need the location to send the shift change there.”
“Cancel the shift change. We’ll pack up and leave soon,” Nora told him.
The expression on Alice’s face changed to that of disappointment and, dare she say it, sadness at the thought of leaving right now.
“Give us an hour, McShay. The Queen slept in this morning and would like to shower and eat before we leave. Ask the men outside to prepare the cars and check the roads.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he said.
Alice’s smile returned. When Nora hung up the phone, Alice straddled her hips for the second time that day. Nora gripped them and moved Alice up and down over her stomach, spreading the wetness she’d known she’d find there.
“You read my mind,” Alice said, eyes closed, head back, letting Nora do whatever she wanted to her.
“Come up here,” Nora requested, lifting her chin.
“Up there, huh? All the way?” Alice asked, opening her eyes.
“Please,” Nora said.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Alice teased.
She moved until her sex was over Nora’s mouth. Nora licked her until Alice lowered more fully. Then, she slipped her tongue inside her as Alice began to rock against her face.
“I never knew it could… be this… good,” Alice said.
Nora looked up and could just make out Alice’s palms pressing to the wall behind the bed. Then, she pulled her tongue out, dragged it up, and sucked until Alice came in her mouth. When Alice’s movements and sounds slowed, Nora ran her hands up and down her back until Alice lifted and went back to straddling her again.
“Can I…” Alice began.
“Yes is the answer to whatever you’re going to ask,” Nora said.
“I’ve never done it before.”
“Done what?”
Alice gave her a nervous smile and said, “Gone down on a woman.”
“Oh.”
Nora’s heart started racing at the thought.
“I want to do that to you,” Alice said, her confidence waning.
“You can–” Nora stopped when her phone rang again. “I’m going to kill him.” She reached for it and answered, “What, McShay?”
“Major, I just got the news.”
“What news?” Nora asked as Alice lowered herself down her body.
“Major, the President killed himself in his cell about twenty minutes ago,” McShay explained. “Three of his advisors did the same thing. They’re all dead.”
Nora held up her hand to get Alice to stop and pay attention.
“I need to tell the Queen. I’ll call you back.” She hung up.
“What’s wrong? Did something happen? Is everyone in the palace okay?”
“The President killed himself this morning,” Nora told her, sitting up in bed. “He’s dead, Alice.” She paused for a second. “Just when I think things have calmed down, someone shows up in your room, threatening to kill you, and now this.” She cupped Alice’s cheek again. “I’d understand if you were thinking about fleeing right now.”
“What?” Alice asked, holding that hand against her cheek with one of her own. “No way; I’m not going anywhere. But it’s not just because of Kleinland now – I have another important reason to stay.”



CHAPTER 39
When they arrived at the palace, they were pulled in different directions, which didn’t make Alice happy, but she understood the reasoning. While Nora met with McShay and other members of the Royal Guard, Alice met with Mr. Daughtry and the Prime Minister. She knew she should be one hundred percent focused on what had happened the night before and that morning, with the former President’s death, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Nora and what they’d shared that morning. Alice was maybe happy for the first time in her life, and it came from the most unexpected place. She smiled at the thought that she might really be in love.
“Majesty, I’ll be expected to give a speech, but we’d prefer to wait a day or two until we know more.”
“Will I have to give a speech?” she asked the Prime Minister.
“No, Ma’am. At least, we think it would be better not to focus on you, given the circumstances surrounding last night and this morning. We don’t want to rile up anyone else who might be out there thinking of doing the same thing.”
“How did he get in?”
Mr. Daughtry cleared his throat, and for the first time, she noticed that he appeared uncomfortable.
“Well, that is something I should explain. When we were able to question the man when he woke up after surgery, he confessed that he’d been at a bar before coming here and had overheard someone talking about how he’d just been at the palace and how he’d had a friend at the gate get him in. The man was drunk and apparently talking to a friend, but the one who broke in here overheard the whole thing and decided to take his chances. When he got to the gate, he told the guard there that he was a friend of my son’s.”
“Maxwell?” Alice asked.
“Yes, Ma’am. Maxwell went to the bar after you…”
“Sent him home?” she finished for him.
“Yes. He was upset because he’d grown to care for you, and he made a mistake. The man told the guard that Maxwell had asked him to come to the palace to set up a surprise for you the following morning. He also had one of the fake government-issued IDs we’re trying to do away with, and the guard let him through because he had Maxwell’s name and knew Maxwell had been with you, which no one outside the palace and a few others knew.”
“Does Maxwell know?”
“Yes, I spoke with him this morning. He was the one who put two and two together. I shared a picture of the man with him, and Maxwell recognized him from the bar. Your Majesty, I promise you, he didn’t mean–”
“It’s not Maxwell’s fault. He should be able to go out for beers with his friends and talk to them about whatever he wants. It’s the fault of the gun-totting guy who came into this room last night and tried to kill me. What about the President’s death? Is there a connection?”
“We don’t believe so, Ma’am. Just suspicious timing, really. He and several members of his party had been on suicide watch since their arrest, but someone was a little lax, and he was able to get his belt back,” Mr. Simon replied.
“He hung himself?” she asked.
“Yes, Ma’am. There were some wrist slashings and other hangings as well. We’re not sure if it was an orchestrated event or if it just happened to be on the same day.”
“All of his former staff are now either in jail, awaiting their trials, or now deceased,” Mr. Daughtry added.
“And with Parliament now in session, we’re able to move forward on much of our plans, including real democratic elections for the first time.”
“And will you be running?” Alice asked him.
“No, Ma’am. I agreed to do this until we could elect the right man for the job, but I’m seventy years old – I want to sit back and watch my country change for the better.”
There was a knock on the door, and then it opened.
“Hey,” Alice said to Nora.
“You’re still in a meeting; my apologies, Ma’am,” Nora said, moving to close the door.
“No, come in,” Alice said.
“Ma’am, I can–”
“Gentlemen, is there anything else?” Alice asked.
“Not right now, Ma’am,” Mr. Simon said.
“Would it be possible to have the rest of the day to myself, then, please? It’s been a long couple of days. I’d love it if there were no more calls or messages or interruptions if possible.”
“Of course. I’ll tell Romero you’re meant to be left alone on my way out,” Mr. Daughtry said.
“Thank you.”
“Major, we can see you out,” he said to Nora.
“Nora can stay,” Alice replied.
“I thought you–”
“She’s who I want to spend the rest of my day with if she’s able,” Alice said.
Nora smiled and gave her a nod.
“I’m off duty,” she told Alice, but Mr. Daughtry nodded.
“Your Majesty,” he said and bowed his head.
Mr. Simon did the same. Then, they left them alone.
“How was your meeting?” Alice asked, walking to Nora and immediately putting her arms around her neck and pulling her in.
“Did they tell you about Maxwell?” Nora asked, placing her hands on Alice’s hips.
“Yes. I’ll call him tomorrow to tell him this isn’t his fault. He couldn’t have known.”
Nora lifted a wicked eyebrow.
“What’s that?” Alice asked, laughing. “Is that a jealous eyebrow?”
“No,” Nora replied.
“It’s just a phone call to tell him he’s not to blame. You remember who I spent my morning with, right?”
“I’ll never forget this morning,” Nora said, kissing her on the forehead.
“Are you really off duty for the rest of the day?”
“Today and tonight,” Nora said.
“You’re off tonight, too?”
“Apparently, I need to get some sleep. McShay showed me the plans for palace coverage and then asked me if I was okay when I didn’t argue with him about taking the time off.”
“You didn’t argue?” Alice asked, laughing again.
“No; for the first time ever, I think.”
“Why’s that, Major?” Alice asked, kissing Nora’s nose.
“Because I have something else I wanted to do with my time for the first time.”
“Really? What’s that?”
“Be with you,” Nora said so sweetly that Alice nearly melted in her arms.
“Well, I just cleared my entire day, so I’m free for whatever you might have in mind.”
Nora smiled and pulled her in for a hug. Not exactly what Alice had had in mind, but she loved Nora’s hugs, so she reciprocated.
“Are you okay?” Alice asked after a moment.
“I still can’t quite believe this is happening.”
“And you want it to happen, right? Not just what happened this morning, but all of it? I know it’s a lot. When I was just a teacher in Kansas, it would’ve been a lot easier for us.”
“Are you sure you want this?” Nora pulled out of the hug. “We’ve taken some pretty big steps. Have you even had time to think about what this means? If you want this to go public, it means people might have a problem with it; with me.”
“I don’t care,” Alice replied. “And before you say something, I’m not naïve; I know some people might have a problem with me being with a woman. But Queen of a country or not, I won’t let anyone else dictate my happiness, Nora. You make me happy. God, Nora, you’ve kept me sane through this whole thing. I don’t know how you did it, but you did, and I don’t want to give this up. I won’t give it up, okay?”
“Okay,” Nora said.
“But what about you? Once this gets out, people will want to know about you. There will be pictures and possibly interviews. I don’t know how this whole thing works yet, but it’s a lot.”
“I don’t care,” Nora replied and shrugged a shoulder. “I just want you.” She pressed her lips to Alice’s. “And being with you pretty much everywhere you go as your official escort means I can keep a close eye on you, too.”
“How close?” Alice asked, giving her a playful glare.
“Pretty close.”
“Yeah? Because I was thinking maybe we could do some yoga lessons,” Alice said.
“Yoga? Now?”
“Yes,” she replied, unbuttoning the white button-down Nora had put on at some point. “Naked yoga.” She pulled the shirt and the jacket off at the same time, leaving Nora only in her sports bra. “And I already know what pose I want to do first.”
“You do, huh?” Nora asked, reaching for Alice’s hem.
“Well, I know where I want to put my hands.” She unbuttoned Nora’s slacks. “And my mouth.”
“Oh, that’s a different kind of yoga.”
“I was hoping you could give me some lessons,” Alice replied, unzipping the pants. “You were so good at it this morning. Would you be able to share your tips and tricks with me?”
“I’ll do whatever you want,” Nora replied, lifting Alice off the ground.
“Nora, your shoulder!”
“It’s fine,” Nora said, carrying Alice to the bedroom as Alice laughed.
Nora placed her on the bed and climbed on top of her. Then, she removed her sports bra, and Alice took her in.
“I love your body.”
“Scars and all,” Nora said, sounding as if she didn’t believe her.
“Hey, those scars are part of who you are, Nora. I wish to hell you never had to get them in the first place, but how it feels when we’re pressed together might just be the best feeling in the entire world to me. Your skin tells your story, and I can’t believe I get to be part of it now.”
Nora leaned down and kissed her, but Alice wasn’t content with just a kiss. She pulled at Nora’s pants until Nora was kicking her shoes off at the end of the bed and getting up to remove her pants the rest of the way, along with her underwear. It didn’t take her long to take off Alice’s clothes right after, but before she could climb back on top of her, Alice moved to the side and motioned for her to lie down on her back instead. Alice moved on top of her, spreading Nora’s legs and settling between them. She kissed Nora’s neck and spent time on her breasts. When she kissed her way down Nora’s body as she’d done that morning, she knew that this time, she wouldn’t be stopping. She wanted to taste her. She’d never expected to want that in her life, but it was all she could think about now. She kissed the inside of Nora’s thighs, getting closer and closer, watching Nora as she closed her eyes and lifted her hips a little as if silently asking Alice to move where she wanted her.
“You tell me this time,” Alice said softly.
“Take me, Alice,” Nora told her.
Alice smiled up at her and lowered her head. With that first taste of her, Alice was hooked and knew she’d never want anyone else like this again.
“Oh, God,” Nora gasped.
Alice hoped she was doing it right. Nora’s clit was hard, which told Alice she needed relief fast. Alice was happy to provide that relief and then do it over and over again all day. Nora, unfortunately, came way too quickly. So quickly, in fact, Alice hadn’t even noticed. Nora’s hands, tapping her shoulders, asking her to stop, were what alerted her.
“Did you?”
Nora nodded rapidly. Her chest was rising and falling fast, and her skin was flushed.
“I didn’t even know,” Alice admitted.
“I had my thighs around your ears, so you didn’t hear me.”
“I liked that part,” Alice said. “I liked all the parts.”
“You did?”
“Oh, yeah,” Alice said, giving Nora a hard lick.
“Fuck,” Nora said.
“Again,” Alice replied.
“I need just–”
Alice slipped two fingers inside her and lowered her mouth to Nora’s clit, sucking hard.
“Alice, Jesus!”
Alice reached for Nora’s legs and put them over her back, allowing her better access to what she wanted: Nora’s taste, her smell, her sounds, her beautiful body, and the warmth and tightness around her fingers as she moved inside her. Nora gasped, moaned, and put her hand on the back of Alice’s head, asking her not to stop.
“I’m coming,” she said minutes later.
Alice didn’t stop until Nora finally begged her to.



CHAPTER 40
“So, you’re okay?” Alex asked.
“Yes, we’re fine. I’m sorry you were here when it happened,” Alice told her.
“It’s not your fault. I’ll admit, it was scary for a second. My head of security woke me up and told me we needed to fly home immediately.”
“I’m just glad you’re okay,” Alice replied.
Nora gave her the eyebrow again.
“Oh, calm down,” Alice said, laughing at her.
“Who? Me?”
“No, Nora’s here,” Alice explained into the phone, rubbing Nora’s bare thigh. “You’re technically on speaker. I probably should’ve told you that.”
“Hello, Major Bakker.”
“Your Royal Highness,” Nora replied.
“So, why is Nora with you?” Alex asked.
“Isn’t she always?” Alice said, smiling at Nora.
“Oh, my God! You two had sex, didn’t you?”
“What? What are you–”
“I can tell. Your tone is different.”
“It is not,” Alice argued, lying through her teeth.
“Oh, it absolutely is. You did, didn’t you?”
Alice looked over at Nora, who shrugged.
“Yes, we did,” Alice admitted.
Nora’s phone rang on the bedside table, so she looked over at it.
“It’s my grandma. I’ll be right back,” she said, kissing Alice on the cheek.
“Did she just kiss you? I heard lips smacking.”
“She kissed me on the cheek. Shut up,” Alice said, laughing.
Nora walked into her bedroom to take the call.
“Hi, Grandma,” she said.
“Are you okay? I heard about what happened, and you didn’t call me.”
“I’m sorry; I didn’t know the news got out.”
“Is she okay?”
“She’s fine. I’m fine.”
“Did he…”
“No,” she interrupted her grandmother. “He pointed a gun at her, and I almost shot the bastard.”
“You weren’t the one who shot him?”
“No, I dove on Alice.”
“You dove on her?”
“When the backup came in, the guy waved the gun around. I got her out of the way.”
“And you’re both really okay?”
“All this craziness might be over soon, Grandma,” Nora replied, smiling at the thought. “With him gone and only the lower-level guys still alive for their trials, I think we might have actually won.”
“I’m so proud of you, Nora. Your parents would be, too.”
Nora sat on the side of the bed and asked, “Can you keep a secret?”
“I’ve lived on my own in the middle of nowhere for years telling no one I’m your grandmother. What do you think?”
Nora laughed and said, “I think it’s happening; Alice and me.”
“It’s happening?”
“We’re together.”
“Oh, honey. Really?”
“Yeah. She says she wants it, too, and it’s only been since yesterday, but I know I want her.”
“And she wants that, too?”
“She says she wants me,” Nora said.
“And you’re happy?”
“I am so happy,” Nora replied, blushing. “I think I might be a taken woman, Grandma.”
Her grandmother laughed and said, “I think that’s a good thing. When will you two stop by and visit?”
“You could come here.”
“I can?”
“Let me just make sure everything’s really safe now, and we’ll arrange it. I’ll make a room up for you myself.”
“That sounds great, dear.”
“I should let you go. We’re spending the rest of the day together since I don’t have to work, and she gets a break today.”
“Don’t have too much fun.”
“I’ll try not to,” Nora said, laughing. “I love you, Grandma.”
“I love you, too, Nora.”
“You’re a taken woman, huh?” Alice asked when Nora hung up.
Nora looked up to see her standing in the open doorway between their rooms.
“Am I?”
“Yes,” Alice said, smiling. “You’re also a naked one.” She climbed onto Nora’s lap, straddling her. “How is she?”
“She’s okay. She just called to check on us.” Nora kissed her neck and wrapped her arms around Alice’s body to pull her in closer.
“I’ll ask them to make up this room for her,” Alice said.
“You want me to move into another room?” Nora asked, confused.
“Yeah. Mine,” Alice replied.
“I can’t just move into your room.”
“Why the hell not?”
“Because people will know.”
“They’re going to know anyway tomorrow when I tell them.”
“You’re telling them tomorrow?”
“Yes. And you can keep this room if you want, Nora, but I already told you: I want you. You make me happy. I don’t care what anyone else thinks or says.” Alice held Nora’s face in her hands. “Okay?”
“I can’t be your personal guard anymore,” Nora said.
“This again?” Alice asked, dropping her hands.
“No, just… listen for a second.” Nora put Alice’s hands back on her own face. “I’m in love with you, Alice. I love you. I want to be by your side. I don’t want to stand off to it while someone else holds your hand. I love you, Al.”
Alice kissed her and said, “I can always find another bodyguard, Nora. I can’t ever find another you. I want you at my side always. I love you, too.”
Nora kissed her again, and they sat like that for a while until Alice pushed her down on the bed and knelt in front of Nora.
“I don’t think Queens are supposed to kneel in front of their subjects.”
“Good thing you’re my official girlfriend, then,” Alice replied, taking Nora with her mouth once again.
◆◆◆
 
“I’m being promoted?” Nora asked Mr. Simon the next day.
“You will be made an official Lieutenant Colonel next week, but I asked for special permission to give you the news today. You had to know this was coming, Major,” he said, smiling at her. “What you’ve done for this country was beyond courageous. If the military allowed people to skip a few ranks, you’d probably be made a general. Instead, you’ll receive the nation’s highest military honor and a promotion.”
“The Eagle, Sir?”
“Yes, Major. Or, should I say, Lieutenant Colonel Bakker?”
“Well done, Nora,” Mr. Daughtry said, smiling at her.
Nora turned to Alice completely in shock.
“I’m going to be a Lieutenant Colonel,” she said.
“Yes, you are,” Alice confirmed, smiling at Nora so proudly.
“And, Your Majesty, it’s customary for the Queen to preside over the ceremony when one is presented with the White-Tailed Eagle.”
“What is that, exactly? Sorry, still trying to learn all the customs.”
“You know the Medal of Honor in America?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s the Eagle for us. The white-tailed eagle is a bird in northern Europe. The medal was first created by your grandfather, who was a Navy man himself. The eagles are usually seen over water. It’s only been given to four people in its history. Our Lieutenant Colonel will be the fifth.”
“What about Nora’s father?” Alice asked.
“Sorry, Ma’am?” Mr. Simon said.
“He saved my life; helped my parents.”
“He wasn’t military, Ma’am.”
“What’s the highest civilian medal?” Alice asked.
Nora watched on in surprise and love.
“That would be the Civilian Cross.”
“I’d like him to receive that posthumously. Can we give the award to Nora when she gets her medal?”
“I think that is a great idea,” Mr. Simon replied. “I’ll have my office see to it.”
“Can my grandmother be there?” Nora asked finally.
“Grandmother?” Mr. Daughtry asked.
“Long story, but I’d like her to be there.”
“It’s your ceremony, Nora. You can invite whomever you’d like.”
Nora then looked over at Alice, who nodded.
“So, Nora and I have something to tell you,” Alice said. “And you might not like it because of politics or bigots or the country still trying to stabilize, but I think you’ll like it because you care about us and want us to be happy.”
“What is it?” Mr. Daughtry asked.
“Nora and I are in love,” Alice told them, taking Nora’s hand and entwining their fingers. “We’re together, and I’d like to announce her as my official girlfriend; or, escort – I’m not sure the exact word I’m supposed to use.”
“You’re a…”
“Couple, yes,” Nora confirmed, squeezing Alice’s hand. “I’m going to tell McShay today that he needs to assign a new personal guard.”
“You won’t be staying on?”
“As a Lieutenant Colonel, I’m pretty much out of the field anyway, but I can’t guard her and be her partner at the same time.”
“And I have a strong preference that, wherever I go, she’s there as the person I want to spend my life with, not standing against a door.”
“Well, I’d have to say that this is unexpected, and it is something we’d have to handle, but personally, I am very happy for you both,” Mr. Daughtry said.
“As am I,” the Prime Minister added. “With all you two have been through and have done for Kleinland, I’m not sure there’s anyone who deserves happiness more.”
“We’ll work up a plan, and we’ll talk more later,” Mr. Daughtry said.
“That’s it?” Nora asked, surprised.
“That’s it for now. I wouldn’t try to change your minds even if I thought I could,” Mr. Daughtry replied.
Nora sighed and said, “Thank you.”
“I’m taking Nora to St. Rais in a couple of weeks,” Alice told them. “She’s going as my girlfriend, not my guard, so you’ll need to be prepared by then.”
“We’re going to St. Rais?” Nora asked, looking over at her.
“Elizabeth invited us to go to the hot springs with her and Palmer.”
“Us?”
“Well, she invited me at the coronation ball, and I’m going to call her and tell her it’ll be a double date,” Alice replied, kissing Nora’s cheek.
“We’ll get working on it with Romero right away, Ma’am,” Mr. Daughtry said.
“Thank you both,” Alice said, standing up, which meant both of the men had to stand up as well as Nora. “Sorry; still getting used to that.”
Nora placed her hand on Alice’s back.
“It’s all right, Ma’am. We’ll leave you two alone now.”
After the men left the room, Alice stared.
“What?” Nora asked.
“I can’t call you Major Bakker anymore,” she said, looking disappointed.
“I guess not.” Nora chuckled.
“It’s a lot shorter than Lieutenant Colonel Bakker. That’s such a mouthful.” Alice wrapped her arms around Nora’s neck. “Oh, I can make an innuendo out of that.”
Nora laughed a little and pulled her in.
“You could always just call me Nora, like you usually do.”
“What about when we’re in front of other people? You’ve always insisted on using my title.”
“As your official girlfriend, I will be permitted to use your name.”
“That’s right,” Alice remembered. “And I can call you Nora all the time now.”
“And one day, you’ll call me your Consort,” Nora said, believing it with every part of her being.
Alice smiled, leaned in, and kissed her.



EPILOGUE
“Was it a mistake, not telling anyone we were doing this?” Alice asked.
“I don’t think so,” Nora replied. “If nothing happens, we would have told them all for no reason.”
“But if it does happen, now they’ll have to scramble,” Alice pointed out.
“They’re good at scrambling. It’s basically their job,” Nora replied, kissing Alice’s temple. “Are you getting nervous?”
“I’m almost thirty-five. You know the odds.”
“If not this time, we’ll try again, okay?” Nora said softly.
“And if that doesn’t work? Ever since we announced our engagement, people have been asking when we’ll have kids. The day we got married, there were articles in all the papers about when we’d do this.”
“Because they love you, Al,” Nora said to her wife. “They love their country again, or maybe for the first time. You’ve told them we planned on having kids soon. They want that for you, and for the country.”
“And for you,” Alice said. “They love you, too, you know?”
Nora smiled at her, leaned over her, and gave her a kiss.
“It’s okay to be okay.”
“I still always believe you when you say that,” Alice said.
“Your Majesties, I have the results,” the palace doctor said when he walked into the exam room.
Nora rolled her eyes, and Alice laughed. Nora was still getting used to being called her Consort. As Queen Consort, people now had to refer to her as ‘Her Majesty.’ Alice also didn’t like the idea of Nora being called ‘Her Royal Highness,” so she’d given Nora something else, too – the Crown Matrimonial. Nora had resisted entirely at first, but not one of the advisors had said anything about the idea. In fact, Mr. Simon and the PM who took his place after the first fair and honest elections in Kleinland supported the idea. If something happened to Alice, Nora was her equal and, therefore, her rightful heir until their children came of age. People trusted Nora. She was the recipient of the highest military medal in the country, and her father had been awarded the highest civilian medal. She was now a Lieutenant Colonel in the Royal Guard Service and well on her way to retiring as a General one day if she chose to stay in the military.
Once they had children, they would bump Nora down the list, but Nora had no problem with that. She’d proposed not long after they’d gotten together, to even Alice’s surprise. The ring Nora had presented her with was a modest one and had been Nora’s mother’s, given to her by her father upon their wedding day. Alice wore it proudly, not wanting any big stone. Kleinland also still remained a modest country, working its way back into global geopolitics, so that was yet another reason why she didn’t want to wear a giant stone. In fact, she’d requested the palace be kept modest as well. She never wanted anyone to think she was here because she could live in a palace and take advantage of the taxpaying, hardworking citizens of Kleinland.
“And?” Alice asked, taking a deep and hopeful breath.
They’d been married for six months now. Their wedding ceremony had been the first real celebration in the nation, and the people had lined the streets. Alice had worn a beautiful white dress, and Nora had worn her uniform and looked sexy as hell standing up there, waiting for her. They’d started this process to get pregnant a while ago now, and it was the first time they’d gone to the doctor, who was helping them in secret, to find out if Alice was, indeed, pregnant with her first child.
“Your Majesties, I am pleased to tell you that you are expecting your first child,” he said with a grin.
“We are?” Nora asked.
“Yeah?” Alice checked.
“Yes, Ma’ams,” he replied, nodding.
“Oh, my God!” Alice said, looking at Nora.
Nora smiled down at Alice, who was just sitting on the table. Alice stood quickly and pulled Nora into a tight hug.
“Take it easy, Al. There’s a baby in there now,” Nora told her.
“She’s going to be one of those parents,” Alice said to the doctor as she pulled out of the hug, laughing.
“I’m going to get you started on the vitamins, and we’ll make a schedule. Due to your age, Ma’am and, of course, your position, I’d like to see you in here a little more, perhaps, than usual just to make sure everything is going well.”
“Preventative, right? She’s okay?” Nora asked, placing her soft hand on Alice’s back under her shirt.
“Of course, Ma’am. No reason to think anything otherwise. But she is the Queen of Kleinland, and this is her first child, so I want to make sure that I see her often and that she takes her vitamins. We’ll also work up a list of things you should avoid eating and drinking, Ma’am.”
“Sounds great.”
“I’ll go get all of that now,” he said. “Congratulations, Your Majesties.”
“Thank you,” they said in unison.
When the palace doctor left the room, Alice pulled Nora in for another hug, and Nora kissed her neck.
“I love you so much,” Nora said.
“I love you,” Alice replied.
◆◆◆
 
“Well?” Bexley asked when Nora and Alice entered their suite.
“I’m pregnant!” Alice half-yelled.
“Shit,” Stan said. “I’m happy for you, but I can’t babysit, okay? They burp stuff up, Alice.”
Alice laughed as Bexley pulled her in for a hug.
“I’m so happy for you guys. I will babysit whenever you need. It’s a pretty long trip to get me here, so I can’t be available for emergencies, but I’ll be here whenever I can.” Bexley pulled out of the hug and turned to Stan. “You’re going to be a great uncle, so don’t act like you won’t love this kid.”
“I know,” Stan replied, moving to hug Alice next. “I’m so happy for you.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m going to call my grandma, okay?” Nora said, kissing Alice on the temple. “Tell her the good news.”
“Ask her when she’s finally going to just move in here while you’re at it. She’s about to have a great-grandchild.”
“She likes her independence,” Nora replied.
“So did you. Then, you married me,” Alice replied.
“I’ll talk to her again,” Nora promised, winking at her wife.
“So, what are you hoping for?” Bexley asked after Nora left.
“A healthy kid,” Alice said.
“You don’t care if it’s a boy or a girl?” Stan asked as they all sat down.
“No, I really don’t.”
“Future King or Queen of a country,” Stan commented, shaking his head. “You’re carrying the future King or Queen. That’s crazy, Al.”
“Trust me, I know. Thank you guys for taking time off work to be here. I was really worried it would be negative, and I’d need you here for moral support.”
“And alcohol,” Stan replied.
“That too,” Alice said, laughing lightly.
“So, what happens now?” Bexley asked.
“Well, we’ll tell the world soon, and in a while, we’ll find out the gender and announce that, too. I’m going to take it easy until the birth. I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.”
“Well, it’s the future King or Queen, so that makes sense,” Stan replied.
“It’s not just that. I’ve always wanted to be a mom. I didn’t think I’d wait as long as I did, but now that I’m finally pregnant and this might be the only chance I get, I’m not risking anything. I’m eating healthy, exercising, and taking it easy.”
“I think that hot Lieutenant Colonel you’re married to will happily help you exercise,” Stan teased.
“That she will,” Alice said.
Her relationship with Bexley had been a slow restart. After Bexley’s visit, Alice had given her a bit more space. Once Alice and Nora had gotten together, though, Alice had to call Bex to tell her before the news broke. Bexley had taken it well. She’d called the whole thing, after all, but they didn’t speak for about a month after that. Bexley had called Alice then to tell her that she had a girlfriend and was head over heels. It was the woman she’d talked to Alice about when she’d visited. That had helped, but then they’d both been so busy with their jobs and their new relationships. Alice had met Bexley’s girlfriend once, and she liked her enough, but something just didn’t seem right between the two of them on that visit.
They’d stayed together until about a month ago when Bexley had called Alice to tell her it had ended. Bexley had cried that night, and Alice wished her friend was right next to her so she could hold her and tell her it would all be okay. In a way, that breakup had somehow reconnected them, and their friendship was stronger than ever, despite the physical distance between them. They’d talked more in the previous month than they had the entire time Alice had been in Kleinland. In fact, it had surprised Alice how open Bexley had been to talking about her sex life with Nora; the first and only woman Alice would ever be with. It had been strange to Bexley that Alice hadn’t had to adjust, hadn’t been nervous or anxious, or wanted to take things with Nora slow. Alice couldn’t really explain it herself, but she’d known Nora was the right person for her; nothing else had mattered. The fact that their sex life was so damn amazing didn’t hurt, either.
“We should plan a trip for around your due date. Do Queens have baby showers?” Bexley asked.
“I don’t want a baby shower; I don’t need gifts. I’d rather you guys just come for a visit and stay as long as you can than have some party with games. Is that okay?”
“Fine by me,” Stan said. “I wasn’t looking forward to telling which candy bar the fake poop is in the diaper.”
They laughed as Nora walked back into the room.
“So, she said she’s very happy for us, and now that we’re finally pregnant, she will consider moving in.”
“Finally? We’ve been married for six months,” Alice replied, continuing to laugh.
“If it gets her to move in here, are you really upset about it?” Nora asked, sitting down next to Alice and wrapping her arm around Alice’s shoulders.
Alice leaned against her and said, “No, I want her here with us. She’s getting older, Nora. Plus, I want the baby to have time with her.”
“I know. Me too,” Nora replied, kissing the top of Alice’s head.
◆◆◆
 
Alice was twenty-one weeks along now and more than ready to give birth. Nora loved watching her wife’s belly grow, knowing their future was inside. She’d always wanted children but had been afraid to say that out loud for much of her life. Things were just too bleak in Kleinland, and she hadn’t seen a way out of that darkness until she met Alice. She’d allowed herself to dream then. Now, her ear was pressed to the love of her life’s stomach, and she was listening and talking.
“I love you,” she said.
“I love you, too,” Alice replied, running her hands through Nora’s short hair.
“I wasn’t talking to you,” Nora said, laughing.
“I know.”
“But I do love you,” Nora added.
“We should get going, babe,” Alice said.
“I know,” Nora replied.
She got out of bed and helped Alice get up after her nap. Her doctor had said everything was fine so far, but Alice should rest as much as she could, so whenever possible, Nora took a nap with her. Now, it was time to go downstairs for an informal dinner with their friends. They had an announcement to give them. After they changed, they headed down the stairs and into the parlor room.
“How was your nap?” Alex asked.
“Good. I hate that I need them, though,” Alice replied.
Nora helped her sit down on the sofa and then went to get them both a drink. Tea for her and water for Alice. When she returned, she sat down next to her wife and looked around the room. Elin and Ingrid had just arrived and were sitting on the sofa across from them now. Palmer and Elizabeth were on the floor by the fire. Elizabeth was sitting between Palmer’s legs with her back against her wife’s front. Palmer must have said something in her ear because Elizabeth laughed. Alex and Bexley were in the two chairs opposite the fire. The only one missing this gathering was Stan, and Alice had been disappointed that he couldn’t make the trip this time, but he was opening a second bar two towns over, and this weekend was the soft opening.
“So, Bexley, how is your work?” Alex asked.
“Fine, thank you, Your Royal Highness,” Bexley replied.
“What is it that you do again?” Elin asked her.
“I’m a clinical speech pathologist, Ma’am,” Bexley said.
“She’s being modest,” Alice said for her friend. “Bex actually has a Ph. D in speech pathology. She directs research programs and is a badass in her field. She’s considered the top speech pathologist in Kansas.”
“Really?” Alex asked.
Nora turned to Alice.
“Yes, she’s still totally into her,” Alice whispered to her wife about Alex.
Alex’s crush on Bexley hadn’t gone away. They’d met a handful of times now, and Bexley appeared to be none the wiser. When Bex had gotten a girlfriend, Alex decided to put some effort into getting one herself. She’d dated a bit but hadn’t found someone she loved. Bexley was single now, and Nora wondered if Alex would wait to say something again, or if she’d finally tell the woman she was interested in her. Alex knew full well that Bexley was renowned in her field. She was being coy right now, which Nora actually found entertaining. Their friendship hadn’t exactly blossomed, like Alex’s had with Alice, but Nora was no longer worried about Alex and her wife, so without that stress, she didn’t mind Alex all that much.
“Can I get you a drink? You don’t have one,” Alex said to Bexley.
“No, thanks, Your Royal Highness,” Bexley replied.
“Bex, you can drop the titles tonight,” Alice told her. “It’s just us.”
“I’ve been where you are,” Ingrid pointed out. “It’s better to just listen to them.” She winked at Bexley.
“Okay. Thanks,” Bexley said, nodding.
“So, we’re all here. Do we get the news now?” Palmer asked from her spot on the floor behind her wife. “I think I know what it is, but I want to hear it from you two first.”
Alice leaned into Nora, who held her close.
“You can tell them,” Alice said, kissing her neck.
“You sure?”
“Yeah, go for it,” Alice replied.
“Well, we wanted to have you all here to tell you that we know the gender now,” Nora said.
Elin leaned forward in her seat, and Ingrid took her hand. Alex looked at Bexley then, who also leaned forward. Elizabeth sat up more fully between Palmer’s legs, and Palmer placed her palms on the floor behind her, giving them her full attention.
“We’re having a boy,” Nora announced.
“Oh, that’s so great, you guys,” Bexley said.
“A little Prince,” Alex added.
“We brought you onesies in all colors just in case,” Palmer said.
“And we got you toys that work for a boy or a girl,” Elin shared.
“Well, that’s good because we’re having a girl, too,” Alice said with a smile.
“What?” Alex asked.
“Twins?” Bexley said.
“Why do you think I’ve gotten so damn big so quickly,” Alice pointed out, laughing.
“You’re perfect,” Nora said, kissing the top of her head again.
“You’re having twins? That’s amazing,” Ingrid said.
“Good old heir and the spare, all at once.” Alex winked at them. “That’s great, guys. I’m really happy for you.”
“And now that I’m this far along and having twins, Nora’s grandma has finally agreed to move in here this weekend, so we’ll have our whole family here soon,” Alice said.
“So much to celebrate,” Elizabeth said.
“Finally,” Nora replied.
Later that night, when they retired to their room, Nora listened to her babies again. She told them how much she loved them. She talked to them about Kleinland’s history and how they got here while Alice ran her fingers through her hair.
“Hey, Nora?”
“Yes?” Nora asked, not moving from her spot.
“I finally feel it now.”
“Feel what?”
“Like I belong somewhere,” Alice replied.
Nora moved then, lifting herself up to look at her wife.
“You didn’t before?”
“I have since you and I got together, but right now, in this moment – knowing our babies will be with us soon, your grandma is moving in, and Kleinland is recovering – I just feel this overwhelming sense of belonging.”
Nora moved to Alice’s side and said, “Because you always belonged here. You’ve always belonged with me and in Kleinland.”
“I think so,” Alice said, cupping Nora’s cheek. “I’m tired now, babe. Can I get some sleep?”
“Of course. Can I listen for a few more minutes?”
Alice smiled and nodded. A few minutes later, her hand in Nora’s hair stopped, and her breathing evened out. Once Alice was asleep, Nora moved to lie on her side of the bed and fell asleep herself. Ever since the first night they’d shared together, Nora hadn’t had a single nightmare. She finally had reason to believe that all the nightmares were all behind her.
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