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      No.

      The word that had sealed Rachel’s fate echoed through her head with each thunderclap. It roared on each gust of wind.

      No.

      She stumbled and fell. Cobblestone streets were difficult in the daylight and treacherous at night. Her gauzy silk skirt ripped as her knee hit the rocks so hard that she knew it would bruise.

      At this point, one more bruise wouldn’t matter.

      I won’t.

      She should have run sooner. Should have bolted out the door as soon as Bette pulled the gown from the wardrobe. It was far too fine for an ordinary dinner, even one with company. She should have sensed trouble at once.

      By the time she had realized what was happening, Father had her in his iron grip. He guided her to the table, looking solicitous to the casual observer as he held her arm. When she balked, he pinched hard enough to cause the first bruise of the evening.

      Rachel stopped running to catch her breath. Rain and tears mixed together and streamed down her face. The downpour had extinguished all the lamps, and the streets were unlit. She had been to the city a few times, but she didn’t know it well enough to find the church in the dark. She waited for the next flash of lightning and searched the horizon for towers.

      There. Lightning snaked across the sky and framed a pair of tall spires.

      “I won’t.”

      She whispered into the wind to reassure herself. No one else believed her, but she meant it.

      Now that she knew which way to go, she resumed her jogging across the slippery cobblestones. She held back a groan as every inch of her protested the movement.

      Well, almost every inch. They had spared her face and hands and any skin that a fine dress would show. No man wanted to take a visibly battered bride to the altar.

      Rachel gritted her teeth and continued. The church would give her sanctuary. She would escape.

      Lightning illuminated the spires again. She hoped the kindly priest was there. The one who had whispered to her when Father had slapped her in the market a few weeks ago.

      “If you need help, you can find it in God’s house. Just come and ask for sanctuary.”

      He seemed young for a priest and moved a little awkwardly, as if he were not yet accustomed to wearing the long flowing robes. But his smile had been kind, warm like sunlight. She treasured that smile.

      “Or you can come with me now. I’ll help you find safety.”

      He reached for her hand, but the crowd surged around them and swept them apart. She searched for him, but Father caught her and kept her arm in his vice-grip until they got home. He had lectured her about the law. About the dangers of speaking to strangers.  About the importance of doing as he said, and how she would thank him for it one day.

      No.

      Rachel’s ankle twisted on a cobblestone. She used a wall for balance, slowed her pace to a limp, and gritted her teeth. A sound echoed behind her, but she didn’t let herself look back. If they caught her-

      She wiped the rain from her eyes and refused to follow that line of thought.

      The law forbid any marriage where the woman was not a willing partner. She must say yes to make the match legally binding.

      It did not forbid the means often used to get a woman to say yes.

      So when Rachel said no, Squire John simply laughed and said he trusted father would take care of the matter. Squire John had already buried two wives. He knew all too well how this went.

      Father had pretended to be amused by her refusal as well, but Rachel knew the steely glint in his eyes too well to trust the expression.

      Only when she was so bruised and battered that he and Bette didn’t think she could move on her own had they left her alone. But they had been wrong, and Rachel would show them.

      She would find sanctuary.

      Lightning showed the towers looming over her. Behind her, a horse whinnied. Rachel’s breath caught in her throat. Had they discovered her absence realized so soon? Had they pursued her?

      She hobbled to the enormous wooden doors and pounded on them as hard as she could.

      “Sanctuary! Please, give me sanctuary!”

      Her voice was little more than a whisper against the storm, but someone heard. Someone opened the doors and pulled her inside.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Benjamin glared into his soup. It was the only safe place to look in the dining room. The only escape from his stepmother’s self-satisfied smirk.

      Not to mention Friar Green’s concerned eyes. Doubtless, the priest meant to be reassuring with his gazes, but they didn’t help.

      Nor did the servants’ pity. Or the guards’ stoic resolve. They all meant well, but Benjamin was tired of well-wishers. He needed action. The kind of help that no one here could give.

      A crack of thunder echoed through the castle. Prince Benjamin looked up at the noise, met his stepmother’s gaze, and instantly regretted it.

      Twelve women. She had rejected twelve perfectly good marriage candidates so her own young son could take the throne when Benjamin died childless. It was a desperate ploy. A power grab.

      And it was working.

      For while the law gave the queen power to test and approve her future daughter-in-law, it did not say what form that test should take.

      Queen Veraline had given potential brides increasingly ridiculous tests and declared each of them unsuitable. Benjamin didn’t know what she had put the last girl through, but it must have been horrific. The girl’s father had been so insulted that he had nearly declared war. Veraline dismissed the messenger with a laugh, and Benjamin had borrowed one of Friar Green’s robes so he could sneak out of the castle and smooth things over with the ambassador.

      The prince pretended not to notice when a squire hurried across the dining room and whispered to the queen. He was too far away to hear the conversation, but Friar Green cleared his throat.

      “A potential bride, you say?”

      “We aren’t expecting anyone tonight,” Queen Veraline said.

      She sounded flustered. Benjamin looked up. She was never flustered. Surely she hadn’t forgotten that she was expecting a marriage candidate? It would be insulting to the girl if a room wasn’t ready for her.

      “You weren’t expecting anyone,” Friar Green said, “But perhaps the prince was.”

      Benjamin wasn’t. The few girls he knew from summer garden parties and diplomatic balls had already come, been found unworthy, and left with apologetic glances or haughty stares.

      But at this point, he would take any victory he could get.

      “Yes, I am expecting someone.”

      Queen Veraline swallowed.

      “You should have told me, darling. I don’t have a test prepared.”

      “My apologies. She arrived earlier than I anticipated.”

      “The test for the last candidate has not yet been dismantled. Perhaps that will do?” Friar Green said. “It’s a miracle the poor girl made it in this storm. We shouldn’t delay matters.”

      The squire turned to the queen.

      “Shall I have them put her in the guest bedroom then, Majesty? The one prepared for the last candidate?”

      The queen sputtered. Prince Benjamin shared a look with Friar Green, enjoying his stepmother’s discomfort perhaps more than he should. No good would come of this, but the queen had held control of everything since Father died. It was nice to see her struggle.

      “You did say your latest test was perfect for any occasion,” Prince Benjamin said. “It determined that Duchess Helen was unsuitable in record time. She didn’t even stay the night.”

      Queen Veraline smiled. It wasn’t a nice expression. Benjamin imagined snakes made the same face before swallowing their prey whole.

      “If you insist, dear, your mystery lady may take the test prepared for Duchess Helen. Perhaps she will fare better.”

      “And if she does?” Friar Green asked.

      The queen’s smile stiffened.

      “If the girl passes the test, I will congratulate Prince Benjamin on finding a suitable bride at last.”

      Friar Green nodded at the assembled staff. They had all heard the queen. If the girl passed the test, she would marry the prince, and Queen Veraline would lose control over the royal lineage. The priest and assembled servants looked rather pleased about the concession, but Benjamin went back to glaring at his soup.

      There was no reason to think this girl would do any better than the others. Where had she come from, anyway? Had Friar Green found someone he thought capable of passing a test? The priest was not supposed to interfere, but Benjamin had no doubt he would if given the chance.

      No matter. The girl would fail and be sent away before he even met her. It would do no good to get his hopes up.
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        * * *

      

      “Perhaps I should speak to a priest.”

      The women bustling around Rachel were nothing like what she had expected to find in a church. They were too finely dressed to be nuns. Too old to be novices. The leader had introduced herself as Grace, and the others had simply curtsied.

      “The priest is at dinner, miss. We’ve been instructed to prepare a room for you and let you rest. It is late, and you’ve journeyed far.”

      Journeyed far? Rachel had only come a few miles, and she hadn’t told them that.

      “I think perhaps there has been a mistake. I’ve come for sanctuary. My father-“

      “No need to get into all that now, miss. It doesn’t matter.”

      Rachel relaxed a little. She was willing to explain everything to prove her need for sanctuary, but she would rather not talk about it tonight.

      “We’ll just help you get undressed and into a nightgown then.”

      Grace reached for her gown, and Rachel jumped back. The woman’s movements reminded her of Bette. If Rachel hadn’t been in a church, she would have suspected Grace was a lady’s maid.

      “That isn’t necessary,” Rachel said quickly.

      “Your dress is soaked through, miss.”

      Grace reached again, and Rachel flinched. Concern clouded the woman’s face, and she lowered her hands.

      “It’s alright, miss. We only mean to help.”

      Rachel knew that. She believed that. But the memories were too fresh, and she wasn’t willing to let anyone touch her yet.

      “I can undress myself, thank you.”

      The women shared concerned glances and reached a silent agreement. They nodded and stepped back.

      “We’ll just leave a nightgown for you, then,” Grace said. “Your room is through here.”

      Rachel followed her through the door and gasped. A tower of mattresses filled the room from floor to ceiling. A ladder leaned against it. Rachel’s eyes climbed the ladder to the top, where she could just make out a blanket and pillow perched on top of the enormous bed.

      “Am I supposed to sleep on that?”

      “That is the condition, miss. You have to sleep there if you want to stay.”

      “Why?”

      Rachel hadn’t spent much time in church, but this seemed a bizarre condition for sanctuary. Grace shook her head.

      “It isn’t for me to question, miss.”

      That sounded like a church-appropriate response. Rachel sighed. Strange and uncomfortable as the bed would be, at least she was safe. Her father couldn’t reach her there.

      She would kick the ladder away if he tried.

      “Very well, then. Thank you.”

      “You’re sure you don’t want help undressing?”

      “Quite sure.”

      Grace curtsied and left. Rachel eyed the chair by the fireplace. She could sit there for a few moments and rest before climbing the ladder.

      And fall asleep, no doubt. If sanctuary only had one condition, she would do well to observe it.

      It was easier to tear what remained of the gauzy dress off her body than to unbutton the tiny pearls along the back. Rachel ripped away handfuls of the hateful gown and tossed them into the fire. The wet fabric sputtered in the flames before it burned.

      Fortunately, the nightgown was a simple, loose robe. Easy enough to pull over your head even when you were stiff and bruised. Rachel put it on and started up the ladder before she had a chance to think too hard about it and change her mind.

      Her legs ached from running all the way to town. She tried to bear most of the weight with her arms, but that wasn’t much better. Her back had received the worst of the beating, and it throbbed as she pulled herself up.

      Sweat beaded on her forehead, but Rachel gritted her teeth and kept going. If this was all she had to do to earn sanctuary, she would count herself lucky. Climbing a ladder was a simple enough matter compared to everything else she had gone through.

      It got harder and harder to convince herself of that when her body began to shake. By the time she climbed over the side of the mattress tower and collapsed onto the pillow, her strength was truly spent. Somewhere in the back of her mind she wondered how she would get down, but even that seemed a small matter compared to what she had accomplished.

      She had escaped. Found sanctuary and made her own destiny. Rachel smiled and stared at the ceiling, a vast expanse of white that was closer to her face than any ceiling had a right to be while she was in bed.

      “No,” she whispered before drifting into a dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel awoke the next morning and blinked at the ceiling. What had looked white in the flickering firelight was actually silver decorated with ornate filigree patterns. The painter must have laid on his back near the ceiling to complete it, just as Rachel was doing now.

      She had not expected the church to be so beautiful.

      Rachel reached her arm up to trace the silver swirls. At least, she tried. Her muscles screamed a silent protest and refused to move.

      Blast it all. It was worse than she’d thought.

      Rachel took a deep breath and slowly rolled over on her side. She glared at the ladder. There was no way she could climb down it.

      Hopefully getting off the bed wasn’t also a condition of sanctuary. They hadn’t mentioned that yesterday.

      A door opened, and Rachel heard someone moving around the room. The curtains pulled back, and light streamed through the ceiling-high windows, further illuminating the silver paint.

      The person below bustled around the room, then stopped. Rachel imagined they were staring up, trying to decide if they should wake her.

      She wasn’t sure she wanted to be awake, but she would have to face the day sometime. Might as well be now.

      “Good morning,” she called.

      Her voice was raspy. Being out in the cold rain yesterday hadn’t done her any favors.

      “Good morning, miss. Would you like breakfast?”

      It sounded like the same woman from yesterday. Grace. Perhaps she was a volunteer who helped people seeking sanctuary?

      “I would love breakfast.”

      She hadn’t eaten anything last night at dinner. Just stared at her plate wishing everyone would go away.

      “Then climb down, and we’ll get you ready.”

      Rachel tried to sit up, but her muscles quivered and refused to move. She groaned.

      “Are you alright, miss? Didn’t you sleep well?”

      Was it Rachel’s imagination, or did Grace sound hopeful?

      “I-”

      Rachel stopped. She had been going to say that she had slept perfectly well. She didn’t want the priests to think she was ungrateful for their hospitality.

      But someone who slept well would be able to climb down the ladder.

      There was a scuffling sound, and Grace’s head popped over the edge of the mattress. She studied Rachel with a critical eye.

      “You don’t look well rested, miss.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not.”

      The woman curtsied. An impressive thing to do while balanced on a ladder.

      “I am sorry about that. Wasn’t the bed to your liking?”

      Rachel raised an eyebrow, but Grace seemed serious. Was this some sort of game? A way to test her character and decide if she was worthy of sanctuary?

      “It is a lovely bed, but rather, um, firmer than I’m used to. I’m a little stiff this morning.”

      “Really? You didn’t find it comfortable?”

      There was no mistaking Grace’s excitement now. Her eyes sparkled with it.

      “No, I did not find it comfortable,” Rachel admitted. “In fact, I’m so stiff I’m afraid I won’t be able to come down for breakfast.”

      “Indeed?”

      Grace clapped her hands together, then grabbed the ladder again to keep her balance. Rachel simply stared. The woman’s behavior was beyond strange.

      “I wonder if I might speak to a priest?” Rachel asked. “I would like to arrange the details of my stay.”

      Grace beamed.

      “Oh, yes. There will be so many details to work out! I’ll fetch Friar Green at once, and some young men to help you down.”

      She practically jumped down the ladder and left Rachel to stare at the ceiling. She passed the time stretching her body out as best she could without falling off the bed and wondering if Friar Green was the priest she had met before. Rachel had almost loosened enough to sit up when Grace returned with help.

      After some debate, the young men created a sling out of the sheet and lowered Rachel to the floor with ropes. She cried out once as the rope dug into a particularly tender bruise, then bit her lip to keep silent the rest of the way down. Grace scolded the men for hurting their charge, and their apologies seemed genuine as they set Rachel in the chair by the fireplace, bowed, and hurried way.

      Rachel blinked. No one had ever bowed to her before.

      Grace pulled a second chair near Rachel’s, and a short man with thinning hair sat in it. Rachel bit back her disappointment. Here at last was a priest, but not the one she had been hoping for. Not the one with the kind smile who had set her on this journey.

      The priest adjusted his robes and nodded to her.

      “I am Friar Green. My apologies if you had a restless night, miss-”

      He waited for her to supply her name. Well, she would have to give it to them sometime.

      “Rachel.”

      “Miss Rachel. May I be so bold as to ask what brought you to the castle?”

      Rachel stared at the man, her mouth too dry to speak. Had he said castle? That couldn’t be right.

      “You may share your story freely,” Friar Green said. “You are safe here, but I prefer to have all the information before proceeding. It will make everything easier.”

      Rachel swallowed.

      “This isn’t the church?”

      “You really didn’t sleep well, did you, child? I can see the confusion since you are meeting with a priest, but I have served as chaplain to the royal family since I took orders. You are in the castle.”

      Rachel sank into her chair, wincing as her bruised back hit the cushion. Friar Green watched the motion with more interest than Rachel thought necessary.

      “You did not find the mattress comfortable?”

      “I’m sure it’s a fine mattress.”

      “Don’t try to spare my feelings, Miss Rachel. What did you really think of it?”

      At some point, the room had filled with official looking people. They seemed just as interested in Rachel’s answer as the priest. She swallowed again. How had this happened? How had her quest for sanctuary gone so very wrong?

      “The mattress,” Friar Green pressed again. “Did you find it comfortable? Did you sleep well?”

      “Not at all,” Rachel admitted. “As you can see, I‘m rather stiff and sore this morning.”

      Friar Green’s concerned face broke into a wide smile.

      “Are you, indeed?”

      The courtiers also looked excited. A soft burst of chatter echoed through the room as they whispered to each other and pointed at Rachel.

      “What is this about?” she asked.

      They seemed to think she was someone important. Would it be worse if they found out now or later?

      Better to face facts now.

      “I’m not noble,” she said, leaning close and whispering to the priest. “I think there’s been some mistake.”

      He shook his head.

      “There’s been no mistake, child. I think you are exactly where you are meant to be.”

      “I meant to find the church,” Rachel said, but Friar Green stood to face the crowd and didn’t seem to hear her.

      “This young lady has had a rather traumatic night. I’m afraid the mattress did not agree with her at all. Grace, please do everything necessary to make her comfortable and ready for an audience with the queen. The rest of you, begin the paperwork necessary to make this official. Rachel has passed the test.”

      The group of courtiers applauded, and the guards standing behind them cheered. Rachel sank back into her chair with wide eyes. Did he say an audience with the queen?

      What had she done?
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        * * *

      

      Prince Benjamin was in his study reading when the maid came in. She looked pleased as she stoked the fire. Entirely too pleased given the current circumstances at the castle. He scowled at her, and her grin widened. The prince raised an eyebrow.

      “Has something happened?”

      The maid scurried away without answering, but her grin didn’t fade.

      Benjamin swallowed. He could only think of one thing that would bring that much joy, but surely that was impossible. The queen’s tests were impossible to pass. He didn’t even know who this girl was.

      Still, he left his book and went to the mirror to tidy his hair before breakfast.

      Just in case.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel made a token protest when Grace brought her to the bath, but her muscles cried out for the warm water to sooth away their pains, and she agreed with them.

      Grace’s breath came out in a slow hiss when she helped Rachel out of the nightgown and saw the bruises. Rachel glimpsed herself in a mirror and quickly looked away. It was not a pretty sight.

      Grace waited to comment until Rachel was fully submerged in the warm bath. She poured a scented soap in, and the water filled with bubbles. Rachel stretched as far as she could in the tub and tried to unravel what had happened.

      Somehow, she had mistaken the castle for the church, and everyone here thought she was someone important. When she tried to tell them who she really was, they said it didn’t matter. That the queen would still want to see her.

      Whatever was happening, this bath might make it worth it. Before this, Rachel’s experiences with bathing had involved water that was either frigid or scalding. Bette didn’t believe in coddling.

      “The mattress left you black and blue all over, miss,” Grace said.

      As if a mattress could cause her injuries. But it would be easier to play along than admit the truth.

      “It really was quite uncomfortable.”

      Three ladies came in carrying gowns. Courtiers if you judged them by their clothes. Two looked friendly, and one looked furious. Grace curtsied to them.

      “This poor lass is bruised all over from sleeping on that bed. Only look at her!”

      The ladies looked. The bubbles preserved most of Rachel’s modesty, but there was plenty of skin visible. Plenty of bruises.

      The ladies gasped in unison. Even the angry one.

      “Poor child!” she said. “I’m sure Queen Veraline had no idea it would cause so much damage. That you would be so delicate!”

      “They will fade,” the oldest of the ladies said. “Perhaps in time for the wedding, even.”

      Rachel ignored the comment about the wedding. She was unlikely to be invited.

      “What did Queen Veraline have to do with the bed?” she asked.

      The ladies ignored the question. They were too busy discussing gowns.

      “The green silk has too wide a neckline,” Grace said. “It might show the bruises.”

      “Perhaps that would be for the best, though,” the formerly angry one said. “Queen Veraline will trust my testimony, but I’m sure she would also like to see a little proof herself.”

      “You are right. She’ll wear the green silk, then.”

      Grace nodded, and the matter was settled without anyone asking for Rachel’s opinion. She sunk her head into the bath, trying to enjoy the last of the warmth. She was used to having no say in what she wore. Maybe this place wasn’t that different from home after all.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel supposed she should feel excited about wearing the green dress and being so pampered, but she felt more like a lamb being prepared for slaughter. It was just like Bette pulling that stupid gown out of the wardrobe, the way Grace lifted the green silk so it caught the light.

      Perhaps that was something they taught when preparing you to be a lady’s maid.

      The dress was even finer than the one she had worn to the engagement dinner with Sir John. The gauzy fabric was even thinner, although there were more layers and frills and ruffles.

      Grace noticed Rachel’s frown.

      “It will be alright, miss.”

      “Why does the queen want to see me?”

      “That’s for her to say.”

      That was suspicious. Bette had been evasive as well. Rachel tugged the neckline of the green dress. As the ladies had predicted, it was wide and low enough to show her bruises. No matter how Rachel tugged, the fabric didn’t cover them.

      Grace placed her hand over Rachel’s.

      “Best leave it, miss.”

      “Weren’t there other dresses? It doesn’t seem appropriate to see the queen like this.”

      Grace ignored the question as she braided Rachel’s hair and added a few fresh flowers. Rachel caught a glimpse of her reflection in a mirror as they walked through the castle, and she winced.

      She looked beautiful, and that was a dangerous thing. No one went to all that effort for no reason.

      Grace led her down a hallway, and Rachel stared at the intricately painted walls to distract herself. How had she not noticed them last night? How had she ever mistaken this magnificent place for a church?

      How had everything gone so wrong?

      Then footmen opened ornate golden doors, and Grace gently pushed her into the throne room.

      Rachel’s knees buckled, and Friar Green caught her hand and held her upright. Rachel tried to catch his gaze so she could tell him this was all a mistake. She wanted sanctuary at the church, not an audience with the queen!

      “You may approach.”

      Queen Veraline did not sound pleased. Rachel’s heart throbbed time with her injured ankle, and she leaned against Friar Green for support as she crossed the room. Yes, the queen was definitely angry about something. She had the same tight-lipped expression that Father always wore when he was trying to mask displeasure.

      Rachel couldn’t imagine what she had done to displease the queen. She tried to apologize, but her mouth had gone dry.

      “May I present Miss Rachel, Your Majesty?” Friar Green said.

      “Miss? You don’t have a royal title?”

      Rachel shook her head. She had told them that at the beginning. Why hadn’t they believed her?

      “That is not a requirement for passing the test, Your Majesty.”

      The friar sounded smug, which only increased Rachel’s confusion. What test had she passed?

      The queen’s eyes narrowed to slits.

      “Indeed, it is not. I simply thought my son would want someone of equal rank to himself.”

      She turned to the throne beside her, and Rachel nearly fell over when she noticed its occupant. He wasn’t smiling now, but she would recognize him anywhere.

      The priest who had told her to seek sanctuary.

      Or rather, the prince.

      Her legs buckled again. Friar Green wrapped an arm around her shoulders to keep her upright.

      “The girl spent the night on the bed you designed, Your Majesty, and as a result is so tired she can barely stand. She was so stiff that her maids had to recruit help to lower her down with ropes.”

      “Such things could be faked.”

      Friar Green shook his head.

      “She is bruised from head to toe, Your Majesty. We have witnesses.”

      The three ladies who had brought gowns to the bath stepped forward and curtsied. The queen glared at them, but they didn’t seem to notice.

      “She’s black and blue all over, Your Majesty,” the angry one said. “I’ve never seen the like. Her entire body!”

      Rachel’s cheeks burned. Of all the humiliations she had imagined, having her battered state reported to the queen and royal court had never crossed her mind! She caught the prince’s eye. He leaned forward in his throne, studying her with concern.

      Rachel blushed harder and stared at the floor, wishing it would swallow her. She almost wished she was back home.

      Almost.

      “What the devil was your test, Stepmother?” the prince asked. “What did you do to her?”

      “Watch your language, Benjamin. I’m sure they are exaggerating. The girl had an ill night’s sleep, that’s all.”

      “I can see her bruises from here!”

      Rachel hadn’t thought it was possible to blush any harder. She had been wrong. She tugged again on the neckline, but it wouldn’t pull up enough to cover the bruise on her collarbone.

      The queen sighed.

      “As concerned as I am for your happiness in marriage, dear boy, I wanted to make sure your bride was a true princess. I placed a stack of twenty mattresses in a bedroom and hid a single pea under the bottom one. Only a true princess would be able to feel a pea through them.”

      “You made her sleep on a tower of twenty mattresses?”

      Prince Benjamin looked livid. Rachel registered his anger a moment before she processed the rest of the queen’s speech.

      Marriage. Bride.

      Surely that didn’t mean-

      “Your Majesty, I think we can conclude Miss Rachel felt the pea through the mattresses. She has passed your test.”

      The friar’s voice was calm, but he tensed under Rachel’s arm, as if anticipating an attack.

      The queen paused for so long Rachel thought she wasn’t going to speak. That she was waiting for someone else to say something.

      Then she took a deep breath and smiled at the court. It was a nasty smile. A predator cornered and looking to cause as much damage as possible before admitting defeat.

      “So she has,” the queen said finally. “I must congratulate you, Miss Rachel, and pronounce you worthy to marry Prince Benjamin.”

      The entire court burst into cheers. Benjamin slumped back in his throne in relief. The friar relaxed.

      Rachel began to cry. She couldn’t help it. She was truly exhausted, and the soothing effects of the bath had worn off. Had she really escaped one marriage into the nobility only to fall into another? Was there sanctuary for an engagement to a prince?

      “What’s this?” the queen purred. “Our bride isn’t excited?”

      The crowd stopped cheering and stared at Rachel in horror. She wiped the tears away, and met their stares with tired eyes.

      “Don’t you want to marry the prince, dear?”

      The queen looked happier and happier as Rachel didn’t answer.

      “She’s simply tired,” the friar said. “She had a difficult night.”

      “Surely you aren’t trying to coerce her,” the queen said. “You know the law, Friar Green. The lady must agree for a marriage to be legal, and I’m not sure this lady is ready to agree.”

      Her smile was full of venom.

      “Answer me, dear, and tell the truth. Do you want to marry the prince?”

      Rachel met the queen’s gaze and swallowed. She had said “no” to marriage before and suffered the consequences. Something in the charged atmosphere of the room told her there would be consequences to her answer this time as well. All the courtiers held their breath as they waited. The friar had tensed again.

      She met the prince’s eyes. He looked hurt, as if someone had offered him his dearest wish then pulled it away. Surely he didn’t want to marry her that badly? He didn’t even know her. They had only spoken once in the market. He probably didn’t even remember her.

      Although she remembered him. The boy with the sunshine smile.

      Did she want to marry him? The prince with the kind smile who had told her to seek sanctuary? She knew nothing else about him. Perhaps he was as cruel as Squire John most of the time. Perhaps she had simply caught him at a good moment.

      The prince seemed to be trying to tell her something with his gaze, but Rachel had no idea what it was. Only that his eyes were wide and pleading.

      Pleading for her, a common girl covered in bruises and wearing a borrowed dress, to marry him, the heir to the throne?

      None of it made any sense.

      And why would he dress as a priest? Why would he wander the marketplace dressed as a priest?

      “I-“

      Her voice quavered and failed her. She had spent the last of her willpower refusing Squire John, and the last of her physical strength escaping him. If she said “no” now, where would she go? Wherever she went, Father would catch her.

      “She needs time,” Prince Benjamin said. “We are all surprised that someone has passed your exceedingly thorough tests, stepmother. I’m sure Miss Rachel needs time to rest and consider her answer.”

      “What is there to consider?” Friar Green asked. “She entered the contest, and Prince Benjamin is a fine catch.”

      Rachel stiffened and stepped away from him. Was Friar Green just like father deep down? Willing to sacrifice her life if it furthered his aims?

      “I believe the young lady knows her own mind,” Queen Veraline said with a smile that tried to be kind and failed miserably. “Everyone be silent and let her speak.”

      Rachel swallowed and took a deep breath. She had landed in the middle of a game, but she didn’t know the rules. What would they do to her if she refused outright? Or accepted?

      A lady was free to make up her own mind about marriage, but she had to deal with the consequences.

      “Prince Benjamin is right. I need time.”

      “I’m afraid that’s the one thing you can’t have, dear.” Queen Veraline’s face glowed with triumph. “We must have your answer now. That is part of my test. I must know that the lady loves my son completely before deeming her worthy.”

      “You have already deemed her worthy!” Friar Green said. “She passed the test! Miss Rachel, the prince is a fine catch for a husband. You would be foolish to-”

      “Stop.”

      The prince’s voice was soft, but it silenced the priest. Benjamin left his throne and walked towards Rachel slowly, as one might approach a spooked horse. He took her arm and led her to a bench at the edge of the room so she could sit down. Queen Veraline started to protest, but Friar Green ran to the throne and began a whispered argument with her.

      Prince Benjamin sat beside Rachel and took her hand.

      “We’ve met before,” he said. “You probably don’t remember.”

      “I remember.”

      Rachel hated that her voice was so weak. Rain and bruises and tears had all taken their toll.

      “In the marketplace. A man hit you.”

      “My father.”

      “I am sorry I couldn’t save you then. I’m so sorry about all this.”

      He gestured to the bruises and the throne room and the world in general. Rachel shook her head.

      “I was trying to take your advice and find sanctuary. You gave me hope for freedom.”

      “And now I’m trapping you again.”

      Rachel didn’t deny it, although Prince Benjamin looked as if he wished she would. He studied the room, his gaze resting on each person before reaching his stepmother. Queen Veraline watched them with hawk-like eyes, but Friar Green and Grace had her surrounded.

      The prince’s expression flickered as he fought some inner battle Rachel could only guess at. They were pawns on a chessboard, but what was the goal? What prize were they fighting for?

      “You should go,” Prince Benjamin said finally. “I’ll give you money and a carriage and guards to protect you. They’ll take you wherever you want.”

      It cost him something to say those words. Something far more expensive than a carriage. Rachel stared at him, trying to guess the price he was truly paying.

      “And what about you?”

      The prince shook his head.

      “I’m not your concern.”

      “She’s threatening you, isn’t she? The queen has some sort of power over you.”

      Rachel nodded towards the thrones. Benjamin winced.

      “Yes, but don’t worry about me. I’ll be alright.”

      He smiled at her. That sunshine smile she had treasured for weeks. But it didn’t reach his eyes, and Rachel’s heart twisted.

      “I know what it feels like,” she said. “I know what it is to feel powerless.”

      “And I don’t want you to feel that way again. I won’t see you trapped.”

      His words mended something in her heart. Something she hadn’t realized was broken. Rachel smiled back at the prince. She couldn’t remember the last time she had smiled, but with his hand gently wrapped around hers, she couldn’t help it.

      “Will it defeat her if I marry you?”

      Benjamin nodded.

      “Yes, but that isn’t your sacrifice to make.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      Rachel stood. Her muscles trembled, and Benjamin rushed to help her. She walked slowly towards the throne, limping but with her head held high. Benjamin offered his arm to steady her and whispered in her ear as they moved.

      “Rachel, I meant what I said. I’ll give you anything you want. Anything you need. You won’t owe me a thing.”

      She kept walking.

      “Rachel, you don’t have to do this.”

      “I know.”

      Finally, they stood in front of Queen Veraline. Rachel swayed, and Benjamin wrapped his arm around her waist.

      Queen Veraline beamed at Rachel, taking Benjamin’s scowl as a sign of his defeat. Friar Green watched both of them with a worried expression. The entire court held its breath.

      “Well,” Queen Veraline said, “You’ve had time to think it over, Miss Rachel. You’ve listened to my stepson make his plea. What is your answer?”

      Rachel took a deep breath and stood tall in spite of the bruises. They would fade, but the sunshine and kindness in Prince Benjamin’s smile wouldn’t. She was sure of it.

      Queen Veraline’s smile slipped a little, and harshness edged into her voice.

      “We’ve waited long enough for your answer. Will you marry Prince Benjamin?”

      “Yes.”

      Her voice was strong this time. It hit Queen Veraline like a physical blow.

      Yes.

      The word echoed in the cheers of the courtiers. In the guards’ triumphant shouts.

      Yes.

      It swept over Queen Veraline’s anger and wrapped Rachel in a hug as warm and reassuring as Benjamin’s arms around her waist.

      Yes.

      Benjamin pulled her closer, his touch so gentle it soothed her bruises rather than hurting them. Rachel rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes, relaxing into his strength and letting him hold her upright.

      She had found her sanctuary.
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