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As a quick reference for everyone, a baby duck-billed platypus is sometimes called a "puggle." There are other names out there, like "platypup," but for the purposes of this story, I will be using "puggle." Similarly, "hippocamp" is another name for the "hippocampus." Hopefully, that won't cause anyone confusion.




"All that glisters is not gold—

Often have you heard that told.

Many a man his life hath sold

But my outside to behold.

Gilded tombs do worms enfold.

Had you been as wise as bold,

Young in limbs, in judgment old,

Your answer had not been inscrolled

Fare you well. Your suit is cold—

Cold, indeed, and labor lost.”




— William Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice, Act II Scene 7








PROLOGUE
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Midas sat beside the stream and wept. As his tears dropped, they turned the few remaining pieces of grass into pure gold. In fact, no matter where one turned, all they would see was gold. The entire palace grounds had been transformed. A few days ago, it would have made him happy. It didn't any longer.


Sinking deeper into his despair, Midas continued to cry, then began to wail. Finally, he screamed his anguish to the sky, the sound multiplying as it bounced back at him from the golden soil. His guards wisely kept their distance and their peace. Nothing would console the king, not after what he'd lost.


"Why do you cry out, mortal?" asked a youthful voice.


Midas, in his grief, didn't look up before replying or even take note of the odd phrasing. Instead, he laughed, the sound a harsh caricature of what it once was. "You must be a stranger, for everyone knows of my curse. Everything I touch turns to gold!"


The swish of water brushing against metal echoed across the silent courtyard. "And this displeases you?"


"Of course it does! I cannot eat without the very sustenance I need turning to gold in my mouth. When I drink, the fluid changes as soon as it touches my parched tongue. I dare not try any hot liquid for fear that the gold would be molten as it flowed down my gullet! I cannot even brush against another person without creating statues, frozen in eternal horror. Even my own child has fallen to this fate. It would be better if I were dead, as soon I shall be! 'Tis fitting punishment for requesting so foolish a boon for so simple a task."


The strange swishing came again, closer this time, prompting Midas to finally look. When he did, he froze, nearly as solid as the statue of his young daughter. The voice came not from a lost boy, but a creature created entirely from water! It looked like a man from the waist up, but his lower half was that of a fish with two tails. The man's face sported a beard created out of tiny waves that ebbed and crested. His hair floated like seaweed in a current. The only thing keeping it in place was a crown that looked like it was made of seashells. If it weren't made of the same water as the rest of the man, it would have been worth quite a bit due to the craftsmanship alone. As this mysterious creature shifted closer, a small red fish chased a white one up his body and down his arms before splashing back into the stream.


"W-who are you?" Midas stuttered.


"Who I am doesn't matter, only that I can help you."


The king blinked, trying to ignore the wrongness of such a young voice belonging to such a formidable-looking creature.


Then again, I've met many who are immune to the march of time. For all I know, he stole some poor child's voice to speak with me, perhaps not having one of his own.


"Can you really help?" Midas asked, still hesitant. "How?"


The creature scowled. "There are ways to remove a curse such as this. There are even ways to reverse it."


Midas leapt to his feet and reached for the creature, stopping at the last moment. "Please! I will give anything! I will not survive much longer without your help." When the creature did not immediately answer, he pressed further. "I will give you anything you wish. You can have all the gold here, my palace, anything I own!"


"What use do I have for gold? I have the riches of the sea at my disposal!" The creature's voice was thick with disdain.


Midas winced, then wracked his brain for anything that he owned the creature might value. "What about my daughter?"


The creature jerked his head back, then folded his arms over a chest that had expanded over the past few moments. "What do you mean, your daughter?"


"You can have my daughter's hand in marriage! You said you can reverse this, so you can save her. Please!" Midas began to cry as he imagined the short, painful life that lay before him. Already, the palace seemed sinister without the bustle of servants that usually brought life to the building. The servants hid in fear, the guards stayed well back, and his beautiful daughter stood in her beloved garden, forever crying over the roses' lost scent.


The water creature seemed to soften a bit. "Very well, I accept. I will return for your daughter on her sixteenth birthday, and we will wed."


"Her twentieth. Sixteen is too young. I cannot be expected to part with her forever at so young an age. Please, I cannot lose her before—" Midas bit his tongue. He wanted to say more but knew it wouldn't help.


"That is acceptable. I will return for your daughter just before her twentieth birthday, and we will wed. All you need to do to break the curse is to bathe in this stream. You must bathe completely, drinking from the water, as well, and then you will be able to touch anything you wish safely. As for reversing the curse, the water is the key. Bathe anything you wish in this water, and it will be turned back to its original form."


"Thank you! Thank you! A thousand thanks, ruler of waters!" Midas bowed as low as he could, and when he lifted his head, the man was gone. He turned to look and realized that he was utterly alone. Not even his soldiers remained.


Let's see if he spoke truly.


Midas walked into the stream and scrubbed every bit of skin he could, the gold dust that had accumulated on his skin sinking into the water and disappearing. A few glints disappeared through the grate in the palace wall, no doubt leading to the river.


A river of gold, if this curse doesn't break. Midas blinked and looked at the water, unchanged and the first hint of an end to his condition.


He grinned, then dunked his head and drank deeply. Water had never tasted so good! He'd not had anything to drink in days, ever since that fool magician's spell wore off. What was the point of casting the spell if it only lasted for a week?


When Midas was done, he stepped out of the stream and stood on the bank. As he dripped on the grass, the most remarkable thing happened! The gold began to recede! The more water, the further the gold moved. Eventually, the water began to dry, but the gold did not return. Midas laughed without a trace of bitterness for the first time in days. His pure joy echoed across the golden corridors of the palace and out into the city.


Finally, he turned back to the stream and cupped his hands in the water. Then, he returned to where his daughter's statue stood, and he gently poured it over her head. When his hands were empty, he lowered them and waited. It took several long moments, but he was eventually rewarded.


"Papa?"


Once more, Midas began to cry. "My kingdom is saved."

~


"Rubbish!" someone heckled. "The king would never speak so flowery."


The woman sitting beside the heckler just laughed. "You don't know that. I bet he speaks real pretty. Besides, the poor bard has to entertain people."


"Oh, yeah? Then how come I never find any gold in that river? Besides, river gods are just myths."


The bard just sighed and pulled out his flute. His audience had gotten riled up. History had taught him that the best way to fix it was with lively music, so he launched into a jig he learned while traveling through Llaynwll. It was his first time back in Crechel in years, and he was not encouraged. The crowds of Rallin were less and less interested in his story as the years went on, but few realized how close to the truth the story was. Everyone knew that there was an incident, but few were there when it happened. The bard had been a soldier back then and had watched the whole incident.


Naturally, retelling it required some changes. Only the suicidal insulted a king in his capital city. And, of course, a good bard played to the audience. Most of them listened because they wanted to know why there was gold in the river. Specifically, they wanted to know where they could find more of it. Few really thought about the people involved in the story, about the king, the princess, or the river god.


And, to think, the princess turns twenty in only a few months. I might need to update the story before too long.










CHAPTER 1: EVERY DAY THE SAME
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Amy


Morning came too early. It always did when someone woke me up. I preferred to wake slowly, to enjoy the quiet of a new day and the possibilities it brought. Sometimes, I dreamed of sailing away and never returning. Other times, I would imagine the next sewing or needlepoint project I would work on. Almost all of my best designs came to me while I watched the sky above the palace wall transition from dark to light. If I could have woken that way every day, I would.


Sadly, as with most things in life, I didn't have a choice in the matter.


"Come along, Princess," my groomer said as she pulled the sheets away. I didn't know her name, but I didn't need to. At least, that's what every groomer I'd ever asked had told me. I was just grateful that this one didn't use my full name every time she addressed me. It was bad enough, being introduced as Princess Chrysanthe Amethyst Dionysia Aurelius at formal events. I didn't need to hear it every morning as well.


Besides, none of them dare call me Amy like Nana did. And it would be horribly embarrassing to ask them to.


The groomer stood aside as I silently rose and stood with my hands clasped and my eyes trained on the back wall. It was only the hundreds of hours of deportment lessons that kept me from dropping my gaze or allowing my shoulders to slump. Princesses didn't slouch, at least not in Crechel. Others might be uncouth, but we were always the epitome of refinement.


My hands tightened, and I forced myself to relax. Trying to think of better times didn't work. I only vaguely recalled when life had been different, back before Father was cursed. It was so long ago…


Every morning was the same now. First, I was woken—on lucky days, I rose early and had time to prepare my mind for the ordeal to come—then a white sheet was spread on the ground. Next, my groomer would sit me down on a chair and use a soft brush to buff my arms and legs before moving on to my hair. She brushed that until I stopped shedding. Afterward, I was taken to be bathed. Really, she only prepared the bath for me, pouring in the various concoctions that I was required to use. The bath was one of the few places I was allowed my dignity, mostly because the groomer was too busy getting the rest of my things ready.


Once I got out, I was brought back to my room—which had been cleaned while I was gone, with a different task each day—and was dressed for the day. Unless I was being called to meet with Father, I was allowed to choose my daily dress. I'd grabbed hold of that freedom early and learned how to create my own gowns. They weren't terribly fancy most of the time, as I didn't have the help that most dressmakers did, but I enjoyed it all the same. I would look at the latest styles that the nobles wore to feasts and adapt them to suit my frame.


Unfortunately, I couldn't sew a hem while being groomed. Really, I couldn't do anything but let my mind wander. Most of the time, I tried to remember what things were like when I was a normal girl.


If I ever was.


I watched my fish as they fluttered around in their bowls, but even their colorful fins couldn't hold my attention for long. I was just so tired, though whether it was my body or my spirit that was fatigued, I couldn't tell. Even the gentle movement of the water outside my cottage couldn't cheer me up.


As I was bustled to my stool upon the sheets, I decided to try something different. Instead of the amorphous before, I thought back to the day everything changed. I was eight when my father suddenly developed the ability to turn anything he touched to gold. I didn't think much of it at the time. The first few days, Father was entertained with transforming everything inside the palace. He thought it was fitting that he should sleep in a golden bed and sit upon a golden throne. I vaguely recalled that a magician was brought in to counter some of the spell, but that didn't last long.


By the start of the following week, Father was in a foul mood. He was hungry, and with the spell in effect, he couldn't eat anything. Golden food is pretty to look at, but even if a person can turn things to gold with a touch, that doesn't mean they can eat it. I had been sitting with him at breakfast when he took his anger out on a servant. A single slap to the servant's hand as he removed Father's plate was enough to start the process. Within moments, the footman was made of solid gold. Despite the speed, one had only to look at the man's face to realize it had been anything but painless.


Naturally, that only made Father more upset. His typically cool demeanor vanished as he tore the dining room to shreds.


In the chaos, I slipped out and escaped back to my room. Hiding there seemed like the safest option, but I couldn't stay cooped up for very long without needing some fresh air. Things had changed during the single day I'd spent indoors.


I'd loved flowers for as long as I could remember. My nursemaid—the woman I thought of as my mother because my real mother died in childbirth—used to bring me out to the gardens every day. We would play among the roses for hours. When she caught a fever and died, it was the saddest day of my life. The scent of roses always reminded me of her and made me feel less lonely. Whenever things weren't going right, I relied on the roses to put me in a better mood.


When I walked out of my cottage, the blooms were painted gold in the early morning sun, but there was no scent. It was odd. The yellow and orange flowers usually looked more rusty at that time of day, although the scent was typically mild when I first woke. I had been confused but not alarmed, not then, at least. I thought that I was too far away, so I walked over and touched one. That was when I realized it wasn't the light playing tricks on me; they had been turned to gold.


Father heard me crying and told me I was being silly, that the flowers were better that way because they were frozen in a moment of perfection. I got angry and lashed out. I wanted him to understand why it hurt, except I forgot that I couldn't touch him. Then, it was too late…


"To the bath with you," my groomer said, interrupting my next thought. It was probably a good thing. Reliving that pain wasn't healthy. Experiencing it certainly hadn't been.


When the river god granted Father a way to turn me human again, it hadn't worked quite as it should. Everything else touched by the water was instantly returned to its natural form. There were no side effects. Father might not have used the water on everything, but that didn't mean it was ineffective. I was the sole exception.


When I was a little girl, I looked like most of my countrymen. My hair was brown, as were my eyes. My skin was olive-toned and tanned well in the summer, but it was also dry and flakey. When I was little, that was a source of embarrassment; princesses are supposed to be perfect. After being turned into a statue and back again, all that changed. My hair was just as fine-textured as ever, but it was suddenly made of gold, and each strand was as thin as silk. My skin was pale gold with darker gold freckles. The dry, flakey-ness remained, but it was no longer skin I was shedding; it was gold dust. Even my eyes changed, albeit not as dramatically. They had been an ambery-brown and shifted to a more golden shade.


For all intents and purposes, I was a living statue and a lucrative one at that. My body produced gold like a field produced weeds. That was why the decorative pond surrounding my cottage had been turned into a moat. It was no longer just a part of my childish imagination but an actual moat with a bridge that was drawn up every evening. It had cost quite a bit to enchant, but Father wanted me protected. It wasn't a serious deterrent, but it discouraged the drunk nobles, and that was all that mattered. They were pretty much the only people brave or stupid enough to risk his wrath by bothering me.


As I submerged my body, I sighed. The groomer had scrubbed me too hard again. My skin ached, and the hot water stung.


Father must be demanding more dust.


My groomer, once again, interrupted my thoughts. "Out of the water. The dressmaker is here to work on your festival dress."


I fought back a groan. The Confluence Festival was an important holiday for my people. It occurred rarely, but each time had coincided with an important moment in our history. The golden comet passing behind a purple moon was even on the royal crest. It reminded the people of Crechel's uniqueness and emphasis on beauty. Unfortunately, that meant I had to be dressed appropriately so that Father could show me off. 


"Really!" she grouched, seeing my reluctance. "Most women would give their eye teeth for a dress like yours. And after all the effort that the craftsmen have gone to for you…"


Nodding, I allowed her to help me stand. She was right, of course. I was being ungrateful.


Within minutes, I was out of the bath, dry, and in my chemise. Then came the frustrating part.


I put on my stays and sighed. I hated wearing them. I much preferred the Alenian corsets I had, but those wouldn't suit the lines of the dress I had to wear. Father preferred I be dressed extravagantly for balls and wearing something that reminded him of my mother. Apparently, his memories always won out over my comfort.


There were several problems with his ideas of appropriate clothing. First, I wouldn't have minded so much if the stays had been properly fitted, but I hadn't gotten new ones in years, and the set I wore was getting uncomfortable. Unfortunately, the dressmakers who served in the palace concentrated only on the latest fashions. It wasn't so much that they refused to make me another one as they didn't know how to make it. Stays had never been a popular style in Crechel. We used to order them from a modiste in Alenia, but she had died two years before, so I was out of luck and out of room. Not only were they horribly unfashionable, they also flattened me until I looked like a child playing dress-up.


The ill-fitting stays were just the start of my problems and should have been the easiest to fix. The dress itself was another matter. Once again, it was in an older style from Alenia, my mother's homeland. Their weather was dramatically different from ours, though. The elaborate embroidery and beadwork made it hot, heavy, and scratchy. Then there was the frothing lace and multitude of bows. The dressmaker had tried to make it better by adding a big bow in the front, something popular among the nobles, but that just made everything so much worse. I was miserable. Fortunately, the Confluence was happening near Winter Solstice, so it wouldn't be as bad. Unless we had another out-of-season heatwave, which had happened the last two winters.


"I'm going to melt," I muttered, grimacing at the mirror.


The dressmaker huffed. "Nonsense, Your Highness. You'll be fine."


One of her assistants looked away, though I noted the way her shoulders shook ever so slightly. The other assistant was much more circumspect and dropped her attention to the straight pins she was adding to the hem.


"There," my dressmaker announced. "We just have to check a few more things, and we'll be done! Don't you look… lovely."


I heard the pause but said nothing. It took a single glance in the mirror to assure me she was lying. I didn't look lovely; I looked bland. The dress was a piece of artistry that deserved to be worn by someone who could make it look its best. All the gold in the world, even being made of gold, couldn't make me interesting, nor did I want it to.


My dream was to be average again. Sadly, that would forever be out of my grasp. The best I could do was become a monotone statue of the girl I should be.
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After a two-hour fitting—how can they possibly need another three fittings to get the bottom hem straight? They said it was straight already! Not that I can say anything about it—I was finally free to change and go about my day. Father was supposed to be gone for the rest of the week, so I chose my most comfortable gown.


As much as I disliked the color gold, I also knew I couldn't escape it. None of my clothes were allowed to be unadorned, but I had managed to get some that were less fussy. Or, more accurately, not covered in gems and embroidered with my own hair. Not that the dressmakers knew where the threads came from. They just thought it was some special golden silk only available to the royal family. Still, even without the golden threads, my clothing could not be without my signature color.


Sighing, I brushed a hand over the gauzy pink fabric, delicately adorned with a sprinkling of gold beads that weighed the fabric down so it didn't fly away. Even my father could be persuaded that I didn't need to be formal all the time, though it hadn't been easy. Appealing to his pride was the only way to make it work. After all, I was showing off my fine needlework without drawing too much attention. He didn't like it when I drew people's attention.


Neither did I.


"Is that the princess?" someone whispered as I moved away from my little house and further into the gardens, my embroidery hoop and supplies hidden in the folds of my skirt. I was working on a decorative ribbon for a new gown. The deep purple would be perfect for my birthday, particularly with how close it was to the Confluence Festival. Still, I couldn't concentrate on the prospect of a pretty project when maids were whispering about me.


I should be less sensitive. She's clearly new.


"Of course!" my groomer responded. "Who else has hair and skin that shines so brightly?" The pride was obvious in her voice, but I didn't deny that she deserved it. After all, she was the reason I gleamed.


Not that I couldn't take care of myself if given half a chance. Playing with my hair and cosmetics before bed is so much fun! Too bad I can't be left to do it all myself. Then again, I could never accomplish anything as intricate as the groomers do.


"I heard she's always whining about things and is a snob."


My groomer sniffed. "Jealousy."


That wasn't a denial. Then again, I didn't expect one.


The maid snickered. "Did she really threaten to kill herself if the queen gave birth to a boy?"


"Of course not! Who would say such a thing? Nobles and their gossip, always trying to find a secret where there isn't one."


"True. Still, they were right about one thing; she really is like a living statue. Or a doll!" the maid exclaimed, shifting to see me better.


I quickened my steps after that. I didn't mind people looking—well, as long as it was only one or two—but I'd learned the hard way that not everyone stopped at looking. As soon as I was compared to a statue, people felt like they had the right to touch me, to see if I was as cold or warm or hard or soft as they imagined. Any time the word "doll" was used, I was in for trouble. For some reason, the people who said it didn't understand that I had a right to complain when they touched me without permission. It was easier to just leave the area than it was to explain why what they were doing was wrong. Few bothered to listen to me. Instead, they got angry, then complained about it, at which point Father inevitably punished both of us for the incident.


At least Father's protections have made the incidents less common.


Before my mood could be dragged down any further, I looked up and realized I'd reached my goal. The very stream Father had used to break the curse lay before me, sparkling in the bright autumn sun. I used to imagine that the river god would come back for me, pulling me into the water and away from everything. My skin would turn back to pinkish-tan, my hair would turn brown as mud, and I would never have to see a speck of gold again. Sadly, that was not the case.


Not that I didn't lose gold in the water. Even the best groomer can't prevent someone from shedding. The flaky patches on my arms and scalp often fell into the stream, as did beads and threads from my dresses when I wasn't careful. I always wondered what happened to the gold pieces after they floated away. I knew that it wasn't supposed to work that way, that the beads at least should have been heavy enough to sink, but the stream seemed to have unique properties with gold. Instead of sinking, it floated. If I was feeling particularly depressed, I would send gold blades of grass or leaves downstream, imagining what fate they had once they exited the palace walls.


It was hard not to envy them, inanimate as they were.


The stream may not have brought me freedom, but it did bring me friends. The first and most inconstant of my friends was a ferret. I'd been crying, hiding among the reeds, when he showed up. The floof-noodle decided that he needed to cuddle after stealing my ring. I called him Deka after the ten puka shells that decorated his neck. I figured he stole them somewhere and decided to keep wearing the bracelet as a necklace. Over the years, he came and went, never staying for more than a month but always bringing a smile when he did.


He also brought me my next friend. Koalemos was a duck. He was also the clumsiest creature I'd ever seen. For some reason, he was constantly running into things. I was almost certain that's how he hurt his wing. He couldn't fly anymore because the injury healed wrong, but it was probably for the best. With his horrible sense of direction, he would have died in the outside world. As it was, he frequently found his way into the barracks and attacked the guards when they interrupted his naps for silly reasons like trying to get him to stop nesting in their helmets.


"Koalemos! I have some bread for you," I called softly and clucked my tongue as I stood on the bank. Unfortunately, the duck wasn't in the stream; he was behind me, something I discovered when he rammed into the back of my legs. It was only my familiarity with his antics that stopped him from being squished. Naturally, Koalemos thought I was on the ground so he could sit on me.


I groaned. "Really, Koal? Why couldn't you just wait?"


He opened his beak and honked at me.


"Excuse you! You are a duck, not a goose. Get it right."


Koalemos was clearly not impressed and started pecking at my hand, only stopping when I started petting him.


"One day, I may have a normal pet…" I bit my lip to stop the giggle that wanted to escape. I technically did have some normal pets, although most wouldn't agree. Truth be told, they were quite extraordinary. On my last birthday, one of the many merchants who vied for my father's attention gave me a set of fish. Even Father had been impressed when he saw them. They were called Betta fish and had the most amazing colors! One was yellow with white fins that made it look like a jonquil petal. The other was blue and purple, more vibrant than anything I'd ever seen. I named them Jonquil and Gentian, although Father thought I was ridiculous for naming male fish after flowers. Then again, fish were unusual pets, no matter how colorful they are.


Turning my attention back to the feathered menace, I asked, "Where were you this morning? I missed my wake-up cuddles. Although, the groomer probably appreciated not having you honk at her." He normally did when she found him sleeping in my bed.


The duck said nothing, more intent on the food I'd given him than listening to a foolish human.


I sighed and watched him finish his breakfast. "Fine. Keep your secrets. You always do. For such a loud and opinionated creature, you seem to have an uncanny ability toward deviousness."


Koalemos nipped my chin and then walked over to the water, leaving me alone. At least, at that moment. I was never really alone near the water. Koal was getting older, but he wasn't the only creature I'd taken care of. He wasn't even the only bird; there had been an egret and a flamingo as well. They'd left for after they'd healed, though. Of course, there was also Thetis, the otter. She showed up around the same time as Koalemos, although she was much better hidden. She'd also adopted our latest little one. Another gift—this time from a talented sorcerer—Nysa was an unusual creature. She was still young but getting bigger every day.


A chitter drew my attention to the water as Thetis swam over with Nysa sitting on her back. As soon as they got close to the shore, the duck-billed creature waddled up to me, tapping her tail lightly against my hand as she climbed closer.


"Aw! Puggles kisses," I said with a grin as her bill tapped my cheek. "Thank you, Nysa."


She was growing quickly and had just stopped drinking the special milk the sorcerer provided. Apparently, the duck-billed platypus, as they were called, couldn't suckle, so it was nearly impossible to raise them in captivity. The sorcerer had foreseen this problem and left a strange formula behind that allowed my pet to thrive. I was just glad that she could finally find her own food, and I didn't need to prepare it for her anymore.


I lay back and relaxed. In that moment, I was content. I had my animals with me, I was in clothing that I had chosen, and I was lying by the bank of a stream in the warmth of the sun.


I was determined to enjoy the peaceful moment. It wouldn't last.
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"Darling, what have I said about dressing appropriately for your station?"


His tone was gently exasperated, and the words had been spoken so smoothly that the biting reproach was almost completely hidden. Unfortunately, I knew what the sophistication hid.


"That I should always present myself as a princess."


Instead of jumping up, like I dearly wanted to, I rose to my feet as fluidly as a dancer. My legs may have felt as solid as water, but I could never show it. The goal was always to appear unruffled, as if I had always intended to stand up just then, like it had nothing to do with his presence.


If only that were the case.


"Hello, Father. How was your journey?" I kept my tone mild and my voice quiet. Detached. Stay detached. You've already disappointed him. Don't make it worse.


"More expedient than I anticipated. I finally found that mage the Shesallans were looking for. Apparently, the fool has been hiding in a nearby village after his master threw him out. Nasty business, attempted regicide. Fortunately for us, handing over the magician who tried to kill the kings and their wives with those storms… Well, that should put us in good standing, which is fortunate after you turned King Stone down all those years ago. Regardless, it should be a gift that wins their cooperation when I approach them about the northern borders. I've heard that Queen Grace is surprisingly mercenary, though considering who her mother was…" He trailed off before bringing his attention back to me. "Now, why are you wearing that if you know that it will upset me?"


He'd added inflection; his temper was probably frayed from the trip. My palms felt clammy. "This is my gown for sitting by the river. I did not think it appropriate to wear something more formal. My pets would not be kind to silk," I told him. It was mostly true; while they didn't tear it, they did like to snuggle up in my silk dresses, leaving me covered in mud and on the laundress' bad side.


Father grimaced, somehow looking elegant as he did so. "Yes, well, it is time to stop playing, darling. Get cleaned up. Dinner is in two hours."


I curtseyed deeply, waiting until he was out of sight before standing properly. Two hours was hardly enough time to prepare, but I would make it. Holding back a sigh, I gathered my embroidery hoop and courage before walking toward my cottage. He might still be watching.


According to my old nurse, "cottage" was a misleading term for my home. Apparently, cottages were usually smaller and containing almost no gold, let alone a fully functional moat. As usual, my family had gone overboard, and that was before Father turned everything into gold. Well, the moat was afterward, but the pond that surrounded my home was far from normal.


While the cottage only contained three rooms—a bedroom, a bathing room, and a hidden pool beneath in the basement that no one knew about—it was designed to look like a shrine to one of the old gods. The massive pillars framed in a large porch with multiple couches and planters. The building itself had no doors, only several sets of enchanted curtains. They were gauzy and light until the moment you closed them. At that point, they became completely opaque to block out prying eyes; a simple phrase would turn them as solid as stone, protecting me from attacks and bad weather in equal measure.


Just crossing the bridge made me feel better. People only came there if they were ordered, so I was generally left alone when I was inside. I hummed to myself as I got ready. Nana, my old nurse, always told me that sea shanties were a perfect way to cheer yourself up.


Since my normal groomer wasn't there, and I didn't have time to call for her, I had to do everything myself. Luckily, I actually enjoyed the process. First came the undergarments, then the makeup. That took a while. Father preferred a more dramatic look. Red lips, rouged cheeks, gold tones for my eyes, and just a hint of kohl to line them. I looked in the mirror, noting how the colors emphasized my features and made me look younger, somehow.


No time to waste.


Next came the gown. I chose one suitably encrusted with gems, as well as shaped to minimize my bust and hips. If Father was in a mood, looking like a little girl would be a boon. He was more prone to forget about me when I looked like a child. Finally, I used a hot iron to curl my hair. It worked far better than when I was little since gold was easier to shape when warm and human hair often decides to just fall flat.


By the time I was finished, I had ten minutes to make it across the courtyard to the palace proper. Why I wasn't housed in the palace was anyone's guess, but it always seemed like a blessing until I was running late. Luckily, the dining room looked out over the gardens and was quite close.


"Ah!" Father smiled as I walked in. "Right on time and dressed like the princess you are. Much more appropriate than the rags you were wearing earlier."


Since I was the one who had made the dress, I knew it wasn't a rag. So did he. The fabric was stronger than it looked, and I'd been complimented on the design by several clothiers. At the time, they thought I'd purchased it from a rival house and were trying to size up the competition. When they suddenly realized that I was the dressmaker, they nearly swallowed their tongues, then spread word of my talent far and wide.


Father had loved every minute of it, but that was then. Things had obviously changed—again.


Then again, I made it several years ago, and it doesn't exactly match the doll esthetic he prefers for me. Or, I misunderstood, and he was only trying to make me feel better about my efforts…


Mary, my father's second wife, sat at the table and said nothing. Her hair had been dyed again. The dark roots I'd seen earlier in the week were completely hidden by the blonde color Father liked on her. She'd also rubbed her skin with gold powder to highlight her features. It should have made her blue eyes look as tranquil as the sea on a summer day, but they had no spark of life or warmth.


I felt sorry for her. She was hardly older than me, and life had already beaten her down. Despite all of that, she was also one of the most beautiful women I'd ever seen, which was quite a feat in Crechel. The nobles were not averse to using magic to achieve perfection, yet she naturally surpassed them all.


"Sit, darling. I have good news." Father grinned broadly and gestured to the chair on his right. It should have been Mary's, but I was always given preferential treatment by him. It wasn't until they'd been married for several years that I understand how unusual his habit was.


As soon as I sat, he began. "As I was saying, I have good news. There is a very special guest coming to the Confluence Festival."


My heart leapt. Is it my fiancé? It must be! Father wouldn't invite any of the other royals to such an important national holiday. It would imply that he finds them important, and that would give them too much power. It must be my fiancé.


I longed to question Father, but I couldn't. Still, there were few options as likely as the river god returning. The timing was right. My birthday was just after the festival, and Father agreed that the wedding would happen when I turned twenty. Still… it doesn't make sense. Father's rarely happy when someone brings up my engagement. He's much too pleased about this. But, who else could it be?


Instead of asking directly, I decided to play his game. "Is it someone I know?"


His smile turned patronizing, as if he thought it was cute that I'd tried to figure it out on my own and needed to ask for help. "Yes, but you have not seen them in a while. I doubt you remember this person at all."


I fought off a frown and kept my expression placid and hopeful. It wouldn't do to seem too interested. Besides, despite knowing it wasn't possible, I still hoped my fiancé was the guest. I just knew that he would come and take me away. 


And when he does, I'll never come back.


"Marygold, should you really be eating something so rich?"


My stepmother nodded and placed the forkful of meat back on her plate before picking up a green bean.


"Much better, my dear. We don't want you to become ill. And, Chrysanthe, don't forget to finish your aubergine. I don't want to see you picking at it like last time."


I nodded and took a bite of my least favorite vegetable. "Yes, Father."










CHAPTER 2: AN UNEXPECTED SURPRISE
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My father was in a mood, but I wasn't quite sure what that mood was. First, he was happy, then upset, then happy again. He seemed to grow pensive and nervous at the strangest times, then sprang back to a… well, not a sunny disposition, but definitely more cheerful. Frankly, it unsettled me. Worse, it upset the servants. They were the only thing keeping our palace from collapsing into miserable ruins. When Father was acting erratically, that meant things started going wrong.


At first, it was little things. The footmen were trembling as they put my food down at dinner. When the soup splashed, Father reprimanded them, making the poor men even more nervous. They weren't the only ones, though. The maids had also started dropping things. They regularly moved and dusted antiques that were over three hundred years old; butterfingers were not an acceptable state for them. The guards were so stiff they looked like they'd been petrified but so jumpy that they looked like they'd just had a beetle fly down the back of their shirts. Of course, the cooks were the best clue. They heard all the gossip and were the first stop when someone needed to be appeased. I became concerned when I saw them cycling through Father's favorite dishes without him even asking.


While I lived in the palace, I rarely spent time around other people, particularly my father or stepmother. The servants were not so lucky, and as the days passed, more of Father's changeable moods affected me. Most distressing for me was the groomer. It felt like she was trying to skin me with her scrub brushes, but I couldn't blame her.


Father must be particularly demanding right now.


Seven days after he returned, I was more than ready for Father to leave again. What made it worse was his mood swings seemed to be connected to me. Every single shift in attitude resulted from my presence or something I'd done. Something about me was making him upset; I just didn't know what it was. Frustratingly, he was also unexpectedly clingy, an attitude that hadn't reappeared since around the time I'd become a statue. At any moment, he could show up, talking at me and demanding my time.


Father's constant appearances and mercurial attitude did nothing for my nerves. It was jarring and uncomfortable to spend so many hours around him when I was used to very little contact. I'd begun jumping at any noise, not just something sudden or loud. In fact, it felt like someone had cast a spell to heighten my hearing. When I had to stand near him, my thumb would begin to twitch, and I kept inadvertently backing away. Being scolded for it didn't help matters. It just made my heart race and my skin feel hot and irritated by the luxurious gowns Father insisted I wear.


That was another problem; when he was around, I had to be a princess. I had to dress like one, act like one, and be completely composed at all times. There was no space to breathe or wear something that I liked instead of something approved by Father. Even working on needlepoint while in his presence was unacceptable. A king always deserves all the attention; anything less was a slight against the royal personage.


It felt like I was suffocating.


In an attempt to avoid him—and feel less like a mouse caught by a snake—I'd started seeking out new places to hide. Unfortunately, he knew all my usual haunts, so I spent all my spare time thinking about places that were generally avoided and that I rarely visited. It didn't take long to think of one.


Instead of lazing by the stream, I hid in the rose maze near the outer wall. I used to love the twisting corridors of greenery, but then Father turned the whole thing into gold. After that, I stopped visiting as much. I found it depressing, but it was a perfect hiding spot. For one thing, I blended in with my surroundings almost seamlessly. For another, everyone knew that I hated that area. My dislike was so intense that I'd avoided that part of the garden for the past three years. I could hide in silence for as long as I wished, and no one would find me.


It was also positioned perfectly to hear the guard's latest gossip.


"Is he back again, Sergeant?" the captain asked.


I frowned and continued to pet Koalemos. The stupid duck had been my shadow from the moment I woke. He hadn't left my side for one moment, and when I tried to leave him behind, he started a noisy protest that drew far too much attention. The only way to remain hidden was to pick him up and bring him along. As long as I continued to pet him, he was content with nibbling at my beaded belt instead of quacking—or worse, honking!


"Yes, sir. I don't understand what he thinks this will do. No one is foolish enough to believe him."


The captain snorted. "Maybe he's crazy. Next time, let's just arrest him."


"On what charges, sir? He's always polite, never causes a scene, and stays well within earshot of the other petitioners."


My frown deepened. Father frequently left his petitioners queuing outside the palace. Those with special reasons to see him would speak to the guards directly. If the guards felt it was a good reason, they'd reach out to the steward. Otherwise, the petitioner was told to line up with the others. I wasn't sure I liked the process, but I couldn't think of a better way, either. People were always going to approach the king looking for special considerations. They may or may not deserve them, but kings often don't have time to listen. Father had a very busy schedule, even without adding the petitioners.


Still, if they felt they had reason to see the king personally, most people were quiet about their purpose. They made sure that no one could hear them except the guards. It prevented the inevitable conflicts between petitioners. Father once said that it's difficult to see another's point of view when you're hurting. For this man to brave the people's disapproval and the potential mob violence that was known to occur, he was either brave, foolhardy, or knew he was right. Any of the three made him stand out.


"We'll make up charges if we need to!" The captain's harsh rebuttal broke through my musings. "He is not to gain an audience with the king. Can you imagine what would happen if he did?"


They both went quiet. I could practically hear them shudder in their leather and mail armor.


"Has the king been in a better mood today?" The sergeant sounded nervous.


His captain snorted. "Not much. He's been in a right mood since he got back. Probably for the same reason the stranger showed up. The princess will be twenty soon."


I blinked. It never even occurred to me that Father was upset because of my birthday. I'd forgotten that he had a very different outlook on my upcoming wedding. I'll have to be careful about that. Father might try to interfere in the wedding, and upsetting a powerful river god seems like a poor life choice. But, why would my birthday matter to the stranger at the gate?


The sergeant sighed. "People forget how delicate our princess is. Such an icon of beauty should not be sullied by one like him."


Icon of beauty? What? Since when? They must not have seen me before, much less heard the way the nobles talk about me. And that doesn't even take into consideration what the maids and groomers think. How can they consider me beautiful? But I could hardly ask them such a thing—not while staying hidden, anyway—and they were talking about the stranger again, so I let the issue go.


"Agreed. He looks like a pirate to me. We don't need his kind causing problems. I just can't believe how persistent he's been. It's been, what, two weeks? And he's been here every day, attempting to gain an audience with the king? Foolishness. He's either a liar or insane. Neither option will gain him entrance to the palace."


There was a pause, long and filled with tension, before the sergeant spoke again. "Sir, what if he isn't?"


"Isn't what?"


"Crazy or a liar? What if he's telling the truth?"


The truth about what? I asked silently. Why must you two be so secretive? You clearly think the man is cracked and not hiding his purposes. Why do you bother hiding what he's saying? This is so frustrating! I know it has to do with me, and I feel like I can almost grasp what they're inferring, but the answer keeps floating away.


The captain sighed. "I'm not sure that would be much better."


"Why?"


"Don't be stupid! You and I both know the king won't let her go. And what will happen then, huh? Will we survive? I told you when you started that you need fourteen eyes to work here, or did you forget?" The captain huffed and lowered his voice. "If that man is who he claims, that leaves us defending the king against a spurned river god. I don't have much hope of survival. Do you?"


The sergeant muttered something, but I didn't hear him. My attention was on the captain's words.


Does that mean… did someone come here claiming to be the river god? The one engaged to me? And what if he is? Would it matter? The guards seem to think that they'd be in a battle. Are they right? Would Father let me go?
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I stayed in the maze for hours, trying to figure out what I should do.


My fiancé is probably standing at the gate waiting for me! At least, I hope that's who it is. But, if it is, why did he ask to talk to Father and not me? I rolled my eyes before scolding myself. Don't be a twit, Amy! Why wouldn't he ask for Father? He's only ever spoken to Father; he doesn't know you. Still, he could have asked…


I bit my lip and started walking. My mind was spinning all over the place, and I wasn't sure how to stop it. There was just too much to think about! Firstly, I didn't know if the stranger really was my fiancé, but I also wasn't sure it mattered. The guards were probably right, and Father would go to war before he let me leave. What could he do against someone with enough power to reverse death? It seemed foolish to me, but Father probably had a plan. From what I'd seen, he usually did.


And what if he's right? What if I shouldn't marry the river god? Just because someone saves your life doesn't mean they're entitled to every bit of it. I grimaced, remembering that there were several people groups within the Lunzif Empire who believed saving another's life linked you to them irrevocably.


The question was, did I really want to marry a stranger? I wanted to escape my normal existence, it was true, but would my soon-to-be husband be any better? I could just be moving from one type of cage to another, possibly one with less freedom. And, if he really was going to marry me, why had he never spoken to me? He could have contacted me at any time over the years, but he hadn't; not even a single letter had arrived. Instead, I was left holding on to a decade-old agreement with no proof anything would come of it—or that anything should.


Everything was becoming muddled, and I didn't know what to do about it. A decision needed to be made, and I wasn't sure I'd be the one making it. Worse, I wasn't sure I should make it.


I've lived such a protected life. The last time I even left the palace walls was when I was six! How can I be expected to make such a difficult decision? The most difficult choice I have right now is picking the style and color of my play clothes. How can I know what I should choose for my future? And, will I even have that option, or is it decided for me already?


Koalemos started quacking and tapped my wrist, making me look around for the first time in nearly an hour. Apparently, in my daze, I had wandered out the side entrance of the maze and up to the stream. While most of the waterway was out in the open or surrounded by trees, one particular bend was hidden from view. The maze stood as a nearly impenetrable wall on one side, the actual palace wall protected two more sides, and a thick tangle of living roses blocked off the rest of the courtyard.


I gently put Koal down and watched him waddle over to the stream. As soon as he was in the water, I sunk down and groaned. "What am I going to do?"


Koal quacked at me.


"Helpful." I rolled my eyes and threw a strand of hair into the water for him to chase. Then, I settled back to enjoy the first truly private moment I'd had in a week. Even the maze wasn't private, not when the guards were just on the other side of the hedge. If I could hear them, they could hear me. The hidden bank of the stream was too noisy for anyone to listen in. Between the rushing water, the echoes coming off the walls and golden plants, and the sounds of the city thrumming in the background, I could speak aloud, and no one would hear me.


At least, no one outside my hiding place could hear me; inside was a very different matter.


"Are ducks normally helpful?" asked a deep voice, rough but sounding faintly amused rather than menacing.


I jumped and looked downstream. In the middle of it stood a man unlike any I had seen before. He was as tall as Father, standing at about six feet, but that was where any similarity ended. His frame was bulky with muscle, which looked appropriate considering the width of his shoulders. His brown hair was sun-streaked and wavy but clumped together haphazardly. It took me a minute to realize that about a third had been put into small braids that were adorned with colorful beads, shells, and even a feather. He'd decorated his beard the same way, reminding me of how people described pirates, especially with his deep blue shirt.


Everyone says that pirates wear rich colors and expensive fabrics. But, how did a pirate get in here?


The man quirked a scarred eyebrow, the raised skin cutting a silver line downward and drawing my attention to his hazel eyes. He was the most attractive man I'd ever seen. He was also standing on a platform made entirely out of water.


"Who are you? And how did you get in here?" I rose fluidly and put on my most placid expression, the one I used when I knew that I had to be politic or was surprised by my father. Still, I couldn't stop myself from brushing at my skirt. As much as I wanted to run away, it would be useless; he would catch me easily. It would be different if I was closer to the maze. Unfortunately, I was too far away to disappear quickly. Plus, he wasn't encumbered by a heavily adorned gown fit for tea with the king; running would be much easier for him than for me.


For some reason, my questions earned me a bright smile, one that was at odds with his piratical appearance. "I used the stream, of course. I tried asking at the gate, but the guards don't seem to like me." The stranger shrugged as if it were perfectly normal to sneak into a royal palace when denied entry by the guards. He looked down at the strand of hair that Koal was playing with in the water. "That explains why people say the rivers are full of gold."


"You didn't answer my first question." And just how far have stories about gold in the river spread? Even that stream of thought couldn't distract me from a distressing fact: I was so scared that I could hardly speak above a whisper. Normally, when I was that upset, I was also expected to be silent. Speaking while scared was a new experience and not a pleasant one.


It surprised me that he could hear well enough to respond, though he seemed to think that I was whispering on purpose. At least, that's what I surmised when he grinned at me.


"Neither did you."


That surprised me enough to earn him a huff and release some of my tension. "No, ducks are not normally helpful. Koalemos, however, can be. At times. When he isn't distracted." I waited a moment before raising my chin and declaring, "It's your turn to answer." Unfortunately, my voice had gone up in pitch, making me sound more like a little girl than a grown woman.


The stranger chuckled. He seems very happy for a pirate.


Before I could ponder that any further, he swept into a bow worthy of an empress. "I am your fiancé, my dear, and I'm here to marry you."
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I often wondered what I was really capable of. I'd lived such a sheltered life, protected from everyone and everything, that I never really got the chance to stretch myself, to surpass my boundaries. Then, I remembered how bad I was at dealing with confrontation, and I decided that there were worse things than never discovering how I might react in dangerous situations.


That day, I discovered that I was capable of running in a gown that was roughly half my weight. I also found that, despite avoiding the maze for so long, I remembered it much better than I realized.


I'd barely heard the stranger call out before I plunged deep into the golden briars. With speed that I didn't know I was capable of, I darted around corners and through flowered paths, reaching the exit at a full sprint. At that point, my mind had gone blank; my only remaining thought was to get somewhere safe. I'm sure that if I'd stopped to think, I would have headed for the guards or bolted for the dubious protection of my cottage. The moat wouldn't have been much help against someone who could control water, but the enchantments on the curtains held up against even the worst winter storms. They would have been at least some protection.


Instead, I headed toward my normal hiding place on the bank of the stream. The area with the least protection or hiding places in the entire palace complex.


When I finally reached the shade of my favorite tree, I was limping and felt like someone had stabbed me in the side. Repeatedly.


"There you are! Are you alright?"


I yelped, bracing myself against the trunk of the willow as the stranger appeared in the stream once again.


"L-leave me alone! I'll scream, and the guards will come!" Considering I was usually better at hiding it, I was unimpressed by the quiver in my voice.


Judging by his scowl, so was he. "That was a stupid thing to do. If you're being attacked, you scream first. You don't warn your attacker. They'll simply silence you and do whatever they want anyway."


His words were frightening, but I also noticed that he hadn't moved. If he's really going to attack me, why wouldn't he do it instead of giving me advice on avoiding danger?


"What do you want?" My voice was barely a whisper.


His scowl deepened. "I told you; I'm here to marry you." He sighed and sat down. Is he consciously shaping the water into a chair, or is it instinctual? "I'm sorry I scared you. I've been trying to get in for a few weeks, but, well… no one really knows my face." He shrugged.


That gave me pause. "Father told us I was engaged to a river god, someone who appeared to be made entirely out of water."


A slight blush appeared on his cheeks, and he cleared his throat. "Well, it seemed like a good idea at the time. Look, can you keep a secret?" I nodded slowly, but that seemed to be enough encouragement.


He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I'm only a few years older than you. I heard about what happened—you being turned into a statue, I mean—and knew I could help, but I also knew there was no way a king was going to listen to a little kid. So, I improvised. I'd been learning about some old myths and decided it would be fun to use the form of a potamoi." Isn't that the old word for river gods? But he was still speaking. "I'd actually been working on it to mess with my sister, so I knew the form pretty well. I didn't realize people would actually believe that I was anything but a magician hiding his identity."


I honestly couldn't think of a single magician capable of that as an adult, let alone a child. Then again, I wasn't exactly well-traveled, and Father didn't like me studying magic. He thought that it was unnecessary since I didn't have any talent for it. No one in our family did, although most monarchs still learned about it anyway, including Father. Pointing out his hypocrisy didn't seem like an intelligent choice, though, and I'd never gotten up the courage to talk to one of the palace magicians on my own.


"Can you… I mean, would you mind showing me—" I cut myself off, feeling ungrateful suddenly. Luckily, he didn't seem offended, and within moments there was a watery figure standing in the stream. It looked just like the man Father described, complete with a beard and fish swimming through it. "So, you came just to help me?"


"Of course! It's one thing for your father to get cursed—he probably deserved it—but it's another thing for a little girl to be turned into gold. Speaking of…" He squinted and lapsed into silence.


Meanwhile, I tried to reconcile the kind man who risked everything to see me again after saving my life with the man willing to let my father suffer. Does that make him good or bad? Or, is it too complicated an issue to simplify that way? And why does he call it a curse?


"I thought you'd be better by now," he muttered.


It took me a moment to understand what he was really saying. "You mean… the gold?" When he nodded, I blushed. "Um, no one knows why. I mean, the water clearly worked on other things, but it didn't seem to fix me. Father said that the magic was a blessing that went wrong, that your magic just corrected the problem, but everything that remained was just as it was meant to be. That's why I'm not frozen anymore, but I still look like I'm made of gold."


He snorted. "It's more than looks." The statement was emphatic and frightening. Few people knew that I actually produced gold. It would be too dangerous, so we always stated that I just looked like gold. "And the water wasn't the problem."


"What do you—"


Before I could finish, though, we were interrupted by a few unexpected additions. The first was Deka, oddly enough, riding Koalemos. I'd forgotten my duck when I ran, but I also knew he'd be safe. Seeing Deka for the first time in nearly a year was a bigger surprise. Within moments, Nysa and Thetis had also swum to the bank. Even Aesop, the frog, showed up. And all of them were clamoring for pets from my supposed fiancé.


My jaw dropped as the man plunged into the water and started playing with my pets. No one played with my pets! Most people considered them pests or were afraid of them. Deka even climbed up and rubbed cheeks with the man!


They weren't the only addition to our conversation, though. When Deka's head jerked up, I turned around and groaned. "Now they show up," I muttered, shifting to intercept the guards that were rapidly getting closer. "You might want to prepare. This day just took a turn for the worse."


"What makes you say that?" The gravelly tones came from behind me but much closer than I expected, making me flinch.


I took a few small steps forward and to the side. When he followed, I reluctantly stopped. "The guards are almost here. Sorry. They must have seen me running and come to investigate."


"It's fine. I expected some resistance." He sounded as sunny as ever.


I winced as I imagined what that attitude would result in. I hope he acts more serious around Father, although I somehow doubt that he'll heed my warning.










CHAPTER 3: HOPE
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Unsurprisingly, the guards didn't seem to notice or care that I was trying to block them. They kept barreling forward like a storm on the horizon.


"Are you… shaking?"


I bit my lip and pretended not to hear the disgust in his voice. It was too horrifying to think about without crying. The problem was I'd imagined meeting him so many times, and not a single one involved me acting like a coward. Then again, how often do I reach for my goals, only to end up embarrassed? If anything, this will just be worse because of how much it means to me.


It hurt; I hurt, but it was more than that. The truth was, I was a coward. I was terrified of the whole situation. I'd lived in the palace my whole life, and I only seemed to disappoint people. I wasn't a good princess, and I was reminded of that daily. Worse, I was basically a stranger to everyone. I didn't even know the names of the guards approaching, despite having seen them around the palace for years. I vaguely recalled meeting the lead general at a miserable dinner, but I couldn't remember his name. I didn't interact with people often. When I did, it was often easier to pretend I was the doll my father wanted.


Dolls don't hurt, and dolls don't cry.


The guards knew better. They watched me move around the garden, day after day. They could see who I really was. They had every reason to be disgusted and no real reason to hide it. I may have been covered in gold, but that didn't mean I had any value.


And now that I'm preventing them from doing their jobs, I have even less value.


"Princess, please move aside," one of the soldiers said with poorly concealed frustration.


I tried to speak, but the words wouldn't come out. My throat felt swollen shut, and my chest ached. I clenched my fists and shook my head. Speech may be impossible, but that doesn't mean I have to let them through.


The guards didn't seem convinced, though. They gritted their teeth and drew their swords. "Move, Princess. This intruder needs to be removed."


"No." My teeth clacked together as I stood there, stunned I'd argued with the men. Naturally, my jaw then started to shake from nerves.


And my fiancé decided it was time to speak up. "Why can't I be here?"


"You are unauthorized. Also, we saw the princess running away just before you showed up in the stream! She's not for the likes of you."


What does that mean? I wondered.


Apparently, my fiancé was wondering the same thing. "What do you mean, the likes of me?"


The soldier sneered. "A foreigner, and a poor one at that. Why would the princess be interested in someone so unworthy?"


Hold on! What is he talking about? What does wealth have to do with it? And since when is anyone unworthy of me? It's the other way around!


Before I could force myself to speak, though, the guards began to advance again. This time, it wasn't me that caused them to stop. Well, not directly.


Koalemos and Deka decided it was time to join the party. Within seconds, the guards were under attack. One guard frantically hid his face from the force of Koal's wings and claws while another spun in circles as Deka squirmed up his body and started biting his ears. Then, Thetis joined in, and the third guard was suddenly screaming. Apparently, he didn't like the feel of her wet fur and sharp claws against his neck.


"Does that duck know it's a duck?" my fiancé asked as he watched the scene. "Because that is not how ducks fight."


I sighed, the familiar complaint relaxing me in the way that little else would. I could talk about my pets. They were a safe and comfortable topic. "Koalemos is… he's special. Okay, he's crazy. And he seems to believe he's a goose for some strange reason. He even honks and hisses when he can. I have no idea why. Or how. I'm pretty sure that ducks can't make those sounds normally." I winced as a passing heron decided to join in. I never really thought about how large herons are…


"I should probably help them," my fiancé said with a sigh.


Frowning, I turned to face him. "Why? They were going to attack you simply because you don't appear wealthy. Which is ridiculous—" I cut off when I realized how close we were. Before self-conscious discomfort could set in, the sun caught on some of the beads in his hair. Except, they weren't beads, at least not wooden ones. Instead, they were made of coral in a multitude of colors, as well as peridot and serpentine. Despite the haphazard style, everything in his hair was rare and unexpected. Even the shells were valuable, not to mention the abalone and pearls hidden deeper in his hair. The unconventional style made it easy to overlook the costly decorations, though the casual display said much more than any show of finery could.


"You're pretty good at hiding behind expectations, aren't you?" My question surprised both of us.


After a moment, he smiled. "You aren't so bad yourself, Your Royal Highness."


I bit my lip and tried my hardest to sound unaffected. "Thank you. And it's just 'Your Highness.'"


He frowned. "But you're the crown princess. Aren't you?"


Before I could respond, I saw one of the guards get scratched and start to attack my ferret in earnest.


"Stop!" I shouted. Surprisingly, everyone did. I straightened my spine and glared at the men in front of me. It was that or run away. They may have looked ridiculous with animals draped all over them and their eyes wide, but that didn't make them any less intimidating. "Deka, Thetis, Koalemos," I began, my voice much softer but still stern. "Get down and go play." The animals, shockingly, obeyed, although Koal hissed at the guards as he waddled away.


Then, he tripped over a tree root and started hissing for a whole different reason.


Once the animals were no longer a distraction, it was time to deal with the guards. I wasn't going to worry about the arbitrary nature of my fears, not with so much on the line. Instead, I put on my best princess face and dealt with the problem.


"This man is my fiancé. He has been very kind, requesting an audience with the king, but hid his identity too well, I fear. While you are doing your duty, perhaps you should escort us to the king and let him decide what happens next."


Not that it will be pleasant for anyone, myself, most particularly. Still, my words seemed to calm everyone down.


"How can you be sure he's the river god?" one soldier asked, sporting several red marks from Koal's pecking across his forehead.


"How do you think he got in here? He traveled through the stream, just as he did all those years ago. And, if he is found to be an imposter, the king will want to deal with him personally, anyway. Now, please, lead the way."


The soldiers shared a speaking glance but acquiesced. One led the way while the other two protected our backs. At least, that's what I hoped they were doing. In reality, we were probably being escorted the same way they would prisoners, even if we were missing the leg shackles.


"Friendly place," my fiancé said as he walked beside me, rubbing my ferret behind the ears as Deka scurried back to his shoulders.


You have no idea…
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My fiancé was strangely calm as we headed toward the throne room. Being surrounded by guards helped me calm down quite a bit, enough to realize that he wasn't just ambling along because of an attitude. I was too short for him to walk any quicker!


Then again, I've never walked next to someone who was six feet tall before. His height certainly adds to his air of confidence. But he has the power to defend himself, so it's more than just his height and build. If I could command water that way, I would have little reason to fear either. Then again, would power really change my nature so drastically?


I tried to imagine who I would be if life had gone differently. Would I still be me if I'd never been cursed? What would my father have been like if he weren't king? Would there really be any change?


My fiancé—I really need to ask his name—leaned in, reminding me just how tall he was. "What has you looking so serious?"


Deka took the opportunity to lick my cheek, making me giggle and drawing attention to us.


One of the guards cleared his throat, making me jump and shift further away. Deka growled at the guard, and he flinched. Generally speaking, the soldiers and palace guards disliked Deka the most of all my pets. He had a knack for showing up and taking important pieces of their armor or chewing on the leather in a place that was hard to see. The armor would clatter to the floor at the most inconvenient times, embarrassing the men and earning them punishment. If they tried to attack him, Deka would fight back, and somehow, he always came out on top. It was surprising that the ferret forwent another battle and instead sped away from the group. The guards looked even more nervous.


I frowned but got back to the question. "Nothing, really. Just wondering how much our natural abilities and resources influence our personalities."


He hummed and narrowed his eyes. "That's hard to answer because everyone reacts to life differently. I asked my mother something similar when I was little. I got angry when my friend complained he had a hard life. I'd just been through a… traumatic experience and yelled at him for thinking his life was so bad when he didn't have a clue what that meant. My mother wasn't thrilled with the argument, mostly because I hit him."


He chuckled, making me smile with him. "Once I'd calmed down a bit, she told me that I needed to remember that everyone has their own difficulties. I didn't know how much it hurt to break my toe because I'd never done it. If I complain about how much a cut hurt and someone else told me I didn't know pain because I'd never broken my toe, was that fair?"


I shook my head. "It almost sounds like wishing that pain on someone else. And, how do they know what the cut feels like to you?"


"Exactly! Well, she told me that no one has the same resources, abilities, or experiences. We aren't all equal. That isn't to say we shouldn't be treated as equals, but we aren't all born in the same situation. Getting angry because someone thinks they understand difficulty, but they've never experienced anything nearly as hard as you have, both are equally bad. Well, maybe not bad, but shortsighted and selfish. Neither person is looking outside themselves or thinking of others."


He paused and then began snickering.


"What?"


"Sorry," he said with a wave of his hand. "I just realized I'd gotten off-target and never answered your question. I hate when people do that. Anyway, the way I see it, some of your personality traits are with you from birth. Others are shaped by experience."


I nodded. "And we'll never really know for sure unless someone invents a time travel spell and changes something. But, that wouldn't account for how everyone else reacts. I mean, if you take a pauper and make them a king in another reality, wouldn't the way their parents treat them change? If you give someone magic, that will alter how the rest of the world treats him, so he might not have the same character or convictions."


He looked at me, clearly surprised but also pleased. I blushed.


"Sorry. I like reading about economics studies, and they concentrate a lot on cause and effect." I didn't dare mention that it was the first real conversation I'd had with a person in over a year. Pets are wonderful, but they can't talk back.


He bumped hips with me, pulling me out of my contemplations and capturing me with his grin. "I happen to like it when women are smarter than me. It means I can relax and stick to what I know."


"What… you know?" I repeated slowly. It was easier to concentrate on that than it was to think about the first part.


"Yep. Sailing and looking handsome. It's a tough job, but someone's got to do it."


I fought to hold it in, but as he puffed out his chest and flipped his hair dramatically, giggles bubbled out of me like an artesian well.


"There we are. I was wondering what it would take to get you to laugh!" He sighed mournfully, reminding me of a puppy who'd been told no. "Now, if only it wasn't at the cost of my masculinity. Alas, I will just have to work harder to remind you of my outstandingly good looks."


"Did you just say 'alas'?"


"Alas and alack."


I started giggling again, although I doubted I could ever explain why. Meanwhile, he beamed like I'd just given him a dukedom.


"Quiet!" one of the soldiers barked.


And just like that, my mood soured again. He made me forget for a moment…


"What's your name?" I asked. I suddenly felt the need to stand up to the oppression I lived with every day. The guards hadn't tried to hush us until they saw us getting along, enjoying ourselves. I was so tired of being squashed.


And he makes me feel brave, somehow.


Unfortunately, my question didn't restore the camaraderie. In fact, it seemed to destroy it further. My fiancé looked like he'd swallowed a fly.


"That's… not as easy a question as you think. There are some, er, conventions about names in my home country." He glanced at the guards, and I nodded. "For now, I'll just say that your countrymen know me as Zale."


"Very well, Zale. Thank you. It was getting a bit awkward, not knowing what to call you." I was very careful not to say it was his name. He'd been clear on that, although I didn't understand why. Still, he'd placed some confidence in me, so it was my turn to do the same for him.


"Before we reach Father, you need to know…" How do I explain my family in a few sentences? Instead of puzzling it through, I just dropped my voice further and rushed through. "Things are not as they seem."


"I've noticed," he replied. The dark tone wasn't surprising; I dealt with that a lot. The unusual part was that he wasn't directing his sour looks at me.


Maybe I'm not as disappointing as I thought.


Even as the thought occurred, I pushed it away, hurrying on as the throne room drew closer. "Yes, well, Father probably won't be pleased about your showing up. He doesn't like to be surprised, you see."


"I doubt it's about that, and it shouldn't be a surprise; we did agree on a year, after all. No, I have a feeling he'll be upset for a different reason. I mean, I wouldn't want to give up my daughter, either. Don't worry, though. Everything will be fine. I'll talk to him privately tonight and smooth things over."


I wanted to dispute his words, but I was out of time. We'd arrived, and Father was waiting.


Hopefully, this won't go as badly as I think it will.
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Father was in fine form. His white robes were spotless, wrinkle-free, and fitted just enough to hide the way his body had softened without making things look worse. He wasn't slovenly, but age had begun to catch up to him, making his waistline expand a bit. His wide-legged pants shimmered slightly from the gold threads periodically worked in to the silk, and they matched his turban that hid his grey hair. Even his shoes, with their delicately curved points and gold embroidery, looked pristine.


Naturally, his wife was dressed to match, though Mary's dress included a silver cape that matched the Confluence decorations already placed around the room. Adding to the resplendence were the golden mirrors that lined the walls, specially created with a combination of both gold and silver for the backing. Father and Mary were positioned in the exact right spot so that their reflections reached all the way to the entry, something that took a lot of adjustments.


This isn't going to go well at all.


"Your Majesty." The soldier in the lead snapped to attention and bowed deeply as he addressed Father. "We discovered this vagrant chasing your daughter through the gardens."


The silence was heavy as we waited for Father's response. Fortunately, Zale didn't say anything. That would have made it all so much worse.


"Tell me, if he did what you say, why is he still standing next to my daughter and not chained in the dungeon right now?" Father's smooth tones bounced around the room, making everyone flinch. It was amazing how good acoustics could turn the softest voice into something intense and frightening.


The guards weren't immune to it either. "S-she wouldn't let us, sire."


It was my turn to bear the weight of his attention. His brown eyes were bland enough, but the way they peered down the beak of his nose was disconcerting. It often felt like I was dust marring his shoes. I usually strove to avoid his attention, but I wouldn't be that lucky.


"Do tell, Chrysanthe."


I dug my thumbnail into my palm so I wouldn't grimace. I hated that name, but Father would never stoop to calling me something as common as Amy.


"This is my fiancé, Father. I did not think it was appropriate to allow his imprisonment if, indeed, he could be caught." Or kept.


Father's head swiveled toward Zale, his eyes narrowing and his turban wobbling ever so slightly. They never seemed to fit quite right, but he hadn't gone without a turban in years. No one knew why and no one was foolish enough to question the style choice. Most people thought that his wife was to blame, as the change happened around the time they married, but I doubted she had that kind of influence over him.


I glanced toward my stepmother and froze. Mary seemed to be as pale as the linen she wore. Something was wrong, something I wasn't aware of. That didn't lessen the options by much. Considering how isolated I was, even from the rest of my family, it could be anything.


"You claim to be her betrothed?" Father's voice tumbled a bit, as if he were chuckling at the thought.


Despite my general impression that Zale was a happy, often silly, individual, he sounded as cold as stone on a winter's night as he responded. "It's not a claim; it's a fact. I am her fiancé."


"Very well," father said, settling back in his throne. "Prove it."


Zale bared his teeth in what might have been a grin if it weren't so savage. Instead of responding, he stood there, silent and brooding. As my father opened his mouth to complain about the wait—he hated to be kept waiting—the fountain in the courtyard erupted. Then, the same water god construct I'd seen earlier flowed into the room and toward the throne.


The soldiers seemed conflicted. They clearly wanted to run away but knew that they were duty-bound to protect the king. In the end, they never had to choose.


Probably for the best.


"Stand down," Father said, his voice deceptively light. The soldiers obeyed immediately, although they were still tense, and watched the construct warily. Meanwhile, Father was looking it over like it was a sculpture. "It has been a decade, but that looks correct. You, on the other hand…" He pursed his lips and shook his head slowly.


Mary and I corrected our already impeccable postures. The guards eyed my father, subtly shifting away from him.


Zale, on the other hand, stood as proud and belligerent as ever. "Yes?"


Father sighed, the same sigh he used when he was disappointed in me for being slow to understand. "You are clearly not a river god, which means I entered our contract under false pretenses."


"You're trying to break our deal?" My fiancé's gravelly voice rumbled through the room like thunder, a wealth of emotion captured in such a monotone utterance.


That time, Father laughed outright. "You can hardly expect me to keep it! She is my only child, a princess, and you are… not what I wanted for her."


I fought a gasp. How can he not see the foolishness of that statement? Zale just created a fully articulated construct out of water, with no preparation! What's more, he did the same thing as a child! What else should he do to show his worth? Or is Father just annoyed that he doesn't dress like one of the whey-faced nobles?


That was, unfortunately, a good possibility. Crechel was not the most accepting of differences. I firmly believed that the more people tried to be unique, the less accepting they were of individuality in those around them. Those who cared more about getting the job done than standing out were also the ones who truly appreciated the uniqueness and the special skills that came along with it. To them, it was a tool; to the nobles, it was a status symbol that needed to be perfectly balanced with conformity so that they didn't lose their power. After all, being too special meant you were trying too hard or a freak.


Father perpetuated this attitude in every way he could. He hated being like anyone else but wanted everyone else to try and be like him. He was the king and was the one who decided trends. All bowed to his choices and habits. Those who stood against him were ostracized.


Zale would never bow to Father's whims. "So, not only are you willing to break your promise, you are also reneging on our deal." He sighed dramatically. "I suppose I must take the spell back, then."


"What?" Father jumped to his feet. "What are you talking about?"


"The spell I placed on you, taking away your ability to turn anything you touched to gold. You paid for it with your daughter's hand in marriage, and now you are refusing to give her to me. That means I need to take the spell back. That is how commerce works, after all. I thought your kingdom had a capitalist economy…"


Father opened and closed his mouth several times before returning to his standard, serene mask. "Very well, Chrysanthe is still your betrothed, but—" he sharply cut off Zale's response "—the two of you will only marry if I decide you are worthy of her. You must prove this to me before the Confluence Festival. If you do not, you will never marry my daughter."


Mary and I glanced at each other, our faces reflecting the same budding horror. Father would never give me up, but neither would Zale.


In the battle between a king and a would-be god, who would arise the victor? And would I survive the impending argument?










CHAPTER 4: CONFRONTATIONS & DREAMS
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None of the men noticed that I'd moved to a bench near the left side of the room; they were too ensconced in butting heads to pay attention to me. Mary noticed me settling in, but she wasn't as free to move around.


Well, if I needed proof that I'm just an excuse for them to fight, this pretty well supplies it. Not that I can do anything about it. I carefully smoothed my skirt down as I sat, aware that the conversation might take a while. I need to get some new shoes made. These shouldn't have given me blisters after such a short run.


"So," Zale began, his eyes gleaming with challenge. "How am I supposed to prove my worth?"


Father, naturally, took up the proverbial gauntlet. "Tests, of course. How else?"


"Mmhmm. And who's going to administer these tests?"


"I will."


My fiancé scoffed. "You're hardly an unbiased judge. No, if this is the way you want to do it, we need someone who isn't involved."


Father's face contorted into an unkingly expression of disgust. "You expect me to give someone power over me? This is my country, and I will not lose respect because some trumped-up water mage thinks he should marry a princess."


The soldiers began backing toward the door. I didn't know they could move that quietly in such an echoey room while in full armor. Their sabatons could have been made of flannel for all the sound their feet made against the travertine.


"So your reputation is the real issue here, not my suitability?" Zale's voice took on a dangerous edge, and any hint of his earlier playfulness was gone.


It was Father's turn to scoff. "If I can't be trusted to keep my daughter safe from vagabonds like you, how can I expect my country to put their faith in me?"


While he had a point, not a single person in the room believed that excuse. Anyone with eyes and half a second to watch us could tell that. Mary was the best at disguising it, always so careful to keep her face blank, but I saw her purse her lips for a moment. She did the same thing the last time one of the nobles had apologized for insulting her; it was a sure sign Mary thought the statement was complete hogwash. Zale was much more obvious, canting his head to the right as if examining a particularly fascinating specimen.


The soldiers, for their part, froze for a moment before redoubling their efforts to escape. Father was many things, but no one who lived or worked in the palace was silly enough to believe he relied on the goodwill of the people, something the servants knew quite well. Well, some of them did.


Father was a master manipulator, to be sure, but he didn't care about keeping the entire population happy. Father was very precise in choosing pawns. Those he kept under his thumb were special and usually had a large influence. By applying pressure to specific people or groups instead of relying on brute force, Father could make people do what he wanted without appearing to be a tyrant or overextending himself. He'd even talked about the foolishness of Fretche's former king attempting to contain the entire country.


"Spells work until they don't," he told me when we heard about Blue Beard's death. "You can ensorcell your people to love and devote themselves to you, but no spell is perfect. What if you miss someone or it begins to fail? You're finished. That's why the idiot lost everything."


I jolted back to attention when my fiancé's voice started to rise in volume. Apparently, they'd continued the conversation while I was daydreaming.


"…expect me to allow you complete control," Zale stated. "You've already gone back on our agreement once. Why should I believe you'll keep our bargain this time?"


Father put on his best, most polished and pleasant expression. "Because you have no choice. She is my daughter. That means I make the rules, and I will be the judge of whether you deserve her or not. No one knows my dear Chrysanthe as well as I do."


Well, that part is true. But no one else has had the chance to know me, either. 


"Let's start simple," Father continued. "Your first task is to come to dinner tomorrow night."


A smattering of astonished voices echoed through the room, amplified as they bounced off the marble. Gasps, squeaks, one very strangled gurgle, and Zale's clear "What?" were multiplied by the open space and hard surfaces until it sounded like the room was filled with people instead of the half-dozen or so that were present.


Father liked to hear and deal with dissenters quickly, and the room had been precisely designed to accommodate that. Travertine is great at bouncing sound back; so are arched ceilings.


"You will come to dinner," Father continued, ignoring the interruption. "It will be a welcome feast and your first introduction to the nobility. If you are incapable of interacting with our country's upper class, how can you expect to marry royalty?"


Zale rolled his shoulders back and sighed. "Very well, dinner tomorrow night. And how often will I be meeting with the princess?"


Father lifted his chin and stared down his nose imperiously. "When I choose to allow it."


That didn't seem to sit well with Zale. "And this is why I was concerned. That won't work, King Midas. The goal is to be worthy of her, but what's the point if we still don't know each other by the end of the trial? I'll allow this farce to continue as long as you remember that we will be spending time together."


"Who do you think you are to be ordering me around? Guards! Remove him, immediately."


I moved to stand, but Zale looked at me and shook his head. Then, he rolled his shoulders once again and settled into a fighting stance. I recognized it from the few times I'd seen the soldiers spar. It looked strange, though, because he should have been holding something. Then, suddenly, he was. Instead of a steel sword, he held two blades made out of water.


The guards paled as they realized just who and what they were going up against. Still, they had their orders. The first struck out, only to have his sword cut in half by the water blade. He dropped his destroyed weapon and jumped backward with a sharp yelp. The other two looked at each other and reluctantly stepped forward. They, too, lost their weapons. One bent beneath the weight of a blow, and the other shattered.


With all three of his opponents unable to continue, Zale relaxed a bit, and the water weapons dissipated.


"Now, let's try this again." He stepped toward my father with a low growl. "I came here ready to make concessions out of respect for your family. Instead of being welcomed, I've been treated like a criminal from the start. That ends now! I will get to know your daughter, I will pass your stupid tests, and I will marry her this winter. And if you try anything like that again, every country on the two continents will know that you are an honorless slug and a thief. And then, I will remove my magic and let you starve to death surrounded by your gold."


Zale turned and bowed to me. "I'll see you tomorrow night. Sleep well." Then, he walked out and disappeared into the growing darkness.
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Zale may have been able to leave, but I couldn't. Instead of having the space to think everything through—most likely by hiding in my room or swimming in the moat—I was forced to follow my father and stepmother into the antechamber for a family discussion. As usual, the room was impeccably clean and lacking in decorations, which was unusual for the palace. A large divan covered in gold silk sat against one wall with a few chairs against the other. The most decorative piece was a wall mirror, a smaller version of the massive ones decorating the throne room. That was it. The rest was open to allow Father to pace if he chose. Not that he did—it would be a sign of weakness—but other kings had in the past. Great-grandfather apparently hated being inactive.


As soon I walked through the door, I moved toward my usual seat in the corner of the room. It was usually the safest place to be. Before I reached it, though, Father called my name, bringing me to a stop as I turned to face him.


He was not so considerate, standing with his back toward me. That didn't mean I was out of sight, though. He was still watching me, just in the mirror's reflection. "Did you think I would let this pass unremarked?"


Despite knowing my response would cause more problems than it solved, I knew I had to try and answer.


"I don't know what you mean, Father—"


"Stop." He raised his hand and glared at me in the mirror. "I will not listen to your excuses this time. Do you really think I would let you go so easily?"


My thumbnail bit into my palm as I shook my head, my face a mask of tranquility. "No."


"No," he repeated softly. "You are mine. Do you understand?" He searched my face and sighed. "Come here, Chrysanthe."


I obeyed, gliding over to him. Once I was there, he pulled my arm until I stood between him and the mirror, staring at our reflection.


"What do you see? Because I see my lovely, vulnerable… overly trusting daughter. You have such a soft heart." He sounded vaguely disgusted by that. "But you are too innocent—my fault, really. I love you too much, and I've kept you too well-guarded. You know so little of the world, but how can I expect you to understand? You haven't been taught how to circumvent your failings."


Because I'm not smart enough to understand.


"But that's why I'm so careful with you, why I'm here to guide you."


Because I would be destroyed on my own.


Father leaned down and whispered, "He doesn't care about you, not like I do. It's us against the world. What will I do without you here? You're just a means to an end for him."


"What do you mean?" My voice was weak, like everything else about me. I'd forgotten somehow. I wasn't worth Father's time to train, but he did it anyway.


"He's after the gold you produce. Your hair, your skin. Your blood." He gripped my shoulders tightly, his nail breaking the skin above my collar bone. A glistening drop of rose gold beaded to the surface and slid down, leaving a glistening trail behind. Soon, it had cooled and solidified. If it was melted again, it would turn into a rare substance known as mage's gold. You didn't need to be an enchanter to layer spells into it. It was stronger than diamond and softer than silk. The single drop that stained my dress was worth more than most royal treasuries.


It was the worst part of my curse, the reason I lived in fear. All it would take was a single person finding out, and I would be chained somewhere, bleeding out so that they could have everything they ever wanted. I couldn't stop staring at the drop of blood and gold.


"Without that magic, you aren't beautiful. You aren't special. You're just another plain-looking girl, a princess without anything to recommend you. I doubt he expected anything else. This man demanded your hand in marriage and then left you alone for nearly a decade. He didn't send a letter or come to see you. He didn't try to communicate or get to know you. Yet, suddenly he's turned up! We have two more months until your birthday. If he really wanted you, why would he only show up now?"


I bit down on my tongue, trying to avoid clenching my jaw or grimacing to keep my expression clear. Showing weakness wouldn't help anything. Still, I couldn't look away from the red and gold stain. Father's words were hurting me, but not entirely for the reason he thought. I didn't want to be special. I would much rather be plain and boring, but that didn't mean I didn't want someone to see me as special. That perception was what mattered, having someone find beauty in who I was rather than what I was made out of.


But Father's on the mark about some of it. Who's to say that Zale is interested in that? What if he wants to marry me because of what I am rather than who I am? If the curse was gone, would I still be worth his attention? He knows nothing about me right now, so he can't possibly want me for me.


And all the while, Father continued. "Someone told him about you. One of the old groomers or a drunk servant. I don't know who, but someone did. They told him all about how to woo you. And, be assured, that's what he's doing. He's here to convince you to leave with him. He wants to win your affection so you won't be scared to marry him. Once you do marry, though…"


The silence sat heavily, pressing on me like there was an invisible person in the room trying to strangle me. I was too much of a coward to do anything about it.


Father wasn't, though. He brushed the back of his hand against my cheek and murmured, "So like your mother in so many ways. She wasn't beautiful either, but she drew attention nonetheless. She had a fire in her… not like you. She would have been horrified to see how pathetic you are, falling for the first boy to compliment you. But, don't worry. That's what fathers are for. I'll protect you. No one will use you while I'm around."


I shifted my gaze up until I was staring at my own eyes. I'd kept my expression blank, but my eyes were full of pain that I couldn't disguise. And Father knew exactly what to say to remind me of just how pointless it was to try for more.


"What about the contract?" I asked.


Father chuckled. "Empty-headed as ever. I love you, dear, but thinking is not your strong suit. There is no contract, not really. Yes, we made an agreement, but it was to save your life. What good would it do to take the spell away if it kills you?"


I nodded slowly. My eyes caught a movement from the divan, and I vaguely realized that Mary had been there the whole time, watching, listening. The only sign that she'd noticed anything was the way her grip tightened on the edge of the cushion.


"Now," Father said, regaining my attention. "Go to bed early tonight. You're looking peaked, and we don't want you dragging at the feast tomorrow night! Besides—" He flicked his eyes at Mary, and I watched as they turned cold. "—your stepmother and I have things to discuss."


Weak, pitiful coward that I was, I left her there.
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"Nana, why do dreams make me cry?" I asked, laying my head on her shoulder.


"I don't know, sweet." Nana sounded sad. She always was when I woke up crying. "Sometimes dreams just make you cry. Was it a scary dream?"


I shook my head, rubbing my face against the warm linen of her nightdress. I wanted to tell her about it, but the dream had already begun to fade. "Just sad. Do they ever make you sad?"


"The worst dreams I ever have are memories." The words were a whisper, and I didn't dare ask more.


…


I was standing in the garden. Nana was cutting flowers for my room and singing a song.


"What's it about?"


She frowned and blinked like she was waking up. "What's what about?"


"The song you were singing." I swung the basket gently and started humming.


That made Nana smile sadly. "Oh, it's a silly old thing I made up when I was younger."


"Please, Nana! Tell me what it's about."


Nana sighed and turned back to the roses. She cut a few more stems, almost frantically, but then she stopped, staring at them. After a few long minutes of silence, she turned back to me. "Very well, sweet, I'll tell you about it, but let's talk in the maze. Some stories are full of secrets, and this is one."


I grinned and hopped behind her as she drifted toward the flower maze. Once we were lost in its rows, she began. First, she sang through the song for me, letting me hear the heartbreak in the words. It wasn't anything like the bards' songs. It was just about emotions, and I didn't understand.


So, I asked again, "What's it about?"


Nana settled on a swinging bench, hidden deep in the maze, and she pulled me close. "It's about a lonely woman who falls in love with a king. She meets a powerful witch who makes her beautiful, but only for a short time. The woman marries the king and becomes the queen. Then, she gets pregnant. Things are lovely, but she's sad because she knows it won't last. On the day she gives birth, the spell breaks, and the king discovers her secret."


"What happens to her? Was the king mad? What about her baby?" When she stayed quiet, I looked up at her. "Nana?"


She pursed her lips before relaxing again. "The queen dies, and the lonely woman takes care of the baby. The baby is loved, and the queen is forgotten, but happy knowing that her child is loved and safe."


"But I thought that the lonely woman was the—" I stop and stare at Nana, finally realizing where we are and what's going on, what the secret is. We're in the middle of the maze, hidden from everyone. No one can see, no one can hear, no one can know.


"Will you teach me the song?" I ask solemnly. Even someone as little as me could understand. I liked having secrets with Nana. They were fun and made me feel warm inside, this one even more so, though it also made me scared.


She said that the queen died. She never said if the king was angry or not.


Nana bit her lip and looked toward the palace before drawing me toward a hidden exit that opened to the stream. I liked that spot because it was our secret space. No one went there. No one knew about it.


"I will, but you must never repeat the words, do you understand?"


I nodded, my whole body shaking with my effort.


"Impossible dream, impossible hope


That one such as he would want me…"


On and on, she sang, teaching me the words and crying as she saw my understanding grow. Putting the song and the story together painted a sad picture, but one that I needed to see, needed to know.


…


The flowers were gone. Something happened, and the flowers were gone, and Father was to blame.


"How could you!" I screamed. "You took them away! Why did you take them away?"


He glanced up from his meal. It was one of the days he chose to eat outdoors, near the stream.


"What are you on about now?" Father picked up a golden fork and lifted a bit of fish to his mouth. Then, he carefully maneuvered it in, as if he was afraid of it touching his lips.


"The flowers! You ruined them. Why did you ruin them?"


Father choked and coughed and spat out a piece of gold shaped like the fish he'd just put in his mouth. "Curse him! How am I to eat? Does he expect me to starve to death happily? Who puts such a ridiculous constraint on a gift? Blue Beard should know better. Then again, he wasn't happy about owing me in the first place."


He grimaced and tried pouring a bit of water into his mouth before spitting that out too. Once again, it was gold. Father growled and threw the table over, narrowly missing me. "If that so-called 'magician' was here, I'd kill him. What was the point of his spell if it wore off after only a week? Delayed starvation is no better than if I'd just forgone food from the start!"


I was too upset to care about the near miss. If anything, it just made me more frustrated. I picked up a golden lump that must have been a roll at some point and threw it at him.


"Fix them! I want them back!"


He held his head and stared at me in shock. That shock didn't last long. It was quickly overtaken by anger. "What do you think you're doing? And stop your caterwauling this instant!"


I scowled. "NO! Not until you fix it! You broke the flowers. Nana always said if you broke it, then you're responsible for fixing it."


He rolled his eyes. "Oh, not that woman again. Enough about her! She's dead. She's been dead for almost a year. And there is nothing wrong with the flowers. They're perfect now. They'll never wither, never die. They're worth more now than they ever would be if they hadn't been turned to gold."


It was too much. I'd been good, just like Nana told me. I'd been polite and stayed quiet when I needed to and always said "please" and "thank you." Now he'd gone and ruined the only thing that helped me remember Nana, and he was claiming it was better? I couldn't deal with it, and I snapped.


I ran forward and started flailing my arms, attempting to hit him. "I hate you! I hate you, I hate you! You ruin everything! I hate you! I—"


The words cut off as Father grabbed my fists, and a strange sensation swept through my body. It burned! I started screaming and sobbing as the pain took over everything. Then, I couldn't scream anymore. I couldn't breathe. Then, I couldn't do anything.


I was alone. Everything was dark and, as the pain faded, the heat ebbed away, leaving me cold. So cold. So, so cold…


In my mind, I began humming Nana's song.


Maybe this is how she felt. I would have wept if I could. Nana must have been so lonely and cold and sad. I was.


My mind began to darken, and the last thing I remembered was humming Nana's song…


…


My head jerked off the pillow, and I looked around my room. The shadows were heavy, and the moon was nearly gone. When I relaxed back onto my bed, I felt the dampness of the pillows and sighed.


"The worst dreams I ever have are memories," I whispered. I hadn't understood when I was little, but now I did. All too well…










CHAPTER 5: FEASTING FRENZY
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I woke up confused and with a headache. Sighing, I got up and washed the salt from my cheeks while Deka romped around my feet. Even my ferret couldn't make me feel better.


How many princesses cry in their sleep, I wonder? There aren't that many out there, so I very well might be the only one.


As I patted the water from my skin, I tried to figure out what caused the dream in the first place. It had taken me years to realize that I only had sad dreams when something big happened the day before. The trouble was, it wasn't always an obvious thing. Occasionally, I didn't understand the significance of the event until I looked back on it. I cried the night before Nana died, not knowing until later that it had been our last day together.


And the day I discovered who she really was, something I can't tell anyone.


If I didn't know better, I would swear I was a budding seer. That was impossible, though. Magic was a matter of family lines, and we just didn't have any talent in us. Few people in Crechel did, and those that did were immigrants. The few natives with magic had mixed ancestry, and their families typically lost power within a few generations. It hadn't always been that way, at least, not in the stories. We used to have a lot of magic, partially because of the mix of people. Then, it started dying out, leeching away like soil that had been planted too many times without rest.


Despite that, we had quite a lot of magicians move to our country. They liked the money nobles were willing to waste on silly charms. Most of those people worked in Crechel for a decade or two before leaving again. The money wasn't worth losing their powers.


I blinked and shook my head when I heard my groomer come in.


"Princess," she said, curtsying. That was strange. She was usually pretty respectful to me, but not to that extent when it was just the two of us. She didn't even say anything when Deka ran out the door with a ruby necklace, and typically, she asked why I kept such unruly pets. "We need to cut your nails today."


I grimaced but nodded. That explained her attitude. I hated nail days and sometimes tried to avoid them. In my defense, having metallic nails meant that cutting them was… unpleasant. It involved holding my hand over a fire and letting them heat up before using a special enchanted tool to slice them off. Then came the worst part, the files. I hated the feeling of files. The scraping created these disconcerting vibrations that seemed to flow through my nails and into my bones.


"Just think of something calming," the groomer advised as she began the process, starting with my toes.


I bit my lip and tried to come up with something, anything, to distract me.


What happened yesterday to give me sad dreams? I snorted and then apologized for moving. Really, it had been a stupid question, and as soon as I asked it, I remembered everything.


Meeting your fiancé for the first time is a big deal, I admitted to myself. It's even more monumental when he refuses to give you up. Father was furious!


Father's words from the antechamber started to creep back into my mind, but I pushed them away by remembering Zale. He was so different than the creature I'd imagined marrying. He was… more. Yes, he was handsome, incredibly so, but that wasn't what drew me to him. He was kind. He tried to make me smile and laugh. He defended me to and against my father, which wasn't exactly easy to do.


Overall, Zale made me feel safe, more so than anyone else I'd ever met. Everything about him that should have made me uneasy drew me in instead, physically at least. Even his height was fine with me. Typically, men that were so significantly larger than me were scary. With Zale, that wasn't the case; he was nearly a foot taller, but it didn't bother me. Still, there was something special about him.


He was so gentle and silly. And my animals absolutely love him! That doesn't happen often. And he even checked on me when I got scared and ran. No one has cared about my feelings in a long time. They pretend I'm fine and keep pushing until they get what they want or are chased away by the guards.


"Done. Go wash, and I'll take care of your hair."


I blinked and looked at my groomer in astonishment. She'd not only finished with my nails, but she'd done the rest of the morning tasks as well! Apparently, I'd been so wrapped up in my thoughts that I didn't notice what was going on.


"Sorry," I muttered. "I must be asleep still."


She snorted. "Or too busy daydreaming. I would be too if I had a fiancé that looked like yours. Oh, don't look at me that way; you know how fast gossip travels. Most of the servants were there, watching as he left. Now, hurry up! I need to see to the queen after you're finished."


I scurried off without another word. That was the most friendly I'd ever seen the woman. Then again, those who befriended me often came to tragic ends when Father found out, so even that much was a risk.


When I finally got out, she had to rush to finish my toilette. She practically ran across the courtyard to reach Mary faster, but she wasn't the only one rushing to get things done. As usual on feast days, the palace was abuzz with activity. Servants were frantically polishing anything made of gold—which was most of the palace grounds—and decorating the feast hall. It was only slightly less ostentatious than the throne room.


Feasts were normally the bane of my existence. I hated being surrounded by so many people and having to pretend I was perfect. Even when I wasn't invited, they caused me no end of misery. I couldn't wander the grounds without drawing attention, whether it was before or during the party, and there was always someone who wanted to sneak into my cottage to see what it was like. Father had to assign guards specifically to stop his guests from stealing into my chambers so they could see if I was really a statue or not.


This feast feels different, though. I finally have a reason to look forward to it.


A grin spread over my face as I wandered down to the stream.


"I get to dance with him tonight," I told Thetis as she came to say hello and get some cuddles. "I've never had someone to dance with. Most people…" I shuddered. "This will be a first. Do you think he'll like me? No one has before."


Thetis squirmed up and stuck her head under my chin. Nysa was close behind, waddling up and sitting beside my hand before staring at me longingly. I chuckled and started petting the poor puggle.


"Am I being silly? I feel like I'm being silly. It's just… getting married is one thing. Liking the person you marry is another. He seems honorable, so he'd want to fulfill the agreement he has with Father. That doesn't mean he wants me. And, really, I'm not pretty enough to get his attention otherwise. The gold helps with that, I suppose." I sighed. "I wish I looked normal again. Life would be much easier if I didn't look like just another one of the palace decorations."


A guard cleared his throat from behind me, making me glad that I had been speaking softly.


"Yes?"


"Your Highness, it's time to head back. The groomer says she needs to get you ready for the feast."


Skies! The day certainly sped away. Then again, I rarely have something to think about…


"Right. I'll be there in a moment." I looked down at my pets and whispered, "Let's see if falling in love is everything people say it is."
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The groomer was much more talented than I ever guessed. Granted, I rarely needed her talents because I seldom saw anyone who cared.


I'd been buffed to a high sheen for the evening. My skin almost seemed to glow! We'd foregone the traditional tight curls, which was a relief. The heat required for curling my hair always left me sweaty and miserable, primarily because of how long it took to style so many tiny sections. Instead, a set of white gold combs had been used to smooth down and secure the top of my hair. The rest had been set in large loose curls and waves that took a quarter of the time and looked twice as good. It made me feel more grown-up than I was used to.


Unfortunately, the rest of my costume destroyed that illusion.


The rouge on my cheeks reached so high that the pink tones blended with the kohl that lined my lashes. My lips were painted a brilliant red that matched my dress. It was a more extreme version of the makeup that I typically used for events. Somehow, contrary to everything I'd been taught about cosmetics, the dramatic coloration made me look younger instead of older.


Maybe it's the dress's fault, I mused as I walked toward the feast hall. I've never seen red silk used to create this many flounces. It truly looked like someone decided they didn't want to cut down the bolt of fabric, so they just used everything on my dress, pinning and tucking until I resembled an overly decorated confection. The gold beads and bells and bows didn't help.


One look in the mirror reassured me that I needed to do something, although it took me a few minutes to realize what. The fish weren't my only interesting birthday present. I'd also been given crystals, enchanted to adhere to any substance and easily removed by using a specific phrase. I took out the clear set and attached them to my skin, radiating outward from my right eye in a haphazard fashion. Strangely, it settled my makeup and gave me a more ethereal look.


Unfortunately, it also made me late, so I had to run to make it to the waiting area in time. I couldn't even stop to watch the servants try and round up my pets, though Thetis and Deka were certainly leading them on a merry chase—Isn't that great-great-great-grandmother's tiara? How did they get that?—while Koal floated in the stream with Nysa on his back.


As I reached the antechamber where the family assembled before entering together, I rolled my shoulders back and shook my hands out.


Father can dress me up like a child all he wants, but I'm not one. Zale knows that. I just need to pretend I'm wearing that pink dress I've been working on and enjoy myself. It will be fine. It has to be.


I walked into the antechamber and curtseyed to my father and Mary.


"There you are," Father said laconically. "We were beginning to wonder if you got cold feet."


"No, Father. This dress is just a bit… bigger than I'm used to. And a different style."


He nodded. "I thought it best that you stop dressing like your dearly departed mother, although I didn't expect you to put diamonds on your face. I daresay you would outshine the Fey tonight."


I bit my tongue at his tone. The compliment doesn't surprise me, but why is he acting like I asked to dress like Mother? It wasn't my choice, and the few times I was allowed to decide, I chose something much simpler and more feminine. Besides, this dress isn't much better than the others. But arguing with Father never worked. He was always right, and anyone who thought differently was wrong.


Father liked me in clothes that showed off our wealth and stature; attractiveness was always secondary to him, at least when it was about me. The red dress was a perfect example. It wasn't soft and gentle; it was overindulgent and strident. The color was bold, the design was bold, the waste of resources was bold. I was an object, and the clothes he had me wear reflected that. It was also why I cherished the clothes I created for ambling around the gardens. He didn't care if I ruined them, and I could be myself when I wore them.


I wonder what Zale thinks… I frowned and looked around the room.


"He's not here," Father said, his tone brighter than before.


I turned to face him, keeping my movements slow and controlled.


"Oh, don't give me that look, daughter. I've done nothing nefarious. He won't be barred from attending, nor was he killed in the night."


Which means those were the least troubling options you came up with. Snarking in my head was all well and good, but I couldn't let any of my mental attitude leak into the conversation.


"So, where is he?" There, nice and light. Nothing for him to comment on.


Father smiled. "Out there, somewhere, I suppose. As I said, he was invited; I simply neglected to inform people who he is."


Mary and I looked at him, neither understanding.


"One or two servants may have heard his identity—"


More than that, if the groomer is to be believed, although they probably haven't spread it around quite yet.


"—but to everyone else, he will just be another stranger attending the feast. Nothing will be done to distinguish him from any other person there. According to the instructions I sent him, he will not sit beside you, he will not approach you at all, and he will remain as anonymous as possible."


My mind raced as I tried to make sense of this shift. Then, a question burst from me. "Why?" I couldn't even clarify further. It was just an open-ended question that could have applied to any of a dozen thoughts darting around in my brain.


Father sighed. "How such a simple child could be related to me, I'll never understand. To put it in small words, this is his test. Having him show up to squire you around the feast would not prove his worthiness. On the other hand, forcing him to attend but preventing him from actually approaching you, from even acknowledging you? That shows his character. Will he follow the rules? Will he bend them? Will he continue to pursue you, or will he be drawn away by the scads of interested women that attend these parties?"


Against my better judgment, I drew in a sharp breath.


"Oh, darling, don't you worry. I'm sure your fiancé—" he spit out the word "—will be a completely devoted gentleman. After all, he's spent so much time with you over the years, and you have so many admirable traits to draw in a man of his power. I'm sure he'll ignore the stunning ladies he'll be sitting between and only look at you. I mean, you are interesting to look at."


Interesting was not attractive. The subtext was clear as ever; I would never manage to catch and keep any man's eye. Zale was so far beyond my capabilities that it was laughable. Father's court held many people of questionable morals. I may not have known their names or heard gossip about them, but I had eyes. I'd been to enough celebrations to see how the nobles treated one another. There was little to no respect between spouses, let alone fidelity. They were wanton and reveled in it. When a special guest came from the country or another land, they were treated like prizes to be won or stolen.


Zale would be hunted like a wounded fox, run into the ground until there was no life left in him. And that was only if he didn't give in as soon as they started putting pressure on him.


Do I really know him well enough to guess at what he'll do when offered those temptations? Will I stand up to that kind of comparison?


Father slapped his palms on his thighs and stood. "Come along, girls. It's time for dinner and, if I'm very lucky, a show."
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It was a show, alright, just not one I wanted to watch. Unfortunately, I couldn't look away.


Things began as they always did, with a formal announcement after the guests had been allowed to enter.


“Presenting, His Royal Highness, King Midas Akylas Hyperion Aurelius, Her Royal Highness, Queen Marygold, and Her Majesty, Princess Chrysanthe Amethyst Dionisia Aurelius!”


I fought my instinctive grimace at the glaring discrepancies. According to my early tutors, the queen’s full name should have been announced, not just her first name. She hadn’t even been given our family’s surname. Although I knew there would be more whispers about why I wasn't the Crown Princess, my name was technically announced correctly. I was the king’s only child, as far as anyone knew. There was no one else to inherit the throne, yet I wasn't the heir, and it never failed to cause the nobles to speculate.


As always, the feasting hall was resplendent and obnoxious. The large room jutted into the gardens and had columns instead of walls on three sides. That was an unusual and impressive way to demonstrate our wealth. Ancient enchantments protected the guests in case of inclement weather, although that generally wasn't a problem. The point wasn't to use them; it was that the pricy enchantment had been done in the first place. And, unlike the spells on the curtains of my cottage, these were glaringly obvious. They glowed to ensure that no one doubted they were there.


That wasn't the end of the extravagance, of course. When my ancestors had begun construction on the feasting hall, they decided to use the most expensive marble they could find. The stone had been quarried from a mountain on the edge of the Northern Wastes, one that had absorbed a lot of magic when the range had been raised by past magicians. The area shouldn't have had marble at all, let alone such an unusual shade. Instead of white or black, or even red, the marble was gold with black, silver, and purple veining that glowed in low light. The room was quite eerie-looking at night—it gave me nightmares when I was little—but it was magical when tempered by torchlight and lively conversation.


And the conversation was certainly that. Everyone was chattering about the newcomer in their midst. The only time that they quieted was when Father had his grand entrance. As soon as they acknowledged their ruler, they went back to the gossip.


"Did you see his hair? So unusual."


"I did. I've never thought of braiding gems into my hair. I wonder if I can pull it off."


Father huffed a silent laugh but said nothing. Mary sat at his side, quiet and elegant but about as warm as a blizzard. I envied her self-possession. Fortunately, Father preferred to use a traditional table formation at most feasts, which allowed us a better line of sight with the rest of the room. Our family sat at the head table, completely separate from the guests. In front of us stood two long series of tables that locked together. Essentially, it looked like a stretched-out 'U.' Guests were seated on the outside of the tables and served from the inside. When dinner finished, everything would be pushed against the walls, and the center was left open for dancing. It had been done that way for centuries, and no one could find a more efficient way of doing it.


Unfortunately, things were always chaotic before dinner began, so everyone was milling around, preventing me from seeing Zale.


"He's delicious, is what he is," one woman drawled. How she was loud enough to be heard over the din but still sounded like she was whispering sultrily was a mystery. "But does anyone know who he is?"


And that seemed to be a sticking point. No one recognized Zale. He was an unknown and even more interesting because of it. The nobles and merchants all knew each other. Their friendships, alliances, and disputes were well-marked and fairly predictable. Adding in a potential ally or enemy with no existing connections… Well, that was viewed as both a boon and a problem. He could be just the thing needed to topple the family that you'd been feuding with for centuries, or he could be the thing that destroyed your life. No one knew, and they were desperate to find out.


A green flash from the back of the crowd drew my attention. Zale! I watched from my seat as he made his way into the room, only to be accosted by several women. I knew them, more or less, and wasn’t pleased. They were all known to be more predatory toward men. At least one enjoyed flaunting her lovers in front of her husband. Naturally, the gentleman was displeased by her affairs and would challenge the men to a duel. He was an expert swordsman with a vicious streak and had a very good assassin on retainer. Not that I thought Zale couldn't handle him, but I hoped it wouldn't come to that.


I couldn't really blame the women for their interest; Zale looked magnificent! He'd pulled his hair back into an elaborate braid that kept everything out of his face and had added even more stones to it. These were polished to a high sheen and faceted to catch the light. Zale's beard had been trimmed, and he wore a dangling earring with an iris blue pearl glistening like a drop of water. Then there were his clothes.


Crechel prided itself on taking the best of each new culture introduced, so our clothing was varied, although the region's warm weather meant that there were more bared arms and gauzy fabrics than in other areas of the continent. In general, we felt like we'd seen it all. Zale wasn't wearing anything remotely familiar, at least not the way he'd put the items together.


His white shirt was billowy and made of fine linen, embroidered around the cuffs and collar. I couldn't see what the blue and sea green pattern was, nor did it look familiar. His leather vest was a brown so deep that it looked nearly black and had been decorated as well, although I was too far away to make out any distinct shapes. It was also long enough that it almost touched his calves, tightly lacing over his chest and lying open from the belt down. His trousers were close-fitting and dark, tucked into tall boots that matched his vest.


"Is that gold thread?" Father asked quietly, observing Zale as well. Then he jerked slightly before returning to his relaxed attitude. "And a gold sabre? Where did he get that?"


I didn't say anything. Instead, I tried to subtly look at my fiancé without gawking. Zale shifted slightly, and I saw a shimmer in the embroidery on his shirt. When he continued to turn, I saw the sword, solid gold and fitting him perfectly. He made me think of a story about a mysterious pirate king from beyond the Western Sea.


How did he manage to get that past the guards? They probably thought it was just a fashion statement. Or, maybe he snuck in through the water again. I bit the inside of my lip. Why does it look so familiar? I feel like I've seen that sabre before. And Father is definitely interested in it, though, he's not the only one. Zale looks like a mythical hero out of a bard's tale.


A single glance assured me that his attractions had not gone unnoticed. There was quite a gathering around him and nothing I could do to help. I couldn’t call out or draw attention to either of us. Father was watching me much too closely for that.


Or, maybe there is a way…


While I normally stayed in my seat to avoid the crowd, I did move around the edges of the room from time to time. So, with a slight grimace and rubbing my ear, I headed toward the nearest window. Father knew I disliked the noise; the stone walls and floor amplified everything. It was painful, even with such a small party—if two hundred people can be considered small. When he did nothing more than lift a brow in my direction, I continued on my path. He was annoyed but not suspicious.


I always found it interesting how the nobles seemed repulsed by me, like I was a drop of water in their cosmetic oil. Despite the press of people, I had a ring of emptiness around me and was able to pass through without a single hello. No one attempted to win my favor or draw my attention. They either ignored me or made snarky comments aimed at me without ever specifying who it was about. "She's gotten so fat! Oh, I didn't notice you there, Princess," was a favorite.


Eventually, I made it to the edge of the room and felt some of the tension release. Then, I leaned against the window, curled in two fingers on my left hand, and waited, though not for long. Within minutes, the only woman brave enough to deal with my father settled in next to me.


I nodded as she sighed and fanned herself dramatically. Miss Darena Aranid was a fascinating person, always pleasant to be around but seldom did people feel they truly knew her. What we did know was that she’d disappeared for months and returned in the middle of spring with a certain otherworldliness to her. She moved more smoothly, her features had grown more beautiful, and her skin practically glowed. There were rumors that she’d had someone enchant her body, but no one knew of a magician powerful enough to do such a thing.


She also felt more dangerous, so people were generally avoiding saying anything that might upset her.


Then, there was her fiancé. The Aranids were an old family, but not a very politically important one. Still, it didn’t make sense for her to be marrying a soldier from the Lunzif Empire, even less so if the rumors of his royal lineage proved to be true. He was either far below or far above her station in society, and it was driving the nobles crazy!


I didn’t know her very well—I didn't know anyone very well—but I had always felt a bit scared of the woman and her family. She was around my age, but she’d always felt… sharper, somehow. It felt as if she could eviscerate you with a knife just as easily as with words. Even her clothes conveyed that feeling. None of the lines of her bronze-colored dress—that fabric must have been imported from her fiancé's country—were soft. Every seam was crisply ironed, the collar showed off precisely squared-off corners, and the embroidery was geometric in nature, completely unlike anything found in Crechel.


Father had briefly attempted to make us into friends, mostly so that he had better control of her family. I'd been about five at the time, and it hadn't gone well. I'd cried and run away when she tried to show me how to hold a knife properly. Before that, though, we'd talked about a secret code for asking for help when the adults got too pushy. It took us two hours to settle on walking to a window and turning to face the interior of the room, with two fingers of our left hands curled in. I was slightly surprised that it worked, but I wasn't going to question it.


“Your Highness,” she said as she paused by the window, her fiancé beside her. He was dressed in red and dark brown, looking uncomfortable with some of the attention he was receiving.


“Miss Aranid,” I responded, my voice softer than usual. I’d learned early on which tones carried to my father and which didn’t.


She smirked and followed my lead. “I hear that there is a potential suitor visiting?”


I hummed but didn’t directly answer. “I do so feel for the foreigners. They come to visit and get accosted by people, never knowing if it is safe to refuse them or not.”


“Yes, that is quite a dilemma, one I believe I noticed earlier. What do you suppose we should do in such a moment?”


I scoffed in an appropriately bland manner. “I’m sure I don’t know. It would be unbecoming for me to intervene. Although, I suppose another might interject themselves into the situation, one who is generally left alone when he or she gets involved.”


Captain Pro’tiyn watched us with frank amusement, a hint of exasperation, and more than a little wonder. Darena just smiled at me before bowing and making her way back into the crowd. Her fiancé followed behind. I stayed by the window until dinnertime, at which point it was safe for me to return to my seat. I hadn’t been watching or coaching anyone; I clearly couldn’t have interfered.


Father gave some sort of speech, but I wasn't really listening. They were usually the same, thanking people for coming and wasting time while the servants hurried to get the last few dishes arranged for the guests, then dinner began. What really caught my attention was the way that Mary twitched when he raised his hand. It looked like she'd caught herself as she was starting to flinch.


When Father finally sat down, I relaxed slightly. The hardest part of the night is through. Now I can at least eat. Although, what did he just whisper to Mary? She looks even more solemn than normal.


But I didn't have time to think more about it because my trial of the evening had just begun. Father hadn't appreciated my moving around the room and ordered me to remain in my seat and watch the festivities. In silence.


While I typically didn't have a problem with doing just that, circumstances had changed. Zale was there. Like Father warned me, Zale was unable to approach me, but I was even more constrained. I had to watch my fiancé spend the meal hemmed in by a few of the more aggressive women. Based on the way he jolted a few times, they weren't being subtle as they pawed at him. I thought things would be simpler when dinner came to an end, but it only got worse as the dancing began.


Instead of just two or three women, Zale was being set upon by half the eligible—and ineligible—women in the room. Objectively, they were attractive and all dressed in the latest fashions; they turned quite a few heads as they made their way to claim Zale's attention, but only one man had their devotion. My fiancé was cajoled into dancing every dance and looked more and more grumpy as the night progressed. The few he tried to sit out involved some rather intense dramatics.


The women weren't the only problem, though. The men were just as irritating, but for different reasons. A few sent their daughters or sisters after Zale to try and win his affections. And money. Most of those men were having money problems. Others went for a more direct route, either trying to strike up conversations or start a fight. Unfortunately for them, the Crechelan elite had a tendency toward slight builds and little in the way of muscle. A couple of the men exercised in their spare time, but they were also merchants. Being so active in their family businesses made them better at reading people. It kept them from making horrible mistakes, like buying stolen goods or picking fights with the most intimidating man most of them had met outside my father. Zale, on the other hand, was tall, broad, and had well-defined muscles. That just made the other men try harder to intimidate him. And fail, whereupon Zale found more women fawning over him.


He got a small break when Darena and her fiancé were nearby, but they could hardly attach themselves for the entirety of the evening!


When the dancing finally wound to a close, Zale stood in the center of the hall and glared at Father. Then, he gave a truncated bow to Mary and a nod to me before leaving the hall in a fury.


Father followed soon after, in no less of a mood, dragging poor Mary behind him and leaving me alone in the hall.


"Well," I muttered as I headed back to my cottage. "At least Father can't claim Zale will drop me as soon as the first available woman looks his way. And he must have passed the first test. Father should be happy, or at least satisfied."


Even I didn't believe that, as much as I wanted to. Nothing good would come of Zale's victory, just more misery.










CHAPTER 6: UNPLEASANT EXPERIENCES
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For the second night in a row, I woke up with tears streaming down my face and the unsettled feeling of not being able to move. Nightmares about turning into a statue were neither happy nor helpful. Unfortunately, the memories weren't fading very quickly, and the emotions were beginning to mix with my frustrations from the feast.


I huffed and flipped my pillow dry-side up. Koalemos hissed at me before settling back down to sleep. I tried to follow suit, but it was no use. Every time I closed my eyes, Zale was there with an attractive woman petting his arm or whispering in his ear. If it had just been my overactive imagination, I might have banished the images, but every flash was something that actually happened during the feast.


Feeling grumpy and exhausted, I threw on a robe and decided to go for a walk. It may have only been an hour until dawn, but no one would be around to cause a fuss. Feast nights tired everyone out, and the servants would be resting for as long as they could before repairing the palace and returning to normal duties. Even my groomer would be late, so she wouldn't notice if I were missing from my bed. The best time for a quiet walk was always in the few hours after the guests left and before dawn.


As soon as I got out into the open air, I felt myself relaxing. The cool breeze played in my hair and brought scents of ripe apples and warm grapes. Autumn was in bloom, and the heatwave of the past week had made the air redolent with comforting scents. The breeze shifted directions, and I wrinkled my nose.


And not so comforting scents. The city reeks.


I sighed and meandered over to the maze. Despite my dislike of it during the day, at night and in the false dawn, I could pretend that everything was as it should be. The dark silhouettes of roses were much easier to deal with than statues. Instead of heading toward the center of the maze, I moved through the dark corridors until I found another hidden gem that few knew about. A false dead end made most people turn around. They never saw the swinging couch, covered in cushions, never realized that every piece had been enchanted to withstand the weather. It was a secret that had yet to be discovered, but one I was very familiar with. Nana found it when I was a baby, and I still slept out there on the hottest summer nights.


Gratefully, I sank into the familiar embrace of the pillows and let the breeze gently rock me into a relaxed state.


"You do not demand things of me, boy!" Father's heated whisper broke through my peace, and I froze, hoping he didn't hear the subtle creak of the ropes as they swung.


I looked around but didn't see anyone, so at least I was still hidden. Even if Father did find his way into my hidden alcove, he would have trouble seeing me. The moon was almost full, but it sat low in the sky. Only a faint glow from the stars made it into the maze.


"Why shouldn't I demand things? I've kept my promises, even the ones you've neglected to tell anyone else."


Zale! Why is he still here? I thought he'd left hours ago.


"And what do you mean by that?" Father's voice had gone silky smooth. Zale was walking on unstable ground.


"I mean, you've been using my lack of communication with your daughter as a sign I don't care. You left quite a bit out of the story, though, haven't you? Like the fact that I came back a week later, and you told me that I had no rights to her—not even the right to contact her—until she came of age. Or how you refused to allow me to talk to her, even as I was trying to heal her. You even drugged her to stop her from remembering, then rushed me out before I could be sure that the spells worked properly."


"I still thought you were a river god, not a boy playing dress-up. I was protecting my only child from an adult trying to groom her for a future relationship. I will readily admit that I'm not the best father, but even I have a problem with a centuries-old creature being engaged to my eight-year-old daughter."


Both Zale and I paused at that point. For my part, I was grateful for that little bit of familial affection.


My fiancé sighed. "Fair enough. I would probably react the same way. But, then again, I'm not the one who asked for her hand. I accepted, but it was you who offered. Frankly, I'm surprised that you didn't marry her off to someone else just to spite me."


That's a very different story from what Father told me! And, technically, he did try and make a marriage contract with the Shesallan royal family. I winced, remembering the awkward summer I spent with Prince Grentiin—Stone—escorting me to the various parties. It was back when I was trying to please Father, so I'd been on my best behavior, but I'd been miserable, and Stone wasn't much better. We were both relieved when his family traditions and my betrothal to Zale prevented the marriage.


Father sighed, making himself sound weary. "Yes, well, it is the traditional request, and someone else had already offered for her."


Zale just chuckled. "Let me guess, the same person who gave you your 'gift'? I thought so." He sighed. "So, you fell into a trap, and I was the best shot to get you out of it. That doesn't mean you can ignore your promises or pretend they don't exist. You're throwing up obstructions left and right, but that won't work forever. I'm not going away, and you can't make me give her up."


"Really? Because I have a lot of money. More than I need, truth be told." When Zale didn't respond, Father chuckled. "I should have known that wouldn't work, but I had to try. Well, boy, despite what you think, you won't marry Chrysanthe. She's not for you; she never was. I don't quite understand her appeal beyond the gold. There are plenty of more attractive women out there."


Zale's voice had noticeably cooled as he asked, "What does that have to do with anything?"


"You're young, so you probably still think love is the ultimate blessing, but you're wrong. Marriage is about what you get from the other person. There is nothing worthwhile or lovable about my daughter. She is talentless, stupid, and plain. But, I'm not the one who wants her. Worse, she's useless at essentially, well, everything! Just know that I will never give my consent. You will never marry my daughter."


"Think what you want, but you have no choice. Only Princess Chrysanthe can decide if we marry or not. You gave up your right to choose over eleven years ago. As far as I'm concerned, this pathetic attempt to change her fate is a waste of time. Goodnight." Silence fell for a moment. "Oh, and I will come to visit her anytime I choose. You don't get to keep us separated like that again."


About fifteen minutes after Zale left, so did my father. I stayed in the swing until long after the sun rose, refusing to leave my bubble of peace.
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No one was happy with me when I finally showed up again. Well, no one who knew I was gone, anyway, which included my groomer and about three guards. Generally, people were terrified of my father. They typically kept any problems quiet unless it was unavoidable, and my frequent wandering counted as a problem.


It wasn't the first time I'd disappeared after a feast, and it wouldn't be the last. The guards did nothing more than shoot me nasty looks as I passed them, and my groomer muttered under her breath about spoiled children with no sense of responsibility.


I didn't blame them for their anger. If anything happened, it would be their heads on the chopping block. And that was if Father didn't choose a more painful method. So, I sat there and let the groomer vent while I tried not to think. Thinking led to too many pitfalls. When she was finally finished, I put on my most comfortable dress. The combination of a dark grey belt and embroidered bodice against blush pink fabric made me happy. It was soft and relaxing.


Once dressed, I made my way down to the stream, dodging tired servants as they finished the last of the cleaning. Mary was sitting on the edge of a fountain, her face turned to the sky, but I left her alone. Her skin was pallid, and she'd come outside without any of her usual cosmetics. She hadn't had a good night. My fault, most likely. She deserved as much peace as she could find.


When I finally made it to my favorite tree, I realized I wasn't alone. Zale had beaten me there.


"Good morning, Princess Chrysanthe!"


I grimaced. "Ugh! Please, call me Amy. I hate being called Chrysanthe."


He chuckled and settled back against the trunk of the willow. "Not that I mind, but why? It seems pretty to me. Oh, here! Flowers for the flower."


My eyes grew wide as I took the hydrangeas from him. The delicate blue globes of flowers were so soft! Even though there were some live flowers in the garden, I was rarely allowed to touch them. They had to be carefully maintained so that they looked perfect at all times. Spells were used extensively to prevent them from fading, and touching any flower was unacceptable. It had been years since I'd held a flower, let alone something as beautiful and breakable as a hydrangea. Father despised flowers that dropped petals at the slightest touch.


It took me a minute to regain control of my emotions and remember that Zale had asked me a question. "First, thank you. This is one of the best gifts I've ever received. As for my name, well, Chrysanthe is the name my father gave me. Do you know what it means?" I looked down at the hydrangea in my hands and blushed. "Of course you do; you just called me a flower. Well, actually, it means 'golden flower.' Still, every time someone says it, I can't help but think that's what Father would prefer, a silent flower, frozen in perfection and needing no attention. I'm an ornament to him."


Zale hummed, then asked, "What about the other names. You have two more, right?"


"Three, if you count the surname, which is also about gold. Aurelius. I have my great-great-great-great-grandparents to blame for that one. Amethyst and Dionysia were chosen by my mother. Amethyst means 'not intoxicated,' and Dionysus was a mythical creature associated with wine and parties. It was an old tradition that she put a spin on. She figured that the combination of the two names would save me from the worst of the debauchery she saw when she moved to the palace."


Amethysts were also a special stone to our country because of the purple moon that appeared during the Confluence. That fit with Father's idea of an appropriate name for me, as had naming me after a mythical god. In his mind, it was a nice, safe name for the people to rally around. He hadn't looked closer at the playful aspect my mother had woven in.


"My nurse was the one who started calling me Amy. Father thinks it's too common."


"Huh. And I thought my family was the only one with obscure naming practices…" Zale searched my face, looking for something. Then he grinned and leaned in to whisper, "Do you want to go on an adventure?"


I blinked. "An… adventure? Like what?"


He pulled back and dramatically tilted his head back to look at the sky. It should have been casual, but every movement was over-the-top, turning it somewhat silly-looking. "Let's say we wanted to go somewhere that didn't involve palace guards trying to listen in on our conversation. Would you like that?"


I was having trouble comprehending the question. "You mean, outside the walls?"


His grin started to die. "Of course. You have… no, let me guess. He keeps you trapped in here like a prisoner? I can see he does."


Zale looked away, gritting his teeth as he tried to get his temper under control. Meanwhile, I was dealing with my own emotions. The temptation to say yes was strong. I'd never been allowed outside the palace, except for a few special holidays where we needed to parade through the capital. Those ended when I was six. After that, I never left my home.


Gathering my courage, I decided to push away my fear of rejection and ask for something I truly wanted. "Can we go outside? Not just the palace but the city as well?"


My fiancé had to lean close to hear me, I spoke so quietly, but he grinned when he realized what I'd asked for. "Of course! Come on!"


I started to follow, then stopped. "Wait! I can't."


He frowned. "Why not?" Surprisingly, there was no anger in the question, just confusion.


"The guards. They are always overly vigilant right after I attend a feast. They won't let us go."


He chuckled. "Do you think they'll be able to stop me?" When I started to panic, his laughter stopped. "What's wrong?"


"They'll be in so much trouble," I whispered. "Can we wait? It doesn't even have to be a full week, but would five days hurt anything?"


Zale nodded slowly. "That should be fine… Why don't we just sit by the stream and talk about what you want to see? It's probably better this way."


I smiled but knew he was just humoring me. I couldn't let the guards get hurt because of me, though, not for something so selfish.
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Five days later, I met my fiancé on the bank of the stream, excited for our day together. The guards had calmed down, and Father was supposed to be gone for the day.


"Are you ready?" Zale asked as soon as I appeared.


When I nodded, he stood and looked around casually, swinging his shoulders around left and right like he was stretching his back. When he decided that the coast was clear, he grabbed my hand and pulled me into the water. Within moments, we were submerged. It would have been terrifying if not for the bubble of air covering my head and keeping me from drowning. Then, we started moving. We went from completely motionless to speeding through the water like an arrow from a bow.


It was incredibly peaceful, and I wished the trip would never end! It also answered a few questions about how he'd gotten past the walls in the first place. Apparently, the stream was connected to another river through a cave system that went beneath the palace and most of the city. When we rose from the water, we were beneath a bridge near the Western Gate.


"Give me a moment. Water magic isn't often used for it, but I can disguise you. You're a bit too shiny to be mistaken for anyone else."


I nodded and let him cover me in a thin layer of water, diluted with enough dirt to disguise me. He did the same for my dress, making it look rough and dull. When he finished, we walked toward the gate, pretending that it was something we did every day.


Well, he may, but I certainly don't. I wonder what it will be like to see an open field…


Despite my hope that we'd go straight to the fields after leaving the palace, that was not the case. We still had more city to get through, and I was beginning to feel anxious. There were so many people around! Still, if for that reason alone, the trip was worthwhile.


I was so rarely around normal people. The servants didn't really count; no one close to my father was normal. They didn't discuss the state of the crops or the latest gossip from the pub. Servants rarely spoke of their families or about the trade coming from Lettelach. They certainly never openly complained about their jobs. The men and women we moved past had interesting lives. They were bright and colorful, showing every emotion on their faces instead of the carefully cultivated masks of the palace. They discussed everything and anything, giving me tiny insights into their lives.


Still, as soon as we stepped into the sea of people, I felt enveloped in sound and wasn't quite sure how to deal with it. Things were usually quiet in the palace.


"Simon! You owe me forty silver!"


"Oh, that fabric is wonderful. Is it from Alenia?"


"…we better have a wet winter if we don't want to deal with another drought like…"


"…and then I got yelled at by Lady Eloise because I wasn't done. I told her three weeks, and she came back in one! Hand me that hammer, will you?"


"…heard there's been more gold found in the rivers! Old Man Franc was able to pay off his debts because of it. It's a wonder that the nobles haven't demanded the rivers belong to them alone."


This isn't too bad, I thought as I slowed down to listen. The servants didn't talk much about the gold found in the rivers, at least not around me. I wanted to know more about what happened to it!


Another man laughed. "They tried, and it still didn't end up in their coffers. I heard it's part of the king's penance after he turned his daughter to gold. Just another way that he's supporting us. Rallin is famous the world over for its rivers of gold."


Zale snorted, then leaned in and whispered, "Sometimes, water knows where it needs to flow. Kings rarely direct that sort of thing."


"What do you mean?"


He smiled enigmatically. "Well, why would the water direct gold to those who don't need it?"


Then, he pulled me forward again. Walking among normal people, I felt as if I was awake for the first time. The world wasn't one pleasant day at the stream after the next; it was filled with life and passion and hardships, and most people knew it. They were more easy-going, with both their words and expressions. They weren't worried about what their neighbor would find out and use against them or about how their family would react if they stepped wrong. They were free!


What would I be like if I hadn't been raised the way I was? Would I be so afraid of people? So cautious? Would I still be me or someone else altogether?


I thought a lot about it as we continued on, but I never came to a conclusion. It was the same paradox that I'd discussed with Zale when we met. Everything is interconnected, so it wouldn't just be the way I was raised that would change; it would also be the people around me.


We walked for a good half-an-hour before finally escaping into open fields and unbroken horizons.


Zale seemed to breathe deeply for the first time since I'd met him. "I always forget how claustrophobic I feel when I'm stuck in a city. Then, I come out here and see the endless waves of grain, or I sit out on the water and see nothing but blue… it's like a full-body stretch after being stuck in the same position for too long. What do you—Amy!"


I couldn't breathe! It was like a vice around my lungs. And my hands were tingling like they'd fallen asleep. I'd never felt that way before!


"Breathe, Amy, breathe! In through your nose, out through your mouth. Come on! You can do this."


I was shaky at first, but gradually I began to follow his advice, slowing my heart down enough that it no longer felt like it was beating out of my chest.


"Okay. It's okay." Zale was rubbing my hands and chattering, his low voice rippling like a well in my ears. "Good girl. Just keep breathing. When you feel up to it, tell me what happened. Maybe I can fix it."


I was vaguely aware that he'd pulled me off the road, and people were looking at us as they passed, but since no one spoke to us, I was able to ignore them as well. Eventually, I was able to say, "Take me home."


"Home? To the palace?"


"C-cottage." I was shaking so hard that my teeth were chattering.


Zale merely nodded and pulled me to his side. Then, he walked over to a nearby well and, when the traders on the road passed us, he dropped us both into the water.


I blacked out after that. The rush was too much, and I couldn't deal with any more stimulus. Part of it was also relief. The walls of the well contained me, removing the openness that had frightened me to my core.


When I woke, Zale and I were floating in the moat that surrounded my cottage. He had me pulled close, my head resting against his chest as he gently patted my cheek.


"Hey," he said with a smile in his voice as my eyes fluttered open. "I was worried."


My breath shuddered for a moment before smoothing out again. "I was too. That's never happened before."


"You've also never left the palace before. You panicked."


Biting my lip, I stared up at the bright blue sky. So little time had passed, but so much had happened. "I've always wanted to leave, to see the world outside my walls. But, the first time I do, I start breaking down… I'll never be free, will I?"


Zale snapped his fingers, the water making it sound louder than normal. "Stop. You don't think that way. First, there are plenty of ways we can help you deal with and possibly even get over your fear. Second, even if you can never deal with wandering through fields, that does not mean that you're going to be trapped here forever. It just means that travel will be more difficult, and we'll need to plan accordingly."


It sounded so hopeful, but I couldn't see that as a real possibility. I'd lived in my imagination—my dreams about leaving and about my mysterious fiancé were taking all sorts of strange turns—and I needed to be firmly planted in the real world. So, I did what I could never do with my father: I challenged him.


"How? How could I possibly leave?"


Zale inhaled deeply and shook his head. "Well, let's start with something easy. We'll play pretend. I'll offer you a situation, and you'll tell me how you feel about it. You have to close your eyes and imagine yourself there. Any twinge of nervousness, and we'll move on. Okay?"


I nodded, and we began.


"Okay, you were calm in the city. Close your eyes and think about it."


I did as he said and remembered the walls of the city and the people bustling to and fro.


"What do you feel?"


Frowning, I thought about it. "Not much. It's a bit cramped, and I wish there were more plants. I've been out in the city once or twice before. Honestly, it feels like the palace corridors, full of people who generally ignore me and enclosed by thick walls."


He nodded, making us bob slightly in the water.


"Okay, I'm going to skip fields for obvious reasons. Let's try a forest next. Tall trees, bushes, crinkling leaves beneath your feet."


I could see it, hear it, as he spoke. "I like this more," I said, voice low. "There are no people around to stare, and I'm enclosed, safe."


He hummed. "One more. Imagine you're on a boat, on the ocean. The waves are rocking you up and down, and a few birds are flying past as dolphins play near the prow."


A smile bloomed on my face as I thought about the sea spray and the sparkling sunlight reflecting off the water. "I like that, too."


"Why? It's open like the fields were."


I shook my head. "I'm on a boat. The water is open, but I'm still contained. No one is staring, and I'm not expected to understand something I don't."


He sighed. "And there you have it. You can travel anywhere you want by boat. You can wander every great forest on the two continents. You can explore any cities or towns you choose. You never have to walk through fields or deserts if you don't want to. And, if you do, we can work to make it happen. You aren't trapped by fear, Amy, just slowed down by it."


The words bounced around my mind, knocking against my father's words. I was stupid. I was pathetic. I was incapable of being anything more than his cursed daughter. I wasn't able to become more than I was. It was a waste to spend time on me.


But, the first time I came up to an immovable obstacle, Zale showed me that it was just a closed window but that the doors beside it were wide open. I didn't have to live constrained by my father's words. I could move past them.


I could move past him.










CHAPTER 7: A NEARLY PERFECT DAY
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Since it was still early, we spent the rest of the day floating in the moat and talking. I'd never really had a friend before, so it was a new experience, and I loved every minute of it. My entire life had been spent behind the walls of the palace, but Zale had sailed the world! And, despite that, he was still interested in my likes and dislikes.


"It's silly," I said, feeling self-conscious.


He rolled his eyes and sent a tiny wave to splash me. "It's not silly if you like it. Come on, tell me!"


I huffed. "Fine! I like to sew. I make a lot of my clothes, although people don't really get to see them. I also embroider, and I've made lace a few times. I don't like doing it much, but it was nice to learn."


Zale stared at me before slowly shaking his head. "How is that silly? I know how to sew, Amy. I'm a sailor, so I have to know how to mend the sails and keep my clothes repaired when we're underway. I'm not great, but I can do basic patching and such. And, if making lace is anything like fixing fishing nets, then that is impressive!"


"It is? I mean, no one else seems to think so. Father sometimes praises me for it, but usually, he's just upset because I'm not wearing what he wants me to."


Zale blinked, then let a small smile steal over his face. "You are the strangest and most interesting girl I've ever met. You know, when most people rebel against their parents, they try to do something dangerous or destructive. You create. It's a subtle way of fighting back, I'll grant you, but…"


"But what?" I asked. I'd never really thought about it that way, but Zale was right; I was fighting back against Father. Big battles always ended up with me losing. Refusing to give up something I cared about was difficult but not impossible. I wanted to know what else Zale was going to say, though. I could only hope it would be complimentary.


"Buuuut," he said, dragging out the word so that it swelled like a wave in deep water. "It seems to be working. Don't discount the small victories."


I smiled at him and leaned back to enjoy watching the clouds pass by above us. I'd always loved floating there because the sky was almost completely free of obstructions. It also meant that we were easy to see.


Naturally, when I really wanted privacy, people are watching us. Fortunately, the few servants walked past seemed to find our situation cute. They left us alone to enjoy our time together, even if there was a set of guards posted within eyesight at all times.


They do their jobs as best they can. Even if Father isn't the kindest man to work for, they are still there to protect us. When there was a problem with the nobles getting too close to me, the guards were there, and they made sure that no one who didn't belong entered the palace. I wonder how frustrating it must be to deal with all of the demands. The captain and sergeant I overheard certainly disliked dealing with people at the gate. Wait…


"Zale? Why were you here? The day that I was cursed, I mean. You aren't from Crechel, and you were a child at the time, so what were you doing around here? I doubt your family was letting you wander around like that."


He chuckled. "They weren't. Actually, being here was Grandfather's fault. He wanted to show my brother, sister, and me part of our family history. He did it with my father, too. We'd already visited the town my grandmother was raised in, as well as the place the two met and fell in love. The tower is only about a day's ride north of the city, so this was our final stop."


For some reason, that sounded familiar, but I had no idea why.


"Anyway, we were taking a look at the throne room when we heard about you being cursed. It made me wonder what I would do if my sister was cursed like that. Grandfather took us back to the inn before we could hear more, but I… I got worried, so I snuck out and went to see if I could help. I didn't expect to end up engaged to you, but I think it's worked out like it should."


I frowned, ignoring the last statement in favor of an earlier one. "What do you mean, you were looking at the throne room? You make it sound like you were on a tour."


He grinned and ducked his head. "We sort of were… Um, how much do you know about your ancestors?"


The shift in conversation was confusing, but I had a feeling it would make sense shortly.


"A bit. History books tend to make exciting situations sound boring, like that woman who spun straw into gold! She saved the country from economic ruin, and hardly anyone knows who she was beyond a miller's daughter."


"Rapunzel." His tone turned gentle.


"What?" I was floating idly in the water, so he didn't see the way I grimaced. I didn't understand the twist in my gut when I heard the intimate and loving way he said that word. I just knew I didn't like it.


"Her name was Rapunzel. Well, that's her formal name, but most people know her as Jessa, and she's my grandmother."


That grabbed my attention. "Wait… that was my great-great-grandfather! How could…"


"Like you said, we aren't from Crechel. Also, magic tends to keep you younger for longer. I've never heard anyone outside the family tell her story, though. What do they say about her here?"


Calm down, Amy. Just tell him what you heard. You aren't the one who made up the story. "Well, there was a miller boasting about how his daughter could spin gold from straw. My ancestor's guards heard about it, and she was taken before my great-great-grandfather. He told her if she spun gold for him for three nights, she would become queen. If she failed, then her family would die for telling such a big lie and trying to defraud their neighbors. He didn't know she had sold herself to a demon. The demon spun gold for three nights, providing enough to make the kingdom solvent again. Then, the girl was kidnapped by the demon during the wedding ceremony, and no one heard from her again."


Of all the things I thought I'd see, Zale laughing so hard that he nearly drowned was not one of them. And I had no idea what to do about it.


Eventually, he settled down and wiped his face clear of water and tears with the help of some magic. "Sorry! I can't wait to tell Grandfather. He'll love being called a 'demon.'"


I gritted my teeth so I wouldn't cry. I'd insulted his family! How would I ever face his grandfather?


He must have seen something on my face because Zale quickly reassured me. "Don't worry, Amy. Grandfather will find it funny. He's realistic about most things and knows he isn't the most attractive man. Do you want to hear about what really happened?"


When I nodded, he launched into a much more interesting story about a witch and her long-haired, adopted daughter. The miller had made the ridiculous claim about straw and gold, but he was just a loving man who thought his wife and children hung the moon. Zale's grandmother had, indeed, been locked up because of her supposed gift, but not in the palace. It had been in the family tower, which was only accessible through a window at the top.


"Well, there was a trap door, but it was better if the king thought she was trapped. Either way, she was apparently quite surprised when Grandfather showed up. She also didn't notice his scars, which he found interesting. He got hurt in a fire, and it did a lot of damage. Grandmother honestly didn't notice at first, despite his missing ear. She was more confused about how his skin tone and accent were so different."


My jaw dropped, and I started giggling. It was too funny. "Sorry! I'm not laughing at his injuries. I'm just imagining how confused they both must have been, her wondering where he was from, and him wondering how she didn't notice the missing ear."


He grinned. "That's pretty close to what happened, actually. Grandfather fell in love with her that very day. He also told her that their families were old friends. You're right, though. He was the one providing her with the gold thread, at least when she needed more than was already in storage. He also came to tell her that there was a plan to rescue both her and her family at the wedding."


"How? The stories say he traveled through a mirror, but…"


Zale nodded. "He did. All those mirrors in the throne room? They can be tuned to make portals. Nothing permanent, you understand. That takes an enchanter, but they can be connected with a magic mirror and used to travel. Grandfather swooped in and grabbed grandmother and her family from right in front of the king. It left the new king without a bride or a hostage, though he kept the gold."


I sighed. "And my ancestor had to make up a story, so he decided that she was conspiring with a demon. Makes sense. I always wondered where the floor mirrors disappeared to. They were shown in old paintings, but then they were replaced, and no one talks about why. He probably was too paranoid to leave them in place. It also explains the other story about him."


"Oh?"


Snorting, I nodded. "Yep. According to rumors, before he became king, he fell in love with a woman with long gold hair. She was stolen by a witch and raised in a tower without doors. He would climb up her hair and romance her. Unfortunately, the witch found out and stole the girl away, leaving him heartbroken. There are lots of additions to the story, though. The most popular involves him being knocked down into a set of briars that blinds him. Then, he wandered the desert for a year until he finds his lost love and her twins. She cries, and it heals his blindness. No one has figured out where this supposed family disappeared to since his own marriage was rather well-documented."


Zale chuckled and shook his head. "Rumors. How do they grow so outrageous?"


"Because storytellers want to spice things up. They don't make money if it's boring. Most of real life is, you know. Then you look back and wonder how it looked so slow when everything was barreling forward, completely out of control." When he looked at me strangely, I shrugged. "That's what Nana told me when I complained about how bored I was or asked about stories that the bards told."


He nodded and looked up at the darkening sky. "Will you tell me more about your Nana tomorrow? And can we try our date again?"


"How? I can't—"


"Breathe," he said, holding me close again. "Just on my boat, this time. We'll travel by water so it will go faster. Is that… okay?"


I worried my lip for a moment before nodding. "Yes."




[image: ]





I may or may not have rushed the groomer the following morning. I was just so excited! I had on a new dress that I'd just finished making. The dark blue fabric reminded me of the night sky, particularly with yellow and white gold beads sprinkled across the skirt and bodice. I'd even carefully placed the beads into the forms of constellations, though I doubted anyone would notice. Still, it made me happy.


After dressing me, my groomer helped me with my cosmetics, using a much lighter hand than usual. Instead of overdone, I looked almost normal for the first time in years!


When I finally managed to push her out the door—a whole three minutes faster than expected—Zale was waiting and looking a bit nervous.


"Hey…" He rubbed the back of his neck. "So, I forgot to check with you to see how early you wanted to leave, and I didn't want to make you wait. I promise I don't normally stand outside people's houses waiting for them to come out first thing in the morning."


I giggled at his rush of words, which seemed to calm him down. "It's fine. Can we go? I don't want to waste any more time here."


He grinned and held out a hand. As soon as I placed mine into his, he pulled me close, and we descended into the water. We must have been using a hidden river instead of the one that the capital had been built on. Because we were underground again, I didn't get to see much until we emerged in the ocean. Then, there was too much to see!


At first, it was just white sand tinted blue beneath us. Then, we moved a bit further out and found a city made of coral beneath the waves. Delicate lace and ruffled domes as bright as saffron rose from the rocks and hid all manner of creatures. Fish in every color I could imagine flitted around. Flickers of orange made me turn my head, just in time to see a school of fish flit past a brown sea turtle.


Strangely, as we moved around the reef, fish were coming to investigate us. Most were trying to get Zale's attention, but quite a few decided to play with me instead. They would bop the bubble protecting me and swim away or chase my hair as it floated around us. Some flitted around my fingers before rubbing against my hand. While I wasn't used to the number of creatures around me, it wasn't a wholly unexpected event. Fish had always acted that way with me, but no one else seemed to share that experience. Zale did, though. The fish seemed to flock to him and enjoy the miniature currents he created for them to play with.


We swam around for another fifteen minutes or so before he led me back toward the city and, presumably, his boat. As we headed toward land, I watched a huge fish with what looked like wings appear from the sand and swallow a fish! I pointed at it, and Zale smiled before nodding. The animal swam away, looking for another hiding spot, and we continued into the deeper water of the bay. Moments later, Zale lifted us into the air and safely onto the deck of his boat.


"Captain? This her, then?" asked a nearby sailor.


"Yes, Briggs. This is my fiancé, Princess Amy. Amy, this is Lieutenant Briggs. He's going to get us ready to sail out to sea for the day."


"Aye, Captain!"


The next half-hour was spent readying the ship and setting out. I didn't mind. The activity was interesting and kept me calm. I'd never had a very active life, but I was used to being surrounded by industrious people.


Zale put his hand on my lower back and gently directed me down the stairs and into his office. Once he closed the door, we settled in for a late breakfast.


I blushed and grinned like a fool when I saw the pink and white hydrangeas sitting in the middle of the table, petals sprinkling the wood below them.


"Tell me about Nana," he said. "Your face changed when you mentioned her."


I smiled sadly and obeyed. "Nana was the one who raised me. Well, until I was seven. I was told she caught a sudden fever and passed away."


"You were told?"


Shrugging, I shifted the food around with my fork. "Nana just disappeared one day. The day before she vanished, she taught me the words to a song. It was her favorite song, but she only ever hummed it. It told the story of a lonely woman who falls in love with a king. She goes to a wicked woman for help and is gifted with beauty. She seduces and marries the king. Unfortunately, the spell breaks during the birth of their child. So, the queen dies, and the woman raises the child, giving her all the love she can."


Zale stared at me in shock. "Are you telling me…"


I nodded. "Nana never said it explicitly, but I'm pretty sure that my mother was my nanny. She looked so different that it was easy to pretend the queen died in childbirth. And she did, in a sense. Once I was born, the person she was died. She and I lived in the cottage from the day I was born until the day she died. I continued to live there after that."


He couldn't say anything for a long time. I took the opportunity to eat my brunch, knowing the questions would come soon.


"So, your father most likely killed your mother for revealing the truth."


Sighing, I put my fork down. "Or for no longer being useful. I was reaching an age where I didn't need a nurse anymore, so he didn't have to keep her around. He… he is not a kind man. I can generally avoid his attention, but not everyone has that luxury."


"Like Queen Marygold."


"Yes. Poor Mary." I grimaced. "He forced her to take a new name when they married. Apparently, 'Mary' was too plain. We don't know each other very well, but it's safer that way. I would just put her in more danger. She doesn't deserve that. Besides, she's better than the last woman he was friends with. Aunt Lottie, as I was told to call her, is about as ruthless as Father."


It felt wrong to talk so bluntly, and my hand shook as I took a sip of wine. Nothing good came from speaking the truth about him, but it needed to be said. Zale needed to know who he was going up against.


"I mentioned my family has odd naming conventions?" he asked suddenly.


I nodded.


"Heh. Well, we each have a true name, something that can give people power over us. Because of that, we tend to be… loose with giving names. When I travel to Crechel, the locals call me Zale because of my ability with water."


"Power of the sea. That's what it means."


He had a little smile on his face and nodded. "Back in my country and here on the ship, I'm called Ronan, or 'little seal.' My family uses that name sometimes as well, although they usually call me 'Tol.' Apparently, my brother misheard my parents saying that I took a toll on them, and it stuck. He called my twin sister 'Lel,' which she still hates him for."


I giggled, imagining Zale as a rambunctious baby, helping his sister and brother drive their parents mad.


Zale grinned but continued on. "None of these is my name, you understand, just what I'm called." He paused and let out a slow breath. "You can give me a name if you want."


That was a big deal, I could tell. I wasn't sure what I wanted to do, but I couldn't say no. I'd told him all about how trapped and powerless I was, and he was giving me a lot of power over him. If I gave him a name, I could potentially force him to do whatever I wanted. He could be a slave with no way to escape. It was a heavy gift and even more of a responsibility.


Instead of speaking, I nodded, careful to keep eye contact. He needed to know I understood, that I knew the risk he was taking, the trust his offer showed. He needed to see.


And he did. Zale blew out a breath and said, "Good. Now, come on. I want to introduce you to someone."


We climbed back up to the ship's deck, and he pulled me over to the rail, excited as a ferret discovering bubbles. As soon as we reached the railing along the port side, he whistled. Then, he pulled me to the right, just in time to dodge a stream of water that shot out of the sea.


"What is—? Wow!"


From beneath the waves rose a horse unlike any I'd ever seen. It was black with green undertones, fur that transitioned to scales, long whiskers that reminded me of a catfish, and a tail to rival the largest sailfish I'd heard of!


"You have a hippocamp? How do you have a hippocamp?"


He shrugged. "We call them kelpies. He's pretty powerful and can walk on land in a full horse form, as long as he doesn't dry out. His name is Ian."


I froze with my hand outstretched. "You named a water horse that can eat people Ian? Why?"


He grinned. "I like the name." His eyes went back to the hippocamp, and his eyes grew large with concern. "Ian!"


It was too late, though. Ian had decided that my hand was his. He'd started rubbing his nose against it and nickering, begging for pets. I giggled and obliged, scratching at various places before rubbing him between his eyes.


"He hates everyone except me and my twin sister… I can't believe this…" His voice was thin and dreamy as he watched his pet soak up the attention. Judging by the whispered exclamations from his crew, he wasn't exaggerating how temperamental his pet was.


Somehow, I felt a weight lift from my heart. I knew what to call him.


I patted Ian one last time and turned to face Zale, knowing that it wasn't time to say anything. I desperately wanted to. I wanted to announce what his name was, what it meant to me, but… it was the wrong moment. I didn't want to seem like I hadn't put thought into it. I had. I also didn't want him to second guess me or our relationship. So, I just watched him with a smile.


Zale grinned back, the expression starting small and slowly growing until he looked like he was half-mad.
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Returning to the palace felt like walking back into prison and putting the shackles on myself. I didn't want to be there. I hated everything about it.


"I'll see you tomorrow," Zale promised just before he disappeared into the water.


I stood there, staring at the sky until the sun set completely, leaving behind an ocean of stars that I desperately wanted to look at while lying on the deck of Zale's ship.


"A little late for you to just get back, don't you think?" Father asked from the shadows.


I would have jumped, but I expected him to come lecture me as soon as word reached him that I was back. Father was consistent about certain things. Asserting his control was just one of them.


"Well? Aren't you going to show how rebellious you are and argue with me?"


Would it do any good? I thought tiredly.


I'd had a perfect day. Zale and I had ridden his hippocamp around for hours before fishing for dinner and returning to the ship. Then, the crew had joined us for dinner and shared stories about their captain and his habit of underestimating situations. It seemed he floated evenly through life until something forced him to take it seriously. That good-humored nature drew me like a moth to a candle on a summer night.


And, now I'm home again. But, has this ever really been home?


Bracing myself, I turned to face my father. It would only get worse if I made him wait for my attention.


"No, Father. I won't argue with you."


He snorted. "No, you'll just stand there like a doll and pretend nothing is happening. Your mother had more fire in her, at least."


I hid the flinch but couldn't help but be pained by his callousness. Granted, he probably didn't realize I knew who she was. I was a child, but I remembered that he had been more and more resentful of her. Most likely, the only reason she taught me that song was because she knew the end was coming and refused to hide the truth any longer.


Father grunted and stepped into the light, a wine goblet in his hand. That wasn't good. He never got drunk, but he liked the prop when he was tearing in to someone. It gave him an out if he ever needed to explain his actions. Most people didn't realize that he was sober the whole time and all the scarier for it.


"I told the two of you that you weren't getting married. What do you think you're doing, spreading rumors?"


Of all the things he could have asked, I didn't think it would be that. "I have no idea what you're talking about."


"Don't lie to me!" he roared. "You and that boy are trying to force my hand, but it won't work."


My shoulders rose as he stepped too close and glowered at me. "Father, I honestly don't know what you're talking about."


He growled. "Really? So you haven't been telling people that you're getting married at the Confluence Festival?"


I frowned. "No!" Although, I thought the same thing before Zale showed up. "Who would I even tell? I don't know anyone!"


That seemed to calm him down, but not in a good way. Father moved back a few inches and smiled, his whole demeanor smoothing out. "No, you don't, do you. The only person you talk to is that huckster who thinks he can threaten me… That doesn't prove he hasn't been saying it, though."


I swallowed heavily. "B-but, why would they believe him? You wouldn't be the only one thinking he's a fake. And people love to gossip. Why do you think anyone said it? Couldn't they just have guessed because of how close my birthday is and the story of my engagement?"


He looked into the distance and nodded before sipping some wine. Then, he started pacing. "Did anyone see you two together? Outside the palace, that is?"


I shook my head. "He disguised me the first time, and today we went to his ship. No one saw us. Besides, no one would recognize me without the makeup." Or even with it.


I didn't interact with other people often. Nobles only saw me a handful of times each year and then only at a distance. The groomers always made sure to cover me with makeup. My father's choice of clothes made me into a spectacle, not a person, so most people didn't recognize me, even if it were only hours after seeing me at a feast. My coloring might make people take notice if it hadn't become a popular trend. Anyone might be covered in gold dust with pale hair. It wasn't that special anymore.


"My poor, pathetic daughter. A princess that no one recognizes isn't really a princess, is she?" Father was coming closer again, reminding me of an eel I'd seen in the reef. "No one remembers who you are. No one cares. I bet if you disappeared, no one would even notice."


They wouldn't. They never have before, even when you hid me away. I'm not even your heir. Why do you keep me around?


"Ah, there's that fire. He's been teaching you bad habits, hasn't he? Don't worry. We can fix that soon enough. Just remember, you are my daughter and cannot marry without my permission. If you disappear, I will be very distraught, and I might even take it out on someone who doesn't deserve it. Your groomer would be the first, obviously, but then I might talk to the kitchen boy. The guards would need to be questioned more thoroughly than most, but they've been trained to withstand torture. And dear Marygold would be on the list as well. You two have been so, so careful not to show any affection, but you failed. She cares quite a bit about you, you know. She takes a lot of your punishments to spare you. Such a shame."


His eyes practically glowed with malicious glee, and I was caught in their hypnotic reflection. Finally, he blinked and stepped to the side, letting me escape into the dubious safety of my cottage. But, he left me with one final warning.


"Remember, Chrysanthe, you are mine to do with as I please, as is everyone else in this country. Now, get some sleep. You look a bit peaked."










CHAPTER 8: HEARTBREAK
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After such a busy day on the water, I expected to sleep late. Apparently, Zale didn't feel the same way.


I woke in the darkness, knowing it was about an hour before sunrise and not sure why I was awake. Typically, I only woke that early because of a dream, but I was neither scared nor sad.


Just before I rolled over to go back to sleep, my bed moved, and it didn't feel like when Deka or Koalemos snuck in to cuddle. Pretending to put my arm under my head, I grabbed the only weapon I had available and waited, grateful I'd moved it back after laundry day. As the person drew closer, I moved, bringing the short metal staff up, swinging it as fast as I could!


Only for it to be caught before I could actually do any harm.


"Really, Amy?" Zale's shocked tones made me collapse in relief.


Then, to my horror, I started giggling. "I-I'm sorry." Giggle. "I didn't know it was—" giggle "—you!" I cleared my throat before asking, "What are you doing here?"


He grinned at me and flopped on the bed dramatically. "I want to see what your day is like. Who are you when you aren't around me?"


I rolled my eyes. "And you're going to see this by being around me all day? Doesn't that kind of defeat the purpose?"


Zale shook his head, his beads and braids making a strange rasping against the silk. "You have to act normal, or people will realize that I'm here."


"And they won't see you… how?"


He grinned more broadly before whispering a word and disappearing. I could still feel him there, and I could see the impression on the bed, but I couldn't see him. Then, he reappeared. "Illusions. Water is really good at reflecting and refracting light. All it takes is a little practice."


Something told me that his abilities weren't typical or the result of only a bit of practice. More like years of intense study and innate talent. "Well, it's early still. We have time before anyone shows up. What should we do?"


Snorting, he bopped me lightly with the staff I used to attack him. "How about you explain why you sleep with a large gold stick?"


I shrugged. "It's a walking staff. It belonged to Nana. She had a lot of pain in her joints toward the end of her life, and she didn't like canes. She said that she preferred to look mysterious rather than just old. When… she died, I kept it. He didn't like seeing me hanging on to it… that's why it's so short. He broke it when he saw me carrying it around. After that, I hid it better. I'd been playing with it one day when I heard Father coming by. That was the bench he used the morning that… Anyway, he brushed against it with his foot when he sat and turned it into gold. It was on the first day, before he turned the entire garden into gold. He thought it was just a stick and didn't look closer, but I took it back when he left."


Despite my attempt to remain distant, it still irked me that he'd changed the royal garden into something as ridiculous as a giant golden statue. Breaking the walking stick was less frustrating, only because it made more sense. He hadn't liked Nana, and he found my use of such a common item distasteful. Plus, Aunt Lottie had been there. I blamed her for it, really. The garden was all him, though. "Anyway, I hid it in my room and use it when I need to defend myself. It's been a while, though."


"Why—?" He cut himself off and waited for an answer, jaw clenched.


"Not all nobles are worth their titles. Father disliked the sudden trend of sneaking into the hidden princess's rooms to see if she was real. That's why I attend feasts now. I'm more visible, and the guards can protect me better. He's not a good man, but he isn't always an awful one either. From what little I've seen of the world, people are complicated and can't be defined easily. It would be nicer that way, but… Father is more complex than most."


I let that settle for a moment before changing the subject. "Tell me about your life. I can't exactly follow you around to see what it's like."


His smile was back, and he relaxed. "It varies, but most of the time, I'm out on the water. My family and I are close, but they know I need to be moving more than they do. My older brother has rooted in and only leaves home to make his wife happy. They usually travel between our home and Alenia, where her family still lives. My parents and grandparents and uncles and aunts pretty much stay put."


"What about your sister?"


Suddenly, he was beaming. "My sister is amazing! She's like me but drawn to freshwater instead of salt. We're twins, so it isn't unusual for our magic to act that way, to be so similar and so different. The salinity of the water doesn't prevent us from working with it; it just isn't… It's like having a favorite flavor, if that makes sense."


I nodded and asked him to keep going.


Zale obliged, telling me of his sailing expeditions to every port city on the Northern Continent and a lot on the Southern Continent.


"The Lunzif Empire seems large, but it isn't, not really. They get stopped by the desert. There is a very long stretch where there is no water, and it's only made worse by the canyons that ripped the land in two. Beyond that, though, there are massive civilizations that have been around for centuries, only accessible by ship and only if there is a water mage aboard. Otherwise, the storms are too strong, and the ships sink. Once you're there, though, it is amazing! The Southern Fey live openly with humanity, so magic is more plentiful, even if it looks different there. They don't follow the typical categories with magicians, like mage, enchanter, witch, sorcerer, and seer."


He paused as something jumped onto the bed and scurried up between us. "Donnacha! Where have you been? I thought you would have snuck back aboard the boat."


I blinked and looked at the happy floof noodle between us. "Donnacha? I call him Deka."


Zale grimaced and then smiled at me to cover the flub. "Ah, that. Well… I may have sent him to check on you when your father forbade me from contacting you. And he may have liked you so much that he came back over and over without my prompting." He canted his head. "Pretty much every time I was in Rallin."


My jaw dropped, and my mind scrambled to make sense of his words. It makes sense, though. Deka always looked well-fed, would disappear for up to a year at a time before returning for about the same amount of time, and has a decorative necklace that he's never without. "I guess I didn't want to think about him belonging to someone else because he was my first friend." I blinked and looked at Zale. "But, I'm glad it's you. Knowing you sent him makes it more special."


Just then, the sun rose above the horizon, and a single beam hit one of the golden pillars, scattering light around the room. It was almost as magical as the man I was engaged to.


Almost.
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I had never been so uncomfortable during a grooming session. While I'd tried to explain what would happen, it still felt strange, knowing that Zale was waiting on the other side of the columns, listening in as I was brushed and buffed until I shone. And that particular day was more intense than usual.


"Skies, you are shedding a lot. The weather must be changing again," the groomed noted absently.


I sighed. "I always do when the temperatures drop."


"If it weren't for your blessing—"


"Curse," I muttered.


"—Blessing, then this would be an unfortunate skin condition."


I didn't have the heart to tell her I understood that. Having your skin flake off, leaving behind red patches of skin, was not pretty. Still, I would rather have that situation than shedding gold flakes and dust wherever I went.


Although, it does hide better on my clothes. Wearing black after Nana passed away was a chore because my shoulders ended up with white speckles on them, and Father was never pleased.


The groomer sighed heavily. "You'll need a full treatment today."


Groaning did no good, but I indulged anyway. "Can't it wait a week?"


She shook her head. "Not unless you want to be spreading gold dust all over the palace."


We both knew that wasn't an option. Gold objects were hard to steal. Most were attached to something heavy, or they were shaped in such a way that the guards could catch thieves. Dust, on the other hand, wasn't something Father could keep contained. Any maid could discover the truth of my condition and be made quite wealthy simply by sweeping up after me. Whenever my skin condition worsened, Father demanded that I have it peeled. The process involved a salve, magic, and a lot of pain for me.


Luckily, it was also performed in a shift, albeit a short one. Most of the dust came from my arms and legs, not my torso, so I was allowed to keep it covered in a piece of cloth that attracted the little bit of dust that escaped my treatment. Zale was honorable, but he was also aware that this wasn't part of the regular routine I described, and I had no doubt that he'd want to check on me.


"How many of these shifts are there?" I asked, wanting to let him know I was covered.


The groomer snorted. "Two. They were going to make a third, but then they realized that you can only take two treatments so close together."


I grimaced and braced myself as she began.


It took nearly an hour for the salve to be spread and then another for it to be removed. A different type was used on my scalp and face, then I staggered to the baths to clean up. I would be sore and sensitive for days. Worse, if the temperature continued to vacillate, I would have to go through the process again. Doing that twice in a season would leave me bedridden again.


After thoroughly washing everything away, I put on the softest, loosest gown I owned and returned to my room.


"Now the hair, Princess," my groomer said. Her voice was stern, but her eyes were full of regret. There was nothing either of us could do, though.


Although, she seems less annoyed with me than usual. She started softening around the time that Zale appeared. I wonder why…


I sat gingerly on the stool and allowed her to brush my hair out. It was different from most mornings. The salve made my hair stiffen up, so it took a lot of work to release the strands. Each stroke of the brush felt like she was attempting to rip my hair out of my head. Section by section, it returned to the silky softness I was used to, along with a lot of knots from having to basically backcomb my entire head.


It took nearly three hours to finish my grooming. By the end, my skin tingled like I'd gotten a sunburn, my scalp ached with the onset of a headache, my entire body felt heavy, and my jaw ached from holding back my pain. It wouldn't go well for anyone if I screamed the way I wanted to. I'd tried that in the past, and everyone involved was horrified before being punished for trying to interfere.


As Father liked to remind me, beauty is pain. I always wondered what he'd say if he had to experience it.


Then again, I didn't know what sort of routine he had in the mornings.


I lay on my bed, hugging a pillow and trying not to cry. When the pain dissipated a bit, I would spend the rest of the day floating in my bath. The water would be a gentle enough pressure that I'd be able to handle it, and it would help my nerves settle before I had to put on a formal dress. Father always seemed to want me in attendance just after I was peeled and chose the most uncomfortable clothing he could. Or, at least, that's how it felt.


The groomer had been gone for about fifteen minutes when Zale suddenly showed back up. I just didn't realize it at first.


"What was that?" he asked, his deep voice setting off the pounding in my head.


"Grooming." My answer was simple, but my tone was listless. I just couldn't care enough to really respond.


"That was not grooming. My sister and mother have never had to be scrubbed for over an hour after being peeled like a piece of fruit."


He kept staring at me as if expecting me to respond, but there was nothing to say. It was my life. He was angry about the situation and taking it out on me, but I couldn't do anything about it.


Finally, he asked, "Do you know where she takes your hair and skin?"


"The royal goldsmith, I believe. He's the only other person who knows."


Zale glared at me. "And where does it end up after that?"


I blinked heavily and shifted so that the inflamed patches of skin were no longer getting direct pressure. "Probably being formed into clothing for Father or me. Most of my hair is woven into our clothes. Father's turbans are always made that way… the dust and flakes will be melted down and reformed into other objects. If there's a problem with the economy, he may make more coins with it."


My fiancé growled and started pacing back and forth. All semblance between the gentle man who'd joked with me that morning or the easy-going captain who'd showed me the magic of the coral reef was gone. I hardly recognized him, and I wasn't sure what to do. I'd grown up dealing with Father's temper, though. In my experience, the best option was to just stay quiet and wait it out.


So, why does that feel wrong?


Zale stopped pacing and stared at me for a moment before walking away. He didn't say a word, just disappeared into the garden and didn't come back.
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It was nearly dinner before I was able to handle the outside world. After Zale left, I waited for another hour before stumbling to my bath. On days like that, I was ecstatic that my ancestors had included a pool the size of a public bathhouse below my cottage. Yes, there was a smaller one above, one that didn't require special enchantments to light it up during the day, despite the lack of windows. The one below stairs was much more comfortable, though. And completely private. No one besides Nana knew it existed, so I would be left alone.


It was also large enough to swim laps in, though I preferred floating. Whoever built the baths had put a lot of effort into making it perfect. The lights weren't the only enchantments in the place. The water was always whatever temperature I wanted or needed, which was a blessing. I couldn't even think of how I'd heat that pool without several teams of servants. I also couldn't imagine dealing with extreme temperatures after a treatment.


For an underground pool of water, it was surprisingly well decorated. The actual pool was quite pretty, with intricate mosaics made of both glazed clay tiles and stone ones, some of which were actually semi-precious. Still, it was nothing like the enchanted images that were displayed above. The ceiling was adorned with some of the most magnificent mosaics I'd ever seen. They shifted through mythical stories, each one different and few of them recognizable. Nana said that they were probably Fey myths, that the place must have belonged to the Fey before they were forced back to the forests—though they claim that they did it of their own free will. Because Nana and I didn't know the stories or dare show them to anyone, we usually made up the narratives based on what was displayed. The only time I'd see it repeat was when I was feeling ill, and all I wanted was some comfort. Then, it played one of Nana's favorites for me.


That day, it played another of her favorites. Most of my day was spent enjoying the stories—all of them gentle and sweet—while trying to ignore the pain in my heart. Unfortunately, when I finally left the hidden cavern, Father was waiting for me.


"You look ill," he announced as I walked toward my bed. "Are you getting sick?"


I shook my head and sat down on the stool used for grooming. If I was on the bed, I'd probably fall asleep, and that would end poorly for me.


"I was peeled today." The comment was silly and unnecessary. He knew. He always knew.


Father nodded anyway, his golden turban glinting in the dying light of the sun. "I heard. Are you sure it's that and not some pathetic longing for that boy? I wouldn't want you getting lovesick like some foolish character in a bard's tale."


Yet, you're here, putting those thoughts in my head and reminding me that Zale isn't with me. Of course, I couldn't say that. Instead, I said nothing.


"I just hate the idea of you being taken in by someone so inconstant. After all, what do you really know about him?"


Knowing there was no way to avoid the conversation, I played along. "What do you mean, Father?"


He raised his brow and smirked. "Well, let's start with something simple. Where is he from?"


I froze and tried to think back to our conversations. The trouble was, at no point did we ever discuss that. He never told me where he was from. It hadn't come up. We talked about his family and what he did from day to day, but not where his home was!


When I didn't respond, Father nodded sadly. "Precisely. That is such a simple thing, and yet, you don't know. What about his parents? What are their names?"


I didn't know the answer to that one, either. To be fair, after what he'd told me about the importance of names in his family, it made sense. Sharing that sort of thing could be dangerous for his parents and siblings. Still, it was odd to not know what to call them.


"And how about his work? What does he do for a living? I mean, he must do something besides pretending to be a god."


That I could answer. "He's a ship's captain, a merchant, actually. He travels to ports all over the two continents. He's even been south of the desert." From what I knew—and what Zale had mentioned—it wasn't an easy trip. Most merchants didn't even try. You needed a powerful magician to get past several major obstacles, and the storms Zale talked about were just the start. There were also random stretches of doldrums, completely flat and without a hint of wind, a place covered in sharp rocks that tore ships apart, and several sea monsters. Father had never found someone to try, which was a sore point.


"And you believed him? Oh, Chrysanthe… you are a fool, although it is my fault. I've kept you so sheltered." He sighed. "He was lying to you. Let me guess, he told you of the fantastical countries where magic is common, and all the races work together. Rumors like that have been around for centuries, but the truth is much less glamorous. Do you think there would be so little trade if that were the case?"


"But, the seas—"


"Are treacherous," he finished for me. "But not impassible. There is just no point in going. No one has anything special to trade, and they can't afford our goods. That's the real reason the big merchant houses never head that direction. That boy probably uses lines like that with women all the time. He's probably going to offer us a chance to invest in his next trip. It's an easy way for him to get investments from the royal family."


Father went on like that for a few minutes. Every time I was able to respond, he would destroy the argument. I didn't want to listen to him, but it was hard not to. He made sense, and it could easily be true. I wasn't the smartest or most worldly woman. Still, I clung to my faith that Zale was honest. He'd never lied to me; Father had and frequently.


By the time Father left, I was exhausted and grateful to see a servant dropping off my dinner tray. Not that I ate much. Mostly, I picked at my food while mulling the situation over.


"Well, that was enlightening."


I leapt to my feet and turned toward the back of my room. "Zale!" Before I took a single step toward him, though, his earlier anger came back to mind. I froze where I was and watched him warily. "You're back."


He nodded and walked forward. "I am. I… what's wrong? You don't really believe him, do you?"


Biting my lip, I shook my head.


"Then, why do you look so upset?"


I frowned. "You were the one who was upset. You left here so angry."


He sighed. "And I'm sorry. I had to go think so I wouldn't take it out on you. I—" He huffed. "I'm not always rational when people I care about are being hurt. And it makes me so upset to know that you allowed it."


That stung like a slap to the face. "What was I supposed to do?"


Zale looked at me, searching my face before he answered. "I don't know. And that's what made me so upset."










CHAPTER 9: THE FIRST HINT OF CHANGE
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The following day wasn't a fun one. Part of it was due to residual discomfort. My skin felt hypersensitive, and the idea of anyone touching my head had me feeling nauseous. It was more than physical pain that had me feeling out of sorts, though.


Zale had stayed long enough the night before to tell me he'd be gone all day, and he said it right after seeing Father and me arguing.


"The way he treats you doesn't make sense. You're his child, his only child. And, in spite of that, you aren't his heir. You are locked away, and you're treated more like a commodity than a daughter. The way he talks to you…" Zale shook his head.


I'd shrugged, knowing it was true. Short of escaping, which would be more difficult if I had to avoid open landscapes, there was nothing I could do to change it.


"I'm going out into the city tomorrow. I think I met someone at the feast who can… bring some enlightenment about your family and situation."


He'd left shortly thereafter, not waiting for a response.


That part hurt. Zale was one of the few people to actually want my opinion. His shutting me out felt a little too much like what everyone else did. Actually, it was worse. It felt like he'd discovered how weak I was and decided I wasn't what he truly wanted. The fact that he was going to talk to one of the women from the feast just compounded my frustration and pain. After all, I knew I didn't hold a candle to any of them. I never had…


Groaning, I pushed the thoughts away and decided to get up and do something.


I'm useless enough as it is. There's no reason to sit here on the verge of tears, I thought, berating myself until I pushed through the ache in my bones. I doubt anything will improve Zale's opinion of me. Still, there might be something I can find in the palace. This is about the only time I can look.


While I normally didn't have a problem with them, I was prone to sunburns after being peeled. They weren't just slightly irritating; they were debilitatingly painful. At the same time, I couldn't bear to be shut up in my room all day, so I tended to wander the halls of the palace instead. No one, not even my father, would comment on it. The servants had probably already spread the word that I'd be there, and they'd try to stay out of my way.


After putting on an appropriate gown—the tastefully embroidered pattern and gemstone belt were lightweight but still impressive enough to distract any noble I ran into—I ran a brush gently through my hair. Then, I made my way into the marble halls of the palace.


A few servants stared at first. They always did. After the first hour, they stopped caring. I was an odd princess; they knew this and ignored my presence as often as they could. Nothing good ever happened when people interacted with me, often ending in unfortunate confrontations and interrogations by the king. Besides, after the first hour, there were more nobles wandering around, many of them with gold skin and shimmering hair. My appearance—or "personal style," as people insisted on referring to it—was not unique until you looked closer and realized that it was… not natural but also not achieved using makeup. No one looked that closely, though, not when most of the other women wore more elaborate gowns. They drew much more attention, allowing me to move around unobstructed.


About an hour after guests started arriving, I heard the signal for the start of Father's court session.


Sighing, I shifted against the wall so the last-minute arrivals could not-so-casually rush to the audience chamber. Judging by the red-rimmed eyes, grey complexions, and greater than average numbers, there was a party the night before, and people were paying for it still.


Father will enjoy playing with the acoustics in the chamber. He hates it when he isn't the one throwing the party. They might tell someone else their secrets. Then where would he be? I frowned at the sarcastic thought. I've been more and more caustic toward Father, at least in my own mind. It can't be Zale's fault because it started before he got here. Besides, he doesn't use sarcasm much. I wonder where it came from, then.


As I puzzled over my new attitude, I walked into Father's office. Not his official one, of course. This was the one he used when my mother was still queen. 


Long ago, when my father was still enamored with my mother, he'd chosen to use an office that fit them both. It had belonged to my grandparents before him, as they enjoyed spending their informal hours together. There was a more ostentatious office space—the current one Father used—but it was easier to use it for those who needed to be impressed or intimidated. If there were secrets, they wouldn't be easy to find, and they'd be older than Zale expected.


I stood in the middle of the room and looked around, not sure where to start.


Nana mentioned once that Father liked to hide things in the queen's old desk, I mused. So, that was the first place I checked. I need to be careful, though. If someone comes in, I need to have a reason to be here.


As soon as I reached her desk, I picked up her favorite book of poetry and opened it to a familiar passage. When I was little, I was always sneaking in here, trying to feel closer to Mother. Nana would come and find me, then read some poetry to me. The older I got, the less frequently I visited, but it was still fairly common for me to hide in there and read from the book when I was in a mood. To others, it wouldn't make sense for Father to hide anything meaningful in a room I frequented. Then again, most people weren't aware he regularly called me stupid. Actually, he said that I was "too stupid to understand anything of importance."


No doubt he thought I was incapable of finding his hiding places, let alone realizing the importance of what I'd found.


The first place I checked was behind the false bottom of the desk drawer. That was his favorite place to hide letters from Aunt Lottie. If anyone might know what was going on, it would be her.


There were many things I didn't like about my father and more I didn't want to know. When Nana told me about the hiding places, I didn't realize the significance of Father hiding letters from his 'special friend' in Mother's desk. Then, I realized that many of them were from the same time that Mother was queen…


"Powerful people often think they are above things like basic morals, Amy," Nana said as she tucked me into bed. "It isn't true. No one is above morals. If you lie, steal, and cheat, there are repercussions. You may not realize it right away, but they come. The Creator will not allow us to run roughshod without consequences."


"What if they're doing it for the right reasons?"


She smiled sadly. "Right is right, and wrong is wrong, little one. Do not grow up to be a woman who compromises her integrity to get what she wants, and remember that the person we lie to the most is ourselves. There may be times when you discover what you thought was right is wrong or times when situations are more complicated than you initially thought, but it doesn't change the basic truth."


I shook off the memories and began poring through the letters, looking for any clue about why Father treated me so abominably. It was easier than thinking about Zale.


I growled in frustration and slammed my hands on the desk. The bang echoed through the room and just made it harder to fight my tears.


He's disgusted by me. How can he not be? I'm so weak! I just let people tell me what to do, even if it hurts me. But what else am I supposed to do? Zale's furious expression flashed back to mind, and I drew in a sharp breath. I was used to that look, but not from him. Never in my wildest imagination did I think I'd see him look at me that way…


Enough! I need to look further. Father must have mentioned something. He must have. 


Unfortunately, he didn't. Not a single letter discussed me, not even the one he got when I was born. That left me with three options.


One: he was punishing me because of my mother's lies.


Two: he was just a hateful person who liked taking his anger out on me.


Three: he didn't care about me at all. If I wasn't worth mentioning, then he treated me cruelly because he could.


I slumped back in the chair and squeezed my eyes shut. Hiding from the pain wouldn't help; it never had before. Still, it helped me regain my composure enough to put the drawer back together and return it to where it belonged. Once that was done, I gently ran my finger over the book of poetry.


"Oh, Nana. What am I to do?"
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I sat in silence for the next hour before the rattling of the door alerted me to my incoming company.


"Oh! Princess Chrysanthe." Mary glanced over her shoulder and hurriedly closed the door. After locking it, she walked across to Mother's desk and collapsed in the guest chair. "What are you doing in here?"


I grimaced. "I got peeled yesterday. And even without the heat, the sun is bright enough to give me a nasty burn today."


She nodded but didn't entirely look like she believed me. Still, she didn't say anything about it. That left us in a companionable—if uncomfortable—silence.


Despite her having been married to Father for more than six years, I barely knew Mary. Our longest conversation had involved discussing the new cook's choice of mushrooms. It was at her wedding feast, and Father had been involved. That was it. I'd seen too many people hurt by my father to get close to her, and she'd been cowed by him from the very start. Not that I could blame her.


Still, I barely know the woman…


"Why did you do it? Why did you marry him?"


Her head jerked, and she looked at me with pupils blown wide. "What?"


"Father isn't kind. He isn't particularly handsome. He's powerful and wealthy, but you aren't from here, nor were you a royal. How did he even meet you?"


Mary opened her mouth slightly but closed it again a moment later. Then, she looked out the window, her gaze distant.


"My family lives in Alenia now, or so they tell me. We used to live in Fretche."


I nodded, not understanding.


"Your father was friends with the king for… a long time. Blue Beard—that's what we called him because no one really knew his name—wasn't a good king. Worse than your father could even dream of being. He…" She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Women who he took to his Summer Palace never returned again. No one noticed, though. I didn't even realize it was a curse until the current queen and her stepmother broke it. Then all the memories came flooding back."


I gaped at her. "The entire country was under a curse? I thought that was an exaggeration!" Although, that certainly clears up a few of Father's comments over the years. "Is that really possible?"


Mary shrugged. "It is if it's reinforced and stretched every generation. There's a rumor that the same man was king almost since the beginning. I don't know. What I do know is my family wasn't one of the ones fighting him. They were more than happy to take the money he offered for me. I was purchased as a gift for Midas since Princess Snow White was still too young to marry off."


The silence rang like a bell tolling an invasion. It banged around in my head, making it impossible to comprehend what I was hearing. Finally, my thoughts resurfaced, and I was able to ask, "Father bought you?"


"No. Blue Beard bought me. Then, he sent a message to your father to let him know that a new queen had been acquired. Technically, your father just accepted a present from a fellow royal." Seeing the growing horror on my face, she quickly explained, "It isn't an unusual practice, though it has fallen out of fashion in most countries. I was born to a noble family with ties to several major merchant houses in Crechel and Fretche. I was the right age, the right background, and the right disposition…" Her voice faded out, but her face was the same emotionless mask that I knew so well.


I bit my lip and looked away. "I wish I could say I didn't believe it, but I do. Father probably appreciated the convenience."


She snorted but said nothing.


After another few minutes, I had to ask, "Do you know why I'm not the heir? Why Father treats me so poorly?"


Mary searched my face, her lips painted a deep reddish-brown and her floral gown cutting deeply down her chest. She looked elegant, refined, and so very cold. Not the cold that emanates outward and chills other people, the kind of cold that numbs you until you know you'll never be warm again. Father had numbed her until she hid beneath a shell of ice, and I couldn't blame her. She'd been treated like a chattel.


"Do you know what my favorite part of home was? The fields. Fretche has a lot of forests. There are trees everywhere, but in southern Fretche, there is also a lot of farmland. I lived in our country home, most of the time. That meant I was left in the midst of farmland for most of the year. I loved it. The open horizon and the way the grasses would glow as the sun rose or sank. I loved walking through the meadows and seeing the trail I'd left. I could follow it home if I got lost."


I fought a shiver at the thought of all that open space, though I appreciated the way she described it. It was probably beautiful.


She sighed and moved to the window. "When I heard that I was being sent to Crechel, I thought, at least I can still have fields. It won't be the same, but I will keep them. Except, I didn't; I haven't been allowed out of the palace since I arrived. Not once. When Midas found out about my trips to the tower to look out on the fields, he blocked it off. I disobeyed him, and he took the last bit of home I had left."


A brittle smile overtook her, looking garish with the dark lip color. "I thought that was the last thing he could take from me. But it wasn't. He's taken so—" She sucked in a deep breath "—so much. Do you know what my favorite color is? Dark purple. There was a farm near my house that grew lavender. The fields were massive, and the honey that came from them was prized by everyone. The lavender was unusual because of its dark color and unique scent. I used to wear that color whenever I could. When was the last time you saw me wear something purple?"


"Years ago," I whispered.


She nodded and stood to leave, pausing before she opened the door. "The reason you're not heir is because your uncle has that distinction. That is if he's still alive."


Before I could ask more, she was gone, closing the door quietly behind her and leaving me shaken. In my mind, I could see a young Mary wandering through fields of dark purple as the sun lowered behind a lone tree in the center of the rows of lavender. She had been sad when I first met her, but not like what I'd just seen. Not the broken woman who stood there and stated how my father had stolen every bit of her and locked it up. Her name, her freedom, even her favorite color, all gone.


And, when I reflected on my life, I was terrified by the correlations. She'd lived a life without him. I never had. So, who would I be without my father's input? Would I ever know?


And since when did I have an uncle?
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I was awoken early the next morning and distinctly less than happy about it. My mind had been whirling like a waterwheel the entire day before, trying desperately to make sense of what I'd learned. Mary's harsh treatment, memories of Nana, and the tantalizing thought of having more family danced through my dreams, waking me multiple times.


And then, just as I was finally getting some sleep, Zale came and woke me up. He snuck in, just like before, and lay next to me. Only, this time I wasn't as excited.


"Morning! I missed you," he announced with a grin.


I was annoyed. Part of it had to do with the lack of sleep and accompanying headache, but part of it had to do with his attitude.


Nana always said that perfect people only live in our imaginations. Zale's bursts of emotions aren't what I'm used to. He's happy, and then he's upset, and then he's happy again. It means something different when Father acts that way, and Zale doesn't understand that yet. He doesn't realize that I've been trained to react a certain way. He shifts with the tides and flows through life like a wave. I've been planted like one of Father's golden roses, once able to bend and now stuck in a safe routine that never changes…


"What's the matter?" he asked, suddenly noticing that I wasn't nearly as happy to see him.


I shrugged in response, not sure how to put it into words. "I'm mostly tired. I didn't sleep well."


I paused and waited to see if he would push.


He waited to see if there was more.


Inevitably, I was the first to break. I sighed. "I'm also realizing that you're not as perfect as I first thought. Or, maybe I'm just growing up a bit."


Zale frowned. "What do you mean? I know I'm not perfect, but I don't think I've done anything bad…"


I flinched violently and started sobbing. It's the same. It's always the same. Why is it always the same?


"What? What is it? What did I say?" He tried to put his hand on my arm, but I shrank back, making him look horrified. "Are you… are you scared of me?"


"You sound like him," I whispered. Then, it was like a floodgate opened. I started babbling and couldn't stop. "It's my fault. I misunderstood. I'm sorry; I always do that. I'm always causing problems. I need to stop. I'll just stop talking; that should make it better. Why does it never get better? I deserve to be stuck here. I'd just cause problems for everyone if I left, just like I do here. I'm worthless, and you deserve so much better than—"


My tears choked me, and I buried my face in my pillow, trying to hide from the disappointment, from his horror at being engaged to someone as useless as me. When I finally had the courage to peek, I did not see what I expected.


Zale was sitting up now, his mouth hanging open and his brows low. "Amy, I think you need to slow down. You aren't making sense. What are you talking about? What did I do? And don't say it's your fault because, if I've learned one thing having a twin sister, it's that I'm usually the one to blame."


I could only imagine the number of arguments that he and his sister had gotten into, especially as he'd told me a few of them. It was also enough to knock me out of my spiral.


I sat up as well, sniffing lightly. "You didn't do anything. No, really!" I cut him off as he began to argue. "I just… we have to adjust to one another. We can't read each other's minds, and we don't know the other person's history. I… ugh! It's hard to explain."


I bit my lip and scowled until the words came to me. "You were upset with me, and then you left. I can't… I can't handle that. That's what Father does to me. And he always reminds me that it's my fault, that if I was a better daughter… But I'm not."


Zale rubbed away a tear from my cheek. "It isn't your fault, Amy. I don't know what your father has said, but you are not a bad daughter. And I think there's been a misunderstanding, which is definitely my fault. When I saw you after that treatment…"


His attention drifted off, and a deep sadness seemed to steal the light from his eyes. "I should have stayed and talked to you about it. It just hurts to see you in pain. I didn't know what to think, and you… your response didn't make sense to me. And, I know that my temper got away from me. It does that sometimes. My family always accuses me of having more mood swings than the sea during storm season."


The analogy seemed rather apt; clear sailing one moment and then savage waves the next. It reminded me of something Nana used to say. "It's hard to understand the ocean when you can only see a bay."


"What?"


"It's something Nana told me." I could still see her hands, warm but scarred, as they delicately directed a needle through a square of silk as she spoke. "I'd get upset about how someone acted, and she would remind me that I only saw a small portion of what was going on. Everyone has reasons for the way they act, and most arguments are about unspoken and unmet expectations. I expect things from you, and you expect things from me, but neither of us has ever told the other what those expectations are. Those expectations start the currents; the waves are there, unseen until a foul wind hits, and then everyone is devastated."


If you never tell someone what you want, then should you really be upset when those expectations go unmet? I remember her asking that question of me and not knowing how to answer. Zale seemed to have a similar issue when I asked him.


After about five minutes of silence, he finally nodded, a frown still on his face. "You're right. I keep expecting you to act like my sister or my mother or grandmother. But you don't have the same experiences. You may have some things in common with them, but your reactions are different."


"Exactly! And, I have to learn not to assume you're angry with me when you get upset."


His hazel eyes shot wide. "What? Is that what you thought? No! I was upset because neither of us could do anything, and you seemed like you were just letting things happen to you. They're taking advantage of you, hurting you, and you acted like it was normal. That… I can't even begin to tell you how awful that was to listen to, to see the aftereffects of, to know that not even the servant found it odd. When I stopped to look at the situation, I realized that you don't have a choice in any of this. And, if you grew up this way, it would seem normal for someone to melt your hair down and make it into a necklace."


Tired of the topic, I decided to change it, though it would no doubt circle through my mind for the next few weeks. But, avoidance is something I excel at. "So, what did you find out yesterday? Were you able to discover anything?"


He scratched at his beard. "Maybe. I found that person I mentioned, the one I met at the feast."


I felt my body tensing up as I remembered the ladies who were clutching at him.


"Do you know Lady Darena Aranid? She and her fiancé know my sister-in-law. They've been looking into some of the strange situations in this area and were able to point me in the right direction."


I blinked, all my tension melting away for a moment before the rest of his words clicked in my head. "Wait, your sister-in-law is friends with an assassin?"


It was his turn to look confused. "Assassin? But Captain Pro'tiyn seemed so strait-laced."


I giggled. "No, Lady Darena, not her fiancé. I've heard he's from the Lunzif Empire, actually, so I wouldn't discount his ruthlessness, but he's not the one to worry about. The Aranids are assassins. Or, rather, the females are. I heard about it from my father. Darena's mother is the head of the Assassin's Guild. Father wasn't happy about that fact. She refuses to work with him."


That seemed to take Zale a moment or two to process. "Well, that explains a few things… Anyway, they told me it looks like Rancune has been involved with this country for a long time."


"Rancune?"


"Charlotte Rancune? You don't know who that is?" He groaned. "It's a long story… actually, she's one of the reasons I'm here."


Before he could get into it, there was a flutter of wings, and a dark shape dropped onto him. I couldn't help but laugh as Zale stared at my duck in confusion. Then, Koalemos hissed at him and waddled over to me, curling his body into mine. At that point, Zale broke too. There is nothing quite like a territorial duck to derail a conversation.










CHAPTER 10: A NEW ROUTINE
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We did manage to get back on topic, and Zale was right. It was a long story. It was so long that he could only tell me part of it before my grooming session and the other half as we walked down to the stream afterward. Luckily, he did pause long enough—and early enough—to warn me about my clothes.


"Wear something you can move in."


I took his words to heart and chose a Shessallan morning gown. In addition to some intricate embroidery and short sleeves, the dress featured discrete buttons for bustling up the skirt on both sides. It also came with leggings for propriety's sake. Something told me that Zale had some athletic activity planned for us, and skirts made for dealing with the marsh were the best I could do. Not to say that the pink dress wasn't one of my favorites, but it was also the only choice for anything more strenuous than a sedate walk. Father didn't like me becoming too comfortable.


Zale narrowed his eyes at the gown but said nothing when I came out in my gown, simply nodding and continuing his story. It was truly fascinating! I'd never heard of Rancune before, but she felt familiar somehow. The fact that she was the first queen of Alenia was surprising but not at the same time.


Crechel had always put an emphasis on knowing where we came from, so most people grew up learning about the first king and the forming of our nations, as well as the others on the continent. Crechel was the first nation of humans on the Northern Continent. We were originally from Lunzif, and one of the princes had sailed north when the Fey were forced back into their forest, and their barrier around the continent failed. There were other humans there, but they were just small towns, survivors of the great wars that reshaped the landscape more than three centuries before. Many of them did live in Alenia and banded together to create that country.


I remembered hearing stories about the Alenian queen's betrayal of her husband before Father changed the curriculum I had to learn. He preferred that I concentrate on our own country instead. Still, discovering that Alenia's past was still around was shocking, as was the strange web of deceit and evil she'd woven over the continent.


To live that long and stick to your plan the entire time takes a lot of dedication. Most people would get distracted and forget about it after a while.


"It's hard to imagine someone like that could actually exist. I mean, it makes a lot of sense. Even I've heard all of the strange situations cropping up lately. Still, what would she gain from taking over the continent? What would make someone want to be in charge of that many people, all who are upset with you?" I asked.


Zale grimaced. "Insanity? That's the only thing that would make me want the job. I don't know what her reasons are; I just know that we can trace her influence back on most of the major problems for almost fifty years. The Fey-Wraith war? That was her. The Regent of Shessat trying to kill his nephews? She was involved with that as well. She was friends with Blue Beard, tried to stir up Lunzif to invade the continent, and she even helped curse the Dragons while they've been trapped in the Great Desert. Whatever her end game is, we need to know how Crechel fits."


I chewed my lip, unsure what to say. I didn't know much about my country's current ups and downs and even less about the rest of the continent. I didn't even know that Dragons really existed, let alone that they were trapped or cursed. Honestly, I rarely heard gossip, and Father certainly didn't speak to me about those sorts of things. I knew about Shessat because Father was there when the princes returned, and I was personally acquainted with them. The rest of it, though… I had no idea!


Even going back fifty years didn't help. My education was enough to befit my status, but no more. I wasn't expected to rule, just to know enough to talk intelligently. Even that wasn't much. Most of what I'd learned was courtesy of Nana's teachings and my visits to the library. It was easy to be quiet and overlooked with a book in your lap. An embroidery hoop worked almost as well.


"Wait! You said she's one of the reasons you're here. What did you mean?"


He sighed like I'd just dropped a gold statue on his back and told him to walk it across the city. "This will be a bit convoluted, but bear with me. My grandfather received a message from the Queen of the Dragons. According to her, she got something from the Queen of the Wraiths after the Wraiths interrogated a mutual enemy. Most of it is about Rancune's influence with their two peoples, but the prisoner also mentioned she was on her way here."


I frowned, not understanding at first. Why would he come because… "She wants me, doesn't she?"


He nodded grimly.


"Well," I began, trying to hide my fear. "At least Father's protectiveness will help. Do you know when?" Amazingly, my voice didn't wobble once. I almost had myself fooled.


"No. Just that she's interested in you. With how carefully you're guarded, though, I doubt she'll be able to get through."


We continued along in silence for a few more minutes. It was long enough for me to think through what he told me and then push it aside. If I'd learned one thing, it was to avoid thinking of what you can't change. It wouldn't help; it never did.


"Alright," Zale said, breaking through my thoughts. "What you said this morning about unspoken expectations is probably accurate. I've been unfairly putting pressure on you, and I shouldn't." He winced. "But I might be doing it again… I want to teach you how to fight with a sword."


"I—what?" Of all the places I thought he was going to go with the conversation, it hadn't been to swords. So, I had to ask again, "What?"


Zale chuckled and shifted, making the stones woven into his hair glow in the sunlight. "You don't have much confidence in yourself. You seem… I don't know, lost, maybe? Like you let life happen to you instead of being a part of it. I thought, maybe if you started learning how to protect yourself in a fight, it might help your confidence."


I blinked. "You know, most people would recommend music lessons or something like that, right?"


"How do you even know that? And do you want to learn music?"


Shrugging, I moved toward the maze. "Maybe. I've never thought about it. And, I heard some of the nobles talking about it at a feast. They didn't realize I was sitting there and started talking about how lessons in performance did wonders for their daughters' confidence."


He didn't respond, nor did he seem to know how to. That made it easier to lead him back to where we first met, in the hidden alcove between the palace wall and the golden roses.


"Will this area work? For the lessons, I mean?"


Zale turned and studied the space, making a few aborted motions before stopping. "Yes, this will work nicely. Now, as for your practice sword…" His words trailed off, and he pulled the golden sabre I'd seen the night of the feast out of its sheath. "Here."


I touched it carefully, grasping the hilt and staring at it with wide eyes. "It's so light! But… gold is so soft. How could you fight with it? Won't it bend as soon as it hits another sword?" And why does it feel familiar?


He grinned. "Do you see the slight pink tint, just down the center? That shows it's made of Mage's Gold. It's harder than diamond. No copper, iron, or steel weapon would be able to withstand it."


I kept my eyes on the sword so I wouldn't flinch at the thought of Mage's Gold. The weapon in my hands had probably been made the more traditional way, but a single drop of my blood used in the forging process would accomplish the same thing.


Well, probably more than a drop, and I bet that this was forged by an expert. Maybe Dwarven? It doesn't feel nearly as heavy as it should, and I know better than most just how heavy gold is.


Zale's eyes were bright as he described the next part. "The hilt will adjust to your hand, so you won't have to worry about breaking in a new grip. It's just one of the enchantments on this thing. There's another that will help you get calluses without the pain. Well, with less pain. Basically, it stops you from getting blisters but still thickens your skin. There are more enchantments, but those only become useful after you've been trained."


"Where did you get it?"


He shrugged and offered a sheepish smile. "There's a bit of a story there. Apparently, it's an old family relic that got stolen by one of your ancestors. Then, we stole it back. Then it got stolen by your family again… well, it's pretty old and went back and forth a few times. Grandfather nabbed it around the time you were cursed. Your family likes to put mirrors everywhere, so it wasn't much of a problem to get it back, although I have no idea why you need mirrors in a treasury vault."


"It's to check the jewelry before lugging it all to your room. You can just go down and try it on, decide which looks best with your clothes, and be on your way."


He nodded. "That makes a lot more sense. Anyway, my brother, sister, and I all learned to fence with this sword, although the other two ended up having their own weapons made and let me inherit this one. Now, it's your turn to learn with it."


I had a feeling that my family took things much more seriously than his did. In fact, I could almost guarantee that they allowed it to be stolen back, simply for the fun of retrieving the sword.


Then, a memory burst into sharp relief in my mind. "I played with this once! Father had used it for a ceremony of some sort, and I picked it up when he wasn't looking." I grimaced, remembering the scolding I'd gotten about damaging a valuable family artifact. But those sorts of thoughts won't help anyone. Concentrate on what's going on right now. "So, what do we do first?"


"You're really going to learn?" He seemed unfairly shocked.


I started bustling one side of my skirt. "Of course! Why wouldn't I? You told me your reasons, and they're all good. Besides, even if I don't like it, at least it is a practical skill."


"If you're sure…" He frowned as I pulled the other side of my skirt up and attached it to the hidden button along my waistband. "I should have known you'd find a way to be both stylish and practical."


I blushed. "Th-thank you. And I am sure. I've been asking myself a lot of difficult questions lately. Who would I have been if I was raised differently? Who do I want to be? Do I even like myself? And you're right; I've been trapped in this place for my whole life. I don't know what to think or dream because I have nothing to base the desires on. Hope was… hope can be dangerous at times."


My mind flashed back to Mary's face as she told me about being locked away from her favorite place. "And hope can be a dangerous thing."


"Anything can be dangerous. Anything can be turned into a weapon, just like anything can be used to defend yourself. You feel stuck? Hope can be used to keep you there, to cut you down like a sword. It can also be used to protect you. Who is in control of the weapon?"


When I nodded, he started the lesson again, no longer questioning my motivation.


"Alright, the first thing you need to know is that you won't be good at this overnight. Just like every other part of life, you will advance in skills before hitting snags that slow you down. We are looking for slow and steady improvements. Now, let's start with how to stand…"
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I ached everywhere. Zale had been teaching me how to fight for two weeks, and in between lessons, I had more fittings for my Confluence Festival dress. Going from a lot of activity to standing still while wearing half of my bodyweight in beading and embroidery was exhausting. And painful. As the day of the festival drew nearer, the dressmaker visited more and more frequently, hoping to finish my gown in time to create a few others for the nobles. There was, after all, just over a month left until the event.


She wasn't the only one excited about the Confluence. All over the palace—and I assumed the city as well—people were making preparations. Purple, silver, and gold tapestries were pulled from storage, inspected, and restored to perfection. There was an exuberance to the servants' movements as they performed these special tasks, which sharply contrasted with my own.


They may have been happy about the upcoming festivities, but I was not, and it wasn't just because I was too sore to care about anything else. To me, the event wasn't a time of celebration; it was just another uncomfortable dress and awkward situation. I would be forced to sit there, silent and unwanted except as a symbol. Normally, I would be grateful for the distraction of learning something new, but I could honestly say that I didn't like swords. They didn't feel comfortable to me, and it was more than just a general lack of familiarity. Swords were an aggressive weapon, and I wasn't naturally aggressive. Luckily, most of my lessons focused on doing enough damage to get away rather than winning duels. Speed and evasion were my friends, apparently.


"Your small size is as much an advantage as a disadvantage. People don't expect you to put up a fight," Zale told me as we walked—more like hobbled in my case—back to my cottage. "You're not known for your strength or fighting prowess. That is to your advantage, as is your ability to fit through narrower gaps, to duck lower, and the surprise you cause with your strength. No one would expect someone so small to be so strong. Then again, most people don't wear clothes made of or decorated with gold. Just don't get too full of yourself; anyone attacking you will be more aggressive, heavier, and probably more familiar with fighting."


I nodded, but my expression apparently told him I didn't fully believe it.


"Hey, I know you feel like this isn't helping, but it is. You're already moving better, more confidently. You aren't as jumpy, either. Small changes are better than big ones. Small changes tend to stick."


Biting my lip, I thought about it. Part of the change was due to how tired I was, but Zale was right; it was more than that. I genuinely felt more comfortable. I didn't like fighting, but it was helping me stand up for myself more. I was beginning to look at the world around me and see opportunities instead of just more perils. "Thanks. It's hard to remember that I'm not as bad as I think. I just… I wish I could be better right away, that I was good at this."


He snorted. "Warriors aren't born overnight. Plus, you have a lot of battles to fight, not just physical ones. You're fighting against your own instincts and habits, not to mention your father. Every small bit of defiance is an accomplishment, another battle that you've fought and won. Don't discount yourself."


"How do you—?"


He chuckled. "My sister-in-law is fairly well adjusted, but she struggles with believing she is worth our time, that we have a reason to like her. Everyone hated her for so long that it broke her in some ways. My brother has to be careful with her, although Joy gets mad when he's too careful. She told me that the hardest battle she ever fought wasn't with weapons; it was with herself. She wins some days, and other days she loses, but she won't give up. You shouldn't either."


I didn't know how to respond, so I just nodded and said goodnight, only to be pulled back when he captured my hand.


"Don't forget, I'm leaving for about a week, maybe two. This will be time for you to rest and practice your footwork." Zale rubbed his thumb against the back of my hand, making me blush. "And don't forget to think of me while I'm off, rescuing my sister."


"Bothering her, you mean. I'm sure she's fine… though, I'm glad you're going to check in and make sure of that. Just make sure you stay safe too." I looked down briefly before standing on my tiptoes and pressing a quick kiss to his cheek.


Zale grinned and let me leave. We both knew that he needed to head out with the tide, and I needed to spend at least an hour in a bath in order to move the next day.


Maybe, one day I'll tell him about this room, I mused as I floated in the hidden pool beneath my cottage. My visits there had become more frequent since I started training. I'd tried my regular bath that first day, but it was cramped, difficult to get in and out of, and I needed a servant to prepare it for me. It was much simpler to nip downstairs for a little swim than to go through all that trouble.


As I floated in the warm water, I let my mind wander through the attacks Zale had taught me. Being inexperienced, he liked for me to imagine situations where I would need to use the moves. It wasn't easy, not at first. The palace had always been a safe place for me. Or, at least, the most dangerous person was the one I couldn't defend against. Still, there were plenty of people I'd been in confrontations with, and it was cathartic to imagine bashing the snot out of any nobles that attempted to accost me.


And, really, isn't it the same concept for every fight? Attack, defend, distract, and deflect? It doesn't always have to be with swords. It could be with words. Father attacks, I dodge. He pushes me into corners so that all I can do is defend until I lose energy. Then, his hits land. I need to think about how to fight back, how to avoid being cornered.


By the time I made it back up to my room, I was exhausted and ready to drop into bed. That's why my father's arrival came as such a surprise, though it shouldn't have.


"So, the rumors are true," he said, making me jerk to a stop. "You've been leaving your cottage in that boy's company every day and returning completely exhausted."


Opening slash. I blinked, not sure how to respond.


Apparently, it wasn't necessary, although he seemed to read in to that silence. "Don't try and defend yourself. The rumors are scandalous, not lurid. You slipped, though. One of the guards saw you practicing footwork that the soldiers learn when they first pick up a sword. So, the boy's teaching you to fight?"


"Yes." It was a simple answer, quiet but concise. There was really nothing else to say. Distract. Deflect. Parry.


"Yes," Father parroted. "Why? What possible reason could you have to learn how to fence?"


The best thing to do was to keep my mouth shut and let him rant. Answering would only make things worse. Unfortunately, I was tired and not thinking straight. Besides, if I just defend, nothing changes. "Is it called fencing if you use a sabre instead of a rapier?"


A vase shattered against the floor.


I jumped, my eyes flying to Father as he stood there, seething. All plans to fight back fled in the midst of his anger.


"Answer the question, Chrysanthe! Why is he teaching you to fight?"


The muscles in my shoulders ached as I fought to lower them. Acting like a frightened turtle wouldn't solve anything. "Because he wants me to have more confidence." My voice cracked from strain on the last word, making me flinch.


Father's jaw tightened. "And music class wasn't an option?"


That's what I said. "L—er, Zale didn't think so." I'd almost slipped and said the wrong name! Still, while I knew Father would notice my stumble, I hoped that he wouldn't understand the significance.


I had one job, not to let anyone know the name I'd given him! It isn't hard to do, so how did I almost mess that up? I hadn't even told Zale the name I'd given him! I didn't even dare to think it most of the time; telling Father would be unconscionable.


"What is Zale using to teach you?" he asked with a sneer before he began pacing. "Certainly not those water swords of his. You don't have the magic to use them… Wait." He pivoted to face me again. "You said sabre. You don't mean the golden sabre that he had on him at the feast, do you?"


I nodded, keeping my face blank as my mind raced.


More crashes echoed off the high stone ceiling. I wasn't sure what had upset him, but Father was livid. I'd rarely seen him so angry! His face was as red as carmine, and any semblance to the carefully controlled king was gone. In its place was a madman, raging over a slight only he understood.


"Did he tell you that you were using your grandfather's sword? That it was stolen from the royal vault around the same time you were cursed? Did he mention it's forged from—?" He paused and narrowed his eyes, examining me from head to foot. "You didn't tell him about your blood, did you? No, you wouldn't be so stupid as that."


I quickly shook my head. I was ready to share a lot with Zale, but not that. It would put me in too much danger. It would put him in too much danger.


"I think," Father began slowly. "I think that you have been given too much time to yourself. You are too free. It's my fault, of course. I should have been preparing you for your inevitable future, but I was blinded by the past. My little girl is all grown up! I can't keep treating you like a child. It's time to teach you responsibility."


The sudden return to his normal personality was nowhere near as shocking as his words. "What do you mean?"


He smiled enigmatically and turned to leave, tossing a "you'll see" over his shoulder as he went. "Oh, and Chrysanthe? You might want to clean this up. Temper tantrums are not acceptable in the royal house."


And then, he was gone, leaving me surrounded by shards of broken pottery and splinters of my cosmetics table. The only things not touched were the stool I sat on for my daily grooming and my bed.


And if that isn't a perfect picture of my life: everything in ruins except the one thing I hate and the place I dream. Oh, and Father destroying all that beauty and making me clean it up.


I sighed and shuffled carefully back to my bathing chamber. It wasn't the first time he'd done something like that, nor the second, so I was prepared. The broom made cleanup go faster, but it was still quite late by the time I was able to retire, aching in both body and soul.
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Father's threat arrived, but not as quickly as I expected. Typically, he would punish people the same day as the incident. Instead of new edicts being given immediately, though, he took a sneakier route.


It started with additional groomers. Apparently, just the one was no longer acceptable. I needed five to get me ready in the morning. They each had a task, each more silly than the last. One woman was solely in charge of arranging my hair. Another was to bathe me daily. A third would dress me, making sure that I only wore the finest fashions! Well, the finest fashions that Father gave me to wear. The fourth was in charge of makeup, and she seemed determined to make me look as little like me as possible. Unless I was going to spend time with Father, I typically applied my own cosmetics; it was something I enjoyed. My new groomer made me hate every second of it. I'd never been pained by painting my face, but she managed it.


Of course, my original groomer was still there, albeit in a diminished capacity. She was in charge of collecting my shed skin and hair every morning, but nothing else. She seemed even more upset than I was over the additions. The new women seemed to resent my groomer as well. They would make cutting remarks about her. It made for an uncomfortable first morning and a gradually more agonizing week. Because they couldn't take their aggression out on each other, they took it out on my hair and skin, griping when I dared wince or ask for them to be gentler.


"Just as spoiled as we were told," one muttered as she finished arranging my hair into a towering mass of braids on top of my head to match the embellishments on my dress. Apparently, I wasn't allowed to mention that gold is heavier than regular hair no matter how thin of a strand it is or how the tower wasn't balanced correctly and was hurting my neck. And that was just the start!


On the second day, after I'd been primped within an inch of my life, I was ordered to meet with someone in the solarium, where I was to learn the fine art of needlepoint. The fact that I already knew needlepoint didn't matter. The tutor was convinced that I'd never learned properly and insulted the embroidery on my dress. I decided not to point out that she was the one who embroidered it.


After that, I was sent to learn the lute—to build confidence—and then moved on to diplomacy. The first lesson focused solely on being a good princess by obeying my father in everything.


Why would Father care how often I blink? I wondered, leaving the salon. And how is that going to help me be a better princess?


I shook my head and walked out into the sun, sighing as the chill of the palace gave way to the warmth of the courtyard. We were deep into autumn, so the heatwave was quite unexpected but welcomed.


As I made my way down to the stream, I thought back to some of the other lessons. According to my tutor, princesses don't cavort with animals. The only acceptable pets are small dogs and songbirds. When I asked about a duck or otter, he stared at me in utter horror. Even my fish were considered inappropriate for someone of my position.


"Staying out of doors is also unacceptable," my tutor had gone on to explain.


"Why?"


He furrowed his caterpillar-like eyebrows and looked down his nose at me. "The sun will ruin your complexion."


I couldn't correct him about that. I did get sunburns, it was true, but they lasted a single day and resulted in extra skin to slough off the following day. I imagined that Father wished for them to happen more frequently. As for my complexion, it hadn't changed since I was eight. I'd never even gotten pimples or uneven skin tone. We all thought it was because of my curse, but no one wanted to bring it up. Apparently, the tutor had not been made aware of these things. Part of his rules involved avoiding fatty foods—"to prevent unsightly blemishes that may bring shame to your father"—and not speaking without permission. Apparently, that was so my "ignorance and stupidity do not shame your father."


It didn't take long to see a theme.


On the matter of appropriate exercise, he told me that I was permitted to walk about the room or engage in a lively game of charades with approved acquaintances. Any further need for exercise could be mitigated with a restrictive diet and other dietary supplements.


"And, under no circumstances should you learn to fight. Not with your fists or with any weapons. It is unsuitable for the daughter of the great King Midas!"


I'd stayed quiet until I could escape. Sitting beside the stream, under my favorite tree, I already felt more like myself.


I've always been so careful to follow the rules, but the rules have never been this extreme before, I thought while picking the pins out of my hair. I was just to stay quiet and out of sight. If I did that, I was left to myself. Now, he wants to mold me into a doll. The question is, will I let him?


That, unfortunately, was not an easy question to answer. Zale was off helping his sister, so I had time to think everything through. Two weeks was a long time.


He isn't going to be happy when he finds out what's going on. I snorted. Strike that; he'll be livid. Zale already hates how Father treats me. This may send him over the edge.


A damp beak tapped on my hand, and I smiled down at Nysa.


"You would most definitely be an inappropriate pet for a princess," I told her as I picked her up and cuddled with the dripping platypus. "Too bad I don't care. Zale is right; I'm fighting, even if it isn't physical. I can't… I can't give up without trying. It would be so easy."


Nysa looked up at me with her dark eyes but didn't make a sound.


I gently rubbed my thumb between her eyes and over the crown of her skull. "You're right. Giving in won't fix anything, and it won't save me. I'd be just as cold and empty as Mary. She lost everything she loved, though. If I'm going to fight back, I need to be careful. I…" Sighing, I watched her eyes close in pleasure and her bill rise slightly. "I'm already tired of struggling for every little thing. I have so little left."


My voice cracked, and I cleared my throat before continuing on. "I don't know what's going to happen, Nysa, but I don't think it's going to be good. Between Father and Zale, things are going to get uncomfortable very quickly."


Nysa had apparently had enough of my pouting—or at least the lack of petting—and she decided to abandon me for the water. I couldn't blame her. I'd rather be swimming than trying to avoid the traps that Father was laying for me. He wouldn't be happy until every ounce of fight had left my body.


Honestly, why hasn't he gotten rid of me yet? I froze as that thought rattled around some more. As horrific as it was, it was also a good question.


"Father never keeps anything around that isn't useful," I murmured. "So why am I still around? What use does he have for me?"










CHAPTER 11: FATHERLY EXPECTATIONS
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Father's new rules were driving me crazy! If I'd thought it was annoying at the start, the end of the week had brought nothing but misery for me. I was practically hunted by the servants, who had to escort me to and from every lesson. When I started practicing my evasion skills, the palace guards were brought in to force me to comply. They also were under orders to keep me at a specific walking speed—"Princesses do no run around like commoners"—so I was late arriving everywhere, making the back-to-back lessons run over. It got so bad that I had to skip meals in order to get everywhere I was required to be. I'd barely had time to eat in two days! And even then, it was only food that was "appropriate for one of my position." At least, that was how my instructor described it.


I just don't understand what I've done to deserve this! Then again, Father's never needed a reason before.


I counted myself fortunate that Zale had been gone during that week and that he never asked a lot of questions; he simply took what I said at face value. When he'd asked me about growing up in the palace, I described the times before and just after the curse. He wouldn't take it well if I told him that I barely knew what my father looked like before I turned six. I hadn't told him about my hero worship toward Father, either. Frankly, I was ashamed of it, of myself, and of the fact that I couldn't completely hate him.


When I was first transformed back—even if it wasn't a complete transformation—Father hugged me. He apologized and told me how much he regretted what happened. He told me he missed me and that things were going to change. And they did, for a time. While he hadn't shown me much attention before turning me into gold, suddenly, he was caring. He would spend time with me, allow me to sit near him, and he even brushed my hair before I went to bed! Father started calling me his treasure and telling me that I was the most important little girl in the country. And I'd believed him.


Then again, he was the only one to show me any sort of love at all after Nana died. Telling me that the changes in my body weren't scary or bad was the only thing that kept me going some days. It's amazing how someone can wear away at your worth while ensuring that you rely on only their opinion to determine it.


I tried to be perfect for Father, an attitude that lasted for about four or five years after being changed back. It took me about that long to realize that being special didn't mean much. How many people are made of gold? Plus, he was only stating facts when he called me important. I was the only daughter of the king—of course, I was the most important little girl in Crechel! Worse, I didn't realize that the reason my presence was suddenly acceptable was entirely due to my change in appearance. The very thing that made me feel like I was losing myself was also why he kept me close: I looked like living gold. He could pretend to have renounced his greedy ways while still keeping the epitome of his obsession around. I met his need to see treasure while also making him appear to have changed into a family man. He hadn't changed; he'd just become more careful.


It took me much too long to realize that. It still pained me how much I idolized him, how I lapped up the attention that he gave me, crafting my personality around who he wanted me to be.


One of the nobles described me as a soap bubble. I was lovely and iridescent, floating wherever I was directed at the slightest hint. But, I was also so fragile that the lightest tap would make me burst.


He didn't know that I could hear him, but it was a painfully accurate representation of my life.


I studied economics because Father loved money. I paid extra attention to my appearance because that mattered to him. I was circumspect and quiet because he got upset when I spoke up. And, as I grew older, he became less and less doting, more controlling. Nothing I did pleased him, and anything I said only made it worse. I was useless, worthless, stupid, the reason my mother died, and no one could ever see past my curse because that was the only part of me that had value.


Only Father would ever be there for me, and I couldn't even do the simple things he asked of me. It was still something I struggled with, the need to please him. Realizing I never would was both devastating and freeing.


When Deka first showed up, I hadn't spoken in over a year. I woke up to something pouncing on me in bed. Apparently, the ferret thought it would be fun to chase the rainbows cast by the prism hanging in my window. I'd never seen something so adorable in my life. Truthfully, I still didn't speak, not even when Deka started stealing things from my room and building a nest. I did laugh, though. I didn't break my self-imposed silence fully until Koalemos arrived. The duck was silly enough that I had to say something, particularly when he started hissing at my groomers when they woke me up!


Things had gotten better for me since then, but I often thought of that aimless bubble and wondered if I would ever find some substance. The past few days certainly hadn't shown much of my growth, what with me either acquiescing to the demands or running away.


Sighing silently, I relaxed further in the water. I was glad that my dress was lightweight enough to not hamper my swim and that the area was poorly lit. No one would see me in the shadows amongst the dark, ballooning fabric, nor would they even think of looking there for me. Father hadn't exactly banned people from that particular garden, but it was well known that he preferred that it be left empty except for scheduled maintenance. I had only been there three times, once when Nana died, once right after I'd been turned back to flesh, and the third when I was being introduced to Aunt Lottie. None of them had been pleasant experiences.


Although, nothing is quite as bad as hearing father tell King Blue Beard that I would have been drowned as a baby if he didn't need me to show the kingdom that he had a potential heir.


That had been a massive shock. I'd been sixteen and gone to see if Father would brush my hair for me, for old time's sake. He'd been using some sort of mirror to communicate with the other ruler, and neither man had noticed that I was there, nor had they seen me leave. That was the turning point for me, though, and Father seemed to notice the difference in my attitude. So, when he couldn't get me to obey because of love, he switched to fear.


Every button I had was pushed, one by one, until he knew how I ticked. His outbursts were always very calculated, no matter who they were aimed at. He never harmed me personally, but I'd seen enough of our servants injured to recognize the threats for what they were. So, I stayed quiet, I toed the line, and I faded into the background.


He'd pretty much forgotten about me. And I was more than happy to let it happen. It was easier that way…


The crunch of feet against golden gravel echoed through the courtyard. I cringed and sunk as far into the shadows as I could. If I could hear the steps over the water raining down into the fountain, they were closer than I wanted. Sure enough, within moments, Father was in view, circling the large water feature. He seemed deep in thought and unaware of anything around him.


Suddenly, he turned to face the entrance and waved someone forward.


A pageboy? What would be so important that he's risking Father's ire coming here?


The pageboy handed Father an envelope. When Father looked at it, he looked… excited? How strange.


Oddly enough, the envelope itself looked familiar. It reminded me of the mysterious missives Father used to get every few weeks. That was back before he got remarried. For years, I wondered who they were from, but I could never ask. I only discovered that they were from Aunt Lottie when I found them hidden in Mother's old desk. I'd been looking for some of the secret drawers I'd been told about and was shocked when I found one, full of those special envelopes. I always admired the paper, so I easily remembered it. It was a deep green that reminded me of rose leaves, and it had a strange iridescence to it. I even made a dress with that coloration once.


Interesting. What could Aunt Lottie have to say?


The boy left as soon as he was done, and Father never even noticed. He was too busy opening the seal and poring over the contents. Suddenly, his expression shifted, and he looked angry.


And scared. Why does he look scared?


Father crushed the letter in his hand and snarled, "He won't ruin this. I won't let him." Then, he stormed out of the garden, leaving me swathed in darkness.


What was all that about?
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Things shifted again after that. The lessons continued, but they were focused on duty and honor instead of just obedience to my father. I was still being followed by guards, but they stayed much closer and more serious. Before he got the letter, all of Father's requirements were a punishment. They were a direct result of my defiance. These new ones were motivated by something else; I just didn't know what.


And, why does he suddenly want to be around me? I wondered while idly walking with him through the gardens. It was something we did when I was little, but not as much once I turned twelve. He'd started to lose interest in me at that point. This was the third time in so many days that we'd gone out for a walk, although it already felt different than the other days.


"Did I ever tell you that our family was blessed by a magician?" he asked as we moved into the maze.


"No, Father." I was glad that he'd finally spoken. Walking around in ominous silence was wearing on my nerves. I brushed my hands down the soft green dress I'd put on that morning, surprised he hadn't said anything about it. I'd been more and more obstinate about my clothing, lately, refusing to fall perfectly in line with all of Father's demands. It felt like both too much and too little, a dangerous line to walk with him, but it was the only thing I could do when I was under such close guard.


Father hummed, drawing my attention as he gently caressed a golden bloom. "Well, it was some time ago, during my grandfather's reign. You remember, of course, that horrible little man who stole Grandfather's bride?"


I nodded, thinking of Zale's story. Sadly, I had no trouble believing that my family was the problem.


"Well, afterward, the gold that was left behind was used to pay off family debts. Unfortunately, it wasn't enough."


Frowning, I looked over at Father. This is not the story he told me before.


He seemed to know what I was thinking and nodded. "It was easier to explain our sudden solvency on that influx of gold, but it wasn't true. That was the year of the Confluence Festival, and it brought a magician to our country to celebrate. She was… so powerful." He practically sighed the last word!


Seeming to understand he was going off-track, Father shook his head and smiled at me. "She heard about our plight and took pity on the royal family, giving us a gift. We will never be short on gold; it will always find us. And it has! But, in return, we must have a member of the family presented on the night of the Confluence to renew our agreement with her in a special ceremony. You, my darling Chrysanthe, are going to represent us this year. It is the first time we will renew the spell, so it is going to be special. That is why things are going to change a bit for you."


I nodded. "Like the guards?"


"Like the guards. We can't risk you getting hurt when it is so close. We only have a month left, so you needn't bear with it long." He looked sad for a moment before the emotion disappeared. "And there will be changes to your grooming. For the last few months, we've been collecting special concoctions to brighten your skin and hair. Those will need to be applied daily, so it will take longer. Also, your dress will require another two fittings, as your diet will be changing as well."


Frowning, I asked, "Why?"


"Are you talking back?" he asked with deceptive calm.


I quickly shook my head. "No, sir. I just wanted to know in case someone asked or gave me the wrong food." Which was true, to an extent. Sometimes Father would test me by telling me one thing and the servants another. Then, if I disobeyed him, he would hold me responsible. I'm so tired of his games. Well, he can control what I do, but I won't let him control my thoughts anymore. Like Zale says, a fight is just as much a battle of the mind as the body.


Father hummed again while studying my face. "You must be a perfect specimen at the festival, so your food intake will be moderated, and you will be given only the food I deem is appropriate. I've consulted with your Aunt Lottie on the matter, and she agrees with me."


Receiving confirmation that Aunt Lottie was back in our lives made me more wary than ever. It was never a good thing when she came around. I also found it odd that she had any say in things. Lottie hadn't been at the palace since the day that Father started wearing his turbans. He rarely spoke of her after that, and it was usually with a little bit of anger and a lot of fussing with his head covering. That was one reason I'd always been suspicious of his fashion choice. Before Aunt Lottie left, Father hated wearing anything on his head except a crown. He said it gave him headaches and that he was much too attractive to have a hat hide his face or hair. Then, she left the palace after arguing with him, and he immediately took to wearing turbans.


I wonder what it's hiding, I mused, glancing at the golden wrapping. He's too vain to wear it just because it's fashionable. It does nothing for his face, and no one else really wears them.


Father sighed heavily and left me when it seemed that I wasn't going to say anything more. Quite frankly, I was too busy imagining what was under the turban to really pay much attention.


Maybe he's been cursed and lost all his hair! No, I've seen his hair sticking out of the bottom when he put the turban on too quickly. Perhaps he started balding, and the top of his head is completely hairless! No, that doesn't make sense either. He would have just shaved his head completely. Could he be scarred?


I chewed my lip and moved toward one of the benches.


Scars are an option. He wouldn't want that sort of imperfection to be seen. Still, it doesn't seem quite right. And why does it always cover his ears? No one else wears theirs that way.


Jerking up, I stared at the hedge without really seeing it. "His ears. What if she did something to his ears?"


"Princess?"


I blinked and looked over at the guards that now stood beside me. "Yes?"


"It's time to go inside, Princess. You've been in the sun too long."


I frowned. "What do you mean?"


One of the men grimaced. "His majesty says that it isn't good for your skin to be out in the sun. Come along."


And then, Father's conversation finally made sense. It wasn't a punishment, but I was losing my freedom all the same. I would be secluded away in my cottage until the Confluence, undergoing beauty treatments and eating only what was deemed appropriate.


And I'd agreed to it. What have I done‽
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By the time that Zale returned, I was in a tizzy! Between Father's new expectations and the "protections" he put me under, I was halfway to going crazy. And it had only been a day!


As was his habit, Zale woke me early by curling up beside me before the sun rose. When I felt the shift of my mattress, my eyes shot open, and I threw myself at him.


"Whoa!" He chuckled and hugged me back. "I know the trip lasted longer than expected, but I wasn't gone that long. Did you really miss me that much?"


I nodded, scrubbing my face against the rough linen of his shirt and enjoying the scent of sea salt and sun. "It felt like an eternity," I told him honestly. "And Father made some changes."


Zale hesitated before squeezing me tight. "How bad?"


Sighing, I reluctantly pulled away and sat up. "They aren't horrible, just stifling. It started off silly. He was upset and trying to get back at me by forcing me to attend lessons where I was told my only job was to do as Father wished. He did other little things to remind me that he was still in charge."


He nodded. "But something changed?"


Biting my lip, I considered how to explain it. "Father's scared of something. He got a letter a few days ago, and it unsettled him. A lot. Now…" I sighed again, not sure how to explain it. "My life isn't mine anymore. Grooming takes nearly three hours, both morning and night. I'm only allowed certain foods in certain quantities, and I'm not even allowed outside because of the threat of sun damage."


My fiancé snorted. "You can't get permanent sun damage, not with the spell only half-broken."


"What?" My spine cracked when I straightened too fast, but I was too shocked to really notice. "What do you mean?"


Zale groaned and sat up as well. "It took me a while to figure it out, to be honest. That's why I came to visit you when I did. I mean, I knew you were wonderful just based on how you interacted with animals, but I actually came to offer you freedom from both the spell and our engagement."


I honestly couldn't comprehend what he was saying, so I just kept staring, making Zale chuckle again.


"Is it that strange? We got engaged pretty young, and I didn't want you to feel forced into anything. I also didn't want to risk you being stuck in that curse and married to some greedy man who was going to exploit you for your ability to create gold simply by living. I mean, your father's bad enough. Escaping him only to get stuck with someone worse would be a nightmare."


I pursed my lips but nodded because it really would. But that's not the issue. "So… you figured out what went wrong?"


He huffed. "Your father went wrong. The spell was fine, but he only poured enough water over you to start the change, not to complete it. He scrubbed himself as thoroughly as possible, but you got a splash of water and then were sent out to play."


Zale growled something too low for me to understand before calming down again. "I heard you weren't back to your normal self and went to check on you a few days later. When I realized that you were… well, still gold, I knew there was a problem. I actually had to reset the spell and try again. When that didn't work, I made you drink water with a different spell, one that would infuse your system and let my magic keep you alive. Then, your father forced me to leave before I could be sure the spell was set, so I just sort of left it active. Which is good, it turns out."


"Wait, keep me alive? What does that mean?" I asked, barely keeping my voice at a whisper.


"You were a statue, Amy. There isn't a lot of life or mobility in a statue. Because Midas didn't fully fix you, the original curse was retaking you. You were about an hour away from losing mobility again. I've spent the last ten years or so trying to find a way to permanently break the curse without killing you."


When I was still young, I remembered asking Nana about what love was. She told me that love was being willing to give up your life for another person because it would save them. She also cautioned me that few people get into situations to test that, and saving them didn't mean giving in to their every selfish desire. Nana told me that it wasn't until I came into her life that she understood what love really was. I was taught right from wrong and punished when I was disobedient because she loved me enough to want me to be successful in the future. Giving in would be easy; looking at the long term was much harder.


Zale looked at the long term. As a child, he realized that he needed to protect me and check on me. No, it wasn't done in the best way, but he figured out that I was going to be in danger and worked to protect me from those threats before offering to set me free. He may or may not feel like he loved me, but his actions showed he did, even if it wasn't romantic. And, as someone who'd grown up almost entirely without love, that was a heady thing!


"So," I began, keeping my tone bland to hide my realization. It wasn't time to discuss it, but I was glad I knew. Now, on to the more pressing matters. "You know how to fix it?"


He grimaced. "Partially? Maybe? Grandfather and I searched all our records, and I even sailed to the Southern Continent's farthest tip to see if I could find anything. And, if I'd found it even two years earlier, I might have been able to break it completely. Unfortunately, it looks like the curse has been almost completely absorbed by your body. When we break it, you will still keep some of your current characteristics, but they shouldn't be as noticeable. More importantly, you won't need my magic to stay alive."


I chewed my lip but nodded. "I can't say I'm thrilled to look this way forever, but alive is better than dead. Still, I miss looking average…" I sighed, then perked up. "Wait, I have your magic in me?"


"Yes."


"Is that why I'm drawn to water creatures?"


Zale blushed, something I only noticed because his hair was partially pulled back, and his ears turned red. The beard hid a multitude of things. When he finally said something, his voice was a bit gruffer than usual. "Animals like my family. We like them. My brother even has a pet moose named Bernard. Anyway, the magic does more than just make animals like you. It's keeping the counter spell active and preventing you from turning back into a statue."


Seeing him embarrassed made my stomach feel strange and fluttery. "So, those nightmares I have about not moving…"


He nodded. "The curse and counter-curse fighting against each other."


Suddenly, a lot of things were making sense. I usually had to spend the day in water after one of those dreams, probably to power the counter-curse. Then, something occurred to me. "Why don't I remember you coming back?"


"You were pretty far gone at that point. It was all I could do to bring you back." Zale was staring at my hair when he said it, so I just stared at him. He sighed. "Fine, your father drugged you so that you wouldn't remember me."


I nodded. That matched the conversation I'd overheard, and it impressed me. Even after everything, he was still trying to protect me and my perception of my father. I looked Zale over and asked the big question that was rolling around in my mind. "Does your magic influence how I feel about you?"


Zale frowned. "It shouldn't. You might be a bit more prone to trust me, but nothing besides that.


I nodded, then leaned forward and kissed his cheek. "Thank you. I don't know what I would have done without your help."


Deep hazel eyes locked with mine, and he whispered, "You're welcome." Then, he kissed my nose and leapt from the bed, disappearing just as my groomers entered the cottage, leaving me to explain why my face matched the rose gold sheets on my bed.










CHAPTER 12: ISOLATED ONCE MORE
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Once again, Zale and I spent the day together, and it felt like we'd never spent time apart. In my experience, separation meant that I would be forgotten about. Having him seek me out and act like nothing had changed was both comforting and maddening. Things had changed, and we'd have to deal with that at some point, but I would enjoy the sensation of being wanted for however long it lasted.


That elation, the fluttery feeling in my stomach, it was what helped me endure the extended morning grooming. There was only so much I could take without feeling a bit crazy, and the multitude of masks, treatments, and scrubs was nearly unbearable. If I didn't have something pleasant to think about, I would have screamed.


Zale and I escaped to the gardens as soon as I finished, though not without some opposition. The guards were not happy, but they also weren't willing to push him. For such a kind person, he could frighten seasoned warriors with his grumpy face.


Or, maybe it's the water tentacles…


Regardless, it made traversing the gardens much faster than I expected. As soon as we got to our practice area, he began teaching me how to use a knife to protect myself. When I asked why he just smiled sadly and kept going. I decided not to push the point and just followed his instruction.


Sometimes, you know more when you trust your intuition than when you try to explain it with facts, I mused as I held the knife backward along my arm. With the sharp edge pointing out, it would be a great defense and stop people from grabbing me as easily. Not that any of it really made sense to me.


By the time evening rolled around, I had gotten a bit better. It was enough to raise my confidence, whatever that was worth. The sad truth was, I would fail miserably if I attempted to defend myself with any weapon, but I might escape if I had a knife.


I should have let Darena teach me this when we were little.


Most of the problems were caused by my general dislike of hurting people. Just like with a sword, I wasn't aggressive enough to really use it properly. Fear and discomfort prevented me from committing properly. The other issue was the material the knife was made from; it was plain steel. While the sabre wasn't my favorite tool, it did suit me better because it was made of Mage's Gold, the same substance that flowed through my veins. I hadn't even realized that there would be a difference until Zale taught me how to use a knife.


Maybe I should find a gold knife?


"What are you thinking about?" Zale asked.


I bit my lip and told him. Well, I told him part of it. "I'm not very good at this."


He just chuckled and threw an arm around my shoulders. "You'll get better." At seeing my incredulous expression, he laughed some more. "No, you won't win any fights right now, but you are improving. Maybe in another few weeks you'll be able to take someone by surprise."


I'd just groaned dramatically and let him lead me back to my cottage.


"Oh! Before I go, why don't you hang on to this?" Zale handed me my sabre. "So that you can practice wearing it around throughout the day. You've gotten good enough that you can be trusted with it now."


He smirked as I smacked him in the arm. "I'm hardly the person who would go around waving a sword."


"Yeah, but I figure, if I did it, I should plan on others trying it too."


He left for the night, and I went to sleep with a light heart. Well, after the groomers had their way with me. They weren't happy with the state of my hair or how tired I looked. Still, I put up with it, safe in the knowledge that Zale would be there in the morning.


Except, he wasn't. When I finally woke up, he wasn't waiting with soft smiles and new adventures.


My groomers were there, though. In fact, they were early. The sun had barely brushed the horizon when they came barreling into the room and bustled me out of bed. I barely had time to glance at my pillows—grateful it wasn't laundry day because that was the only safe place I could think of to hide the sabre—before my attention was dragged back to the groomers.


Maybe he saw them on their way and decided to wait. Yeah, that must be it! There's no other reason he wouldn't be here, unless… But it was too unbearable to think about the alternatives, even as my brain whispered them in my mind. Father could have gotten to him. He might be hurt. He might have had to go help his sister, but he would have let me know if that was the case. Zale might be… he might have given up on me and decided to marry someone less frustrating, less pathetic.


After three hours of frenzied torture—both mental and physical—I was dressed in one of my royal gowns, then directed out the door and into the arms of the palace guard.


"Where are we going?" I asked, despite knowing the answer. The dress was better than a direct answer. Only Father would demand that I wear a gold and white ballgown at nine in the morning. The dress made me feel unsettled, and I wanted to cringe at how timid I sounded.


The whole morning had put me out of sorts, and I didn't know how to deal with having people around constantly. It was different when it was just Zale. He was calming, like listening to water flow through a stream. Everyone else was… I didn't even know how to describe them. It was like they sucked all of the energy out of me, particularly when they wanted to talk to me—or at me, as things typically went.


Luckily, the guards weren't hired to be verbose. "Breakfast," was the short reply I was given. And, considering I usually ate alone in my room, it must have been one of the rare times that Father wanted me there for a meal.


Maybe that's why Zale isn't here. Maybe he's waiting for me in the dining room. But even as I thought it, I knew that wasn't likely.


"Ah! My daughter at last!" Father threw his arms out as if waiting for me to rush into them. Since I'd never even done that as a young child, I wasn't quite sure why he expected anything other than my confusion. "Come! Sit next to me."


I bobbed my head and slid into the seat, noting that it was shorter than the last time I'd been there. I glanced down and realized that it was the stool I used to sit on for royal events in the throne room. I'd gotten a new seat when I turned thirteen. While it fit me as an adult, it also left me a few inches too short to feel comfortable at the table.


Soon enough, the food was being brought out, full of delicacies from around the two continents. Unfortunately, I didn't get to partake in any of them. I was given milk sweetened with honey and a few slices of bread. Since I was neither a toddler nor an invalid, I had no idea what was going on.


"How are you adjusting to the new routine?" Father asked while I stared at my breakfast.


"Fine." Which was true, if only just. I hated my new routine, but I was dealing with it.


"And how was your day yesterday?" The question was spoken in the same tone as the last, but the importance was much different. My time with Zale had not gone unnoticed.


"Zale came back, so we spent the day together." Instead of shying away from the topic, as he no doubt expected, I'd decided to pretend that there was nothing wrong. After all, my fiancé was allowed to demand First Rights if Father interfered too much. It was an old law and often misused but was created specifically for situations like the one I was in.


Although, I don't think it has ever been used for royalty before…


"And you decided that since the boy was back, you should disobey me?"


There was an intensity to his tone that kept me quiet. I'd already overstepped, even with as little as I'd said, and he was ready with my consequences.


Father sighed. "Despite what you seem to think, I don't hate you. I don't wish for you to get hurt, either. The bottom line is he's not right for you. I won't allow you to marry him."


"You said you'd give him a chance." My voice was so quiet I was nearly whispering.


"Ha! Yes, I suppose I did. Unfortunately, he failed my tests the second he decided that he could speak back to me. Discovering he was not only a liar and a cheat but also a thief? No, he's not the one I want for you." Father sighed and patted a familiar sword hilt on his belt. "And it seems he's a fool, too. Leaving you with the sabre instead of taking it with him… Such a shame that it got lost."


My face went cold, and I trembled. The shock and pain had stolen my voice. There was so much I wanted to say, so many questions his words sparked, starting with the fact that the test wasn't supposed to conclude until the festival. Then there was the fact that he'd stolen something from my room and was throwing accusations at my fiancé.


Zale had trusted me with the sword, and Father had taken it. I was mortified and felt my heart breaking as I imagined what Zale would say.


I stared at my breakfast, feeling like my stomach was going to crawl out my throat any minute. It didn't, but that didn't save my dignity. Instead of vomit, words burst out of me, stupid, foolish words that would just make it all so much worse. "You kept him away today, didn't you?"


The king snorted. "My, aren't you brave this morning. And mouth. Of course, I did! Did you think I was unaware of him sneaking into your bed every morning?" When I blushed, he started to chuckle. "Oh, don't worry, I know that nothing… unfortunate happened. It's almost sickening how honorable you two have been acting."


"What did you do to him?"


"Me? Nothing. There may have been some questions about his merchant taxes being paid and whether he had a right to dock where he did. By the time he finishes that, it will be too late to get back here. Not that he could get in if he tried. Yes, my dear Chrysanthe, you will never see him again."


I gripped the table, trying to stop the trembling in my hands. But the anger I felt couldn't be stopped. "You can't prevent us from seeing each other! He has the right as my fiancé! In fact, he has First Rights."


"He's no longer your fiancé. I just said that. And, if he presses the point, I'll have him killed. Besides, First Rights only apply if someone else hasn't expressed an interest before. You had an offer of marriage when you were five. Just because Blue Beard is dead doesn't change that he was the one with First Rights. The boy is just an imposter. In fact, I believe I'll put out a bounty for him, dead being preferable."


I jumped to my feet and faced Father down. "What‽ You can't!"


A vicious glint came to his eye as he stared me down. "You will sit down and calm yourself, do you understand?"


"I'm not going to calm down! You can't keep controlling my life this way! Zale won't stand for it, and neither will—"


My head snapped to the side, and a crack echoed through the room. I stumbled and nearly fell over. Moments later, my cheek began to burn and throb from where Father's palm had impacted it.


"You will do as I say, when I say it," he said with a restrained sort of calm, the kind that felt like standing on the roof just before a summer storm hit. It was quiet, but the atmosphere was heavy with the promise of violence. "Now, sit down and eat your breakfast. Then, you will go back to your room and stay there."


When I continued to stare at him, frozen, the storm broke.


"You will sit when I tell you to, Chrysanthe! I am sick of your willful disobedience and rebellions!" he roared, completely losing his composure. "I have never heard of a more ungrateful child in my life, but I will not allow this to continue! Now sit down!"


I was shaking so hard that I nearly couldn't move, but I did as I was told. Father had never hit me before—he'd never lost his temper like that before—but I knew he wouldn't hesitate to do it again if I didn't follow his orders.


As soon as I was sitting again, he smiled warmly. "Good! Now, isn't this a nice change of pace? There's nothing quite like a family breakfast. Don't you agree, Marygold?"


Mary nodded and continued to eat. The only sign she'd seen anything was her white knuckles as she lifted her golden fork to her lips.
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Despite feeling sick, I ate my entire breakfast, every soggy, mushy piece of it. Then, I was escorted to my room. That was where I noticed the first change. Instead of the open doorways, blocked only by the enchanted curtains, doors had been installed. It didn't occur to me why that would happen until I was locked in. It was pretty obvious at that point, and I felt foolish for not realizing it sooner. Then again, he'd never felt the need to imprison me before.


That wasn't the only change, though. My fish were gone.


"Why would he take my fish?" I wondered aloud. I already missed their diaphanous fins and the fluttery way they swam around before floating in utter stillness. I could have—and actually had—watched them for hours, mesmerized by their motions. Which is probably why he took them. Anything that brings me joy or is connected to water will probably be taken.


Freezing for a moment, I rushed over to my chair and started crying. My sewing projects were gone! All my thread, needles, fabric, all of it was missing!


I fell into the rocking chair and stared at my shuttered window, completely numb. It took me another twenty minutes to realize that my books were missing as well. That got me moving, and I wandered my room aimlessly for an hour or so, trying to see if anything had been missed.


He hadn't just taken my sewing supplies—he'd had every single dress removed from my closet. All of them. The only thing left was a nightgown.


That woke me up enough to notice the strange sound coming from outside. Since I couldn't check from my window or patio, I did the next best thing; I went to the roof. When I was about five, Nana and I had found a ladder hidden behind some curtains near the back of the cottage. It was built directly into the wall and cleverly disguised by the wall murals. Naturally, we investigated, thinking it led to a storage space or something similar. Instead, it brought us up to a trap door in the ceiling and, eventually, to the roof. Nana had told me that the ladder was probably for roof maintenance but that someone had turned the space into their private hideaway.


Whenever it happened, it was so long ago that Father never knew about it. As soon as I got up there, I made my way to the side closest to the covered patio. I figured that the overhang would block me from most people's view and let me settle in long enough to see what was going on. As soon as I got to the half-wall that wrapped around the roof, I settled onto the cushioned bench.


One of my ancestors really liked enchanting fabrics! I somehow doubt that they are as prevalent in other countries. Then again, the sun does tend to destroy fabric quickly, so it is a rather practical expense. Still, whoever it was probably didn't think it would still be here hundreds of years later.


The sound of yelling drew me out of my contemplation. When I looked out, I realized that it was coming from the garden wall. That particular area was where the stream entered the palace. I frowned.


"What are they doing? No one ever goes there." And I would know since that's where I normally hid.


"Have you figured out how to block it off?" someone asked from below.


I looked down and spotted two men studying the moat around my cottage.


"No," the other man responded before sighing loudly. "His Majesty isn't going to be happy about it, either."


"There's got to be a way to stop the water from coming in!" The first man seemed a bit nervous now.


"Yeah, well, if there is, I can't see it. It's not like the stream; there's no single spot where it flows in. It just sort of appears. How are we supposed to go about blocking this? Whatever we try will just force the water to come in somewhere else."


"Concrete?"


The second man, who was probably a builder, shook his head. "You need saltwater to make that work. Plus, we don't have any volcanic ash right now. The next shipment isn't due for another two months."


They both went quiet, trying to think of another way to get rid of the water surrounding my little home.


But why would Father do that? What would it solve?


"Well?" Father's voice cracked against the stone and gold in the courtyard. "Have you come up with a plan yet?"


The men looked at him, their shoulders so tight that they looked like they were trying to impersonate turtles.


It was the second man who answered. "No, Your Majesty. We haven't been able to tell where the water is coming from."


Father sighed dramatically, making his thoughts on their intelligence clear. "It's coming from the cottage. My ancestors built it over an artesian spring, then dug a moat from there. You simply have to block the water from exiting the foundation." When they didn't ask any more questions, Father turned to leave, clearly having accomplished his goal.


The men waited until he was out of sight before relaxing even the slightest bit.


"Come on. Let's get this sealed up before the water mage finds his way in again. If we don't, our necks will meet an axe, and then where will our families be?"


The other man nodded, and they quickly set about finding the places the water exited my cottage and began systematically blocking them off with a combination of rocks and mud. Lots of mud.


Eventually, I moved back down to the main part of the building. It wouldn't do for someone to come in and not find me. As soon as I settled on my bed, a servant came by with my lunch. I looked at it and sighed. For some reason, Father had decided that I would no longer receive meat. Or fruit. Instead, I was given a variety of bland vegetable soups. It was essentially the same thing I'd been given for the past week, except someone must have decided that salt was no longer necessary.


Or any sort of seasoning, really. And not even a crust of bread to sop it up. This is actually worse than what I've seen the cooks prepare for our prisoners!


After choking down the overcooked vegetable water, I decided to check on the baths below my cottage.


I should have checked on those right away, although if the ladder to the roof hasn't been found, then the pool shouldn't have been either. They are much better disguised. Still, I should keep an eye on the water level. If they really are blocking out the other outlets, what will happen to the pools? I wondered, wandering through the hidden door and down the stairs. It didn't take long to make sure that everything was still the same. Well, almost everything.


"Oh, good! It isn't overflowing… Wait, is it deeper? How did it get deeper?" Then, I laughed at myself. "Of course, the pool is enchanted! Why would they enchant curtains and cushions but not the pool?" I kept laughing until my giggles turned into tears. Father had decided to take everything away from me, and I'd only just realized what that meant.


It wasn't enough to prevent me from marrying Zale; he also had to stop Zale from coming in. I was to be treated like a prisoner, with luxuries I'd never even considered a big part of my life being taken away. I'd been locked in my cottage, my right to leave rescinded, my right to choose my own food denied, and even my pets forbidden.


As I continued to cry, I walked to the pool and sank into the embrace of the water, the last comfort I had available to me and a secret that I would be unable to overindulge in. I knew that Father would make demands on my time soon. People would be coming in and out of my space at different intervals, all to remind me that I wasn't in control of anything. And there wasn't a thing I could do about it.
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It had been a week of nearly complete isolation, and I felt like I was suffocating. I thought I was used to being alone, but I was wrong. There is a big difference between voluntary and forced isolation. Worse, I wasn't used to spending so much time inside, particularly not with all windows and doors blocked. It felt like the room was closing in on me, and the space got smaller every day.


Every morning, I was awoken by the groomers, bringing my clothing for the day. While my original groomer had only become kinder to me as the days wore on, the others seemed to hate me with every fiber of their beings. It didn't take long to find out that several of them were in love with my father—I was naturally the worst daughter in the world for causing him so much trouble! The others were just mean-spirited and must have been chosen for that specific personality trait.


It wasn't just their attitudes that were the problem, though. My treatments were no longer the tedious but mild irritant of before. Instead, they were intense, painful, and left me in agony for hours. They even peeled me again, despite the fact that it was too soon.


Once they were done, I was sent to eat breakfast with my father—bread and honey-sweetened milk. Then, I was conveyed back to my room and locked in. That was the last human interaction I had until a servant arrived at lunch. Then, I was left alone again until my groomers brought dinner. That led to another one to three hours of pain before they left for the night. Twice, they were ordered to bleed me with leeches, something Father only did when he wanted something special forged out of Mage's Gold.


Once they left for the night—taking my clothes with them and leaving me with only might nightgown—I would soak in the hidden pool, attempt to get some sleep, wake up, and do it all over again.


I usually wasn't lucky on the sleeping front. No matter what I tried, I couldn't drift off, at least not until I was so tired that I was literally crying. The doors blocked out all sounds and left me with nothing but my heartbeat and my breathing to listen to. Ordinarily, I had the gentle movement of water and the calls of night birds to fill the silence and help me drift off. Often, Koal would wander in during the night, as would Deka. Neither was very quiet. I didn't even have the movement of my pet fish to distract me. When a cricket found its way inside, it sounded so loud that I thought I would go deaf!


Strangely, when I did finally get some rest, I dreamt of Nana. It was a memory, something I'd forgotten but was exactly what I needed to hear.


Nana brushes my hair, careful to arrange it the way Father demanded.


"Why do I need to go to dinner with him, Nana? Father's so mean to me! He…" I started sobbing, thinking about how he destroyed my favorite doll when I disobeyed him the week before. "He hates me 'cause I'm weak, doesn't he? 'Cause I'm a cry baby."


She sighed and put the brush down. "Listen closely, Amy. Crying doesn't make you weak. Feeling doesn't make you weak. Most importantly, surviving doesn't make you weak. Sometimes, we have to get along 'til we can get away."


I'd woken up with a feeling of relief. In the back of my mind, I'd wondered if I was weak, if I'd given in too easily. Those thoughts were still there, but they'd lost their power. I was surviving, fighting the despair that threatened to drown me as the isolation dragged me further down.


"Battles are fought just as much in the mind as the body," Zale had told me.


At that point, I started to fight back.


Just days after that dream, I found the first way I could take back some control of my life; I started sleeping on the roof. In fact, I spent most of my time there. It was just easier. Ironically, my father's insistence on locking me in was what gave me the opportunity to go outside. There were actually three locks, each more difficult to open, even with a key. The tumblers creaked louder than my rocking chair. I could easily hear the servants start opening the first one. By the time they were finished with the last, I was always sitting on my bed expectantly.


That was also the reason I didn't spend more time in the pools. Whoever built the lower level had worked to keep it a secret. No sound escaped to alert people that there was more to the cottage than met the eyes. That went the other direction, too; if the door was closed, I was cut off from everything. If I wasn't where I belonged when someone came to check on me, I'd be in a lot of trouble. I didn't want to have another thing taken from me; I didn't think I'd be able to handle that.


The most devastating part of it all was finding out that my pets had been thrown out when the water was blocked off. Father had gleefully informed me that they'd been removed from the palace grounds and a quick conversation with a slightly sympathetic guard let me know that it was true. No one knew precisely what happened to them, only that they were gone. The guards hadn't been involved with anything more than rounding them up, and the rest of the staff wasn't allowed to talk to me. The only reason I wasn't inconsolable was that Father never mentioned killing them. They'd probably been dropped on the other side of the wall and left there. I was hoping—betting, really—that Zale had found them, although that didn't absolve the guilt I had over my fish. They weren't suited to deep water, and my biggest fear was that they'd been dumped in the river. Unless they'd been given to someone else, they were gone for good.


The sound of metal scraping against metal shook me from my reverie, prompting me to cease stargazing and leave my rooftop sanctuary.


But who would come at this time of night? The servants have already left for the day, and Father is usually finishing up paperwork right now.


I didn't have long to wonder. When the door opened, a most unexpected person slipped in—my stepmother, Mary.


I said nothing as she closed the door behind her.


"He would choose the noisiest locks available," she grumbled. Huffing, she turned toward me and gave a soft smile. "How are you?"


I fought a frown. That was the kindest thing she'd ever said to me, and I wasn't sure what was going on. "Fine."


Mary snorted. "Not likely. You look like you're wasting away, which isn't all that surprising, considering the diet he's put you on."


I shrugged. "There's not a lot that we can do about that."


"No," she agreed with a sigh.


Then silence fell between us, interrupted only by subtle fidgeting. Neither of us was obvious about it—we'd been in too many court sessions for that to happen—but the quiet of the room made everything louder.


Finally, she spoke again. "Your fish are alive still."


"What? How?" I was far too shocked to moderate my emotions.


"I may have suggested that they be given to someone else. All your pets, really. After all, it is much crueler to give someone's pet away than to kill them outright. One is cruel; the other is both cruel and callous."


"So, who…?"


She bit her lip and smirked slightly. "Lady Darena Aranid, of course. It is well known that you two are at odds."


It is? Since when? I wondered. Then, I realized what she'd done. "So, he gave my pets to someone he thought was my enemy? Clever."


She nodded her head slightly, then looked around the room. "He hasn't given you much, has he?"


Frowning, I tried to view the space from her perspective and couldn't help but agree. Besides the vanity with the various potions Father demanded I use, there was very little in the room. A bookcase and chair sat off to one side, and the bed was in the center, with the vanity on the other end of the room. That was basically it besides my wardrobe. My normal groomer had snuck in some sewing tools, but they were hidden up on the roof. It gave me something to do during the day and kept them hidden at the same time—tricky to do without my normal project, books, or the decorations that Father had destroyed during our argument two weeks before.


"I'm not usually in here much," I told her, knowing it was a poor excuse. Unfortunately, it was also true.


"My parents sold me to a madman, and they still gave me more than your father has." Mary paused and shook her head. "I didn't come here to make you feel worse, I promise. I just… I feel like I owe you something."


"What? What could you possibly owe me?"


She didn't respond, instead heading toward the door. Just before reaching it, Mary turned and asked, "Do you love him? Zale? Or do you just want to marry him because he'll help you escape this place?"


I opened my mouth and closed it again. "That's not an easy question. I mean, yes, I want to get away from Father, but…" I sighed. "Have you ever been around someone who just makes you feel like you can be yourself? Like you don't have to put on a mask to hide your emotions or pretend to like something because they like it? Zale actually came here to set me free from both the curse and his betrothal. Then, he saw the danger I was in and decided to keep protecting me. But, he never tries to make me anyone else. I'm safe just being myself. And he doesn't hide from me, either."


I grinned and shook my head. "He's so easy going, and then someone says something, and he snaps into protective mode. He reminds me of the ocean, beautiful and calm one moment and dangerous the next, but so worth the danger…"


Her quiet words brought me out of my reverie. "So you do love him… Good. Not everyone gets to experience that." Mary closed her eyes and took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. When she opened her eyes again, her familiar mask was in place. She was the queen, once again, and nothing could touch her. "I'll try to visit again, but not for a while. Midas rarely lets me move around on my own."


She opened the door and started to walk out when I said, "Mary?" My stepmother paused and looked at me, a softness in her eyes. "Thank you."


Mary nodded, and I could see her putting her mask back on. Queen Marygold strode out the door, locking it behind her, and I was left once again in silence and isolation.


We each have our roles to play, and neither of us wanted them.










CHAPTER 13: PREPARING FOR THE FESTIVAL
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Has it already been a month? I wondered, my mind dull as I watched my festival gown get hung up in the corner. Naturally, there was no response. I didn't say it aloud. It wouldn't do me any good—no one would answer. That had stopped around the second week. Apparently, Father disliked the idea that I would be receiving gossip, so he forbade the servants from talking in my presence.


He apparently didn't think about how difficult it would be for them to accomplish tasks without being able to actually tell me what they needed.


Then again, Father rarely remembers there are other perspectives besides his own.


My perspective had undoubtedly changed since being locked away. Most of my time was spent either on the roof or in the pools below my cottage. The loneliness allowed me to see a lot of things more clearly, particularly my father. Despite having me under heavy guard, he rarely followed up to make sure that I hadn't found a way to get around his edicts. He also hadn't come to see me since I'd been locked away. The process was painful, but it became clear to me that I only mattered when I was convenient or inconvenient. If I was where he wanted me or causing no problems, I didn't warrant his attention.


My original groomer cleared her throat loudly. When I turned to face her, she raised her brows. When that didn't register, she lifted a hand, palm up, until it was about shoulder height.


Right. She needs me to stand.


I'd been lying on my bed, reluctant to move, half forgetting why I should. I blinked heavily, feeling exhausted already. When I heard the door creak open once more, I huffed and finally pulled myself into a seated position.


The groomer shook her head before taking my hands. She pulled me up and dragged me across the room until I could be situated on the stool. Finally, my day began.


The various potions and concoctions I was required to use each morning had grown monumentally over the past month. Where my daily routine had originally taken only forty-five minutes, I'd reached five hours with an additional three in the evening.


Considering they're feeding me a late brunch while just starting the process, I have a feeling that I'll be here until it's time for the festival to start. Well, at least until the family dinner. I doubt Father will let me miss that. Just the thought had me shaking and numb.


That didn't deter the groomers, though. It was odd, being around so many bustling people at once. There were two more that I didn't recognize, and I was feeling out of sorts. I doubted I would have been able to deal with it if they actually had spoken. It would have been too much to handle, particularly after being left so alone.


I miss Zale. I hadn't seen hide nor hair of him since the day I was locked away. I knew he'd been trying to get back in, though. The guards weren't nearly as quiet as they thought. Apparently, he'd tried to get back through the gates but had been hesitant to cause a ruckus.


"He's worried about hurting us," one of the guards had said as they walked around the exterior of the cottage. It hadn't been possible before the moat was filled in, leaving an ugly strip of brown dirt in place of the cool, fresh water.


"Yes, well, the king would kill us if he got in and we allowed it, so I appreciate his consideration," the other one muttered.


I found the irony of Father silencing the groomers but not the guards a bit ironic. Then again, men seemed to think that women were the only ones who gossiped. Father would have been horrified if he knew how much I'd learned about the inner workings of the palace during my weeks of isolation.


In actuality, I knew more about my home after being made prisoner than I ever had when allowed to walk free. I was truly invisible, so no one worried about what I'd hear. And, for someone so far removed from everyday life, each tidbit was precious. Learning a bit about the people who'd surrounded me every day of my life had become something of an obsession.


I'd discovered that the cook and the head of the guards were married but always had the worst arguments. I learned that there were several maids who refused to go anywhere near my father and took the dirtiest jobs they could find to avoid him. They also did it so they could avoid the nobles. Apparently, they were just as bad as my father when it came to their vices.


This was and wasn't surprising. I'd been sheltered from the noble families because Father was so demanding and refused to let anyone else have access to the gold I produced. I'd never really liked the attitudes of those I had interacted with, and I'd always suspected that they were much more sinister than their foppish appearance suggested. That was why I'd never fought the order. Apparently, my general disinclination to interact with them had saved me quite a bit of frustration and potential pain. They were not just immoral; they were so entrenched in hedonism that it was only Father's cruelty and power that held them in check. Ironically, because he considered the servants to be property, he was very protective of them. It was twisted but not much different from how I'd been treated when I was little.


I blinked and stood as the women pushed me toward the bathing chamber. They may have been brusque everywhere else, but when I was bathing, they all seemed to soften somehow. My original groomer was usually the only one allowed to help me with that portion of my preparation, but even she was more cautious.


It's probably because I've become so thin, I thought. Most of the time, I'm at least partially dressed, but when they are scrubbing my skin in the bath, it becomes obvious just how small I am. And I can't blame them. I looked down at my ribs and sighed. What little figure I once possessed was gone, and there was nothing I could do about it.


After soaking in a milk and rose petal bath for nearly an hour, I reentered my bedroom and was directed to a cot. When I lay down, I was coated with oil and massaged until I felt like I was missing my bones. Then, they sat me up again and buffed and polished until my skin shone like a golden platter. Next, my hair was brushed over and over until it was straight as a poker.


Odd. The popular style right now is to have tight curls…


I frowned as I watched them try to argue without saying anything. Eventually, my original groomer huffed and walked over, pulling out some cosmetics that I'd never seen before. The gold powder was lightly brushed on my eyelids and cheeks before a thick gold cream was brushed onto my lips.


When she was finished, my dress was put on, heavy with embroidery and beading. The only reason I wasn't swimming in it was because of the frequent visits from the dressmaker. She was the only one shocked by my rapid decline, but she couldn't say or do anything. With the changes Father demanded of her, I could barely walk due to the weight.


Just as he wanted.


As soon as it settled and my shoes were on, I turned to look at myself in the mirror. Unfortunately, the girl looking back at me wasn't me. Or, at least, she wasn't me when I was alive. I had a strong feeling that it was exactly what I'd looked like when I was a statue.
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I didn't know how long I stood there, staring at my reflection in horror, but I finally woke when the guards entered.


"This way, please, Your Highness," Captain Dimitri said as Bastien shuffled me toward the door.


I wonder how his wife, Bastienne, is doing… I'd overheard the two guards discussing Bastien's wife, a shepherdess who refused to stop working because she liked it too much. Dimitri had simply laughed at the younger man and told him to enjoy it.


Colas, the youngest of the three, trailed behind as we left the cottage. He was tall and skinny with a very deep voice. He also loved to sing nonsense songs, making the words sound practically magical. I'd watched the three of them, as well as their comrades, for so long that I felt like I actually knew them.


But I don't. They don't know you, and they don't care about you. They have their own lives and problems. You're just a job. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a moment. I need to remember that. If I forget, then I'll end up trusting the wrong person.


Back in control of my emotions, I allowed myself to be walked out of the cottage and over to the feasting chamber. That in itself was odd. We were going to have a family dinner before the Confluence, so there was no reason to mess up the table already. Plus, despite the excessive decorations, the place felt almost eerie as we walked through it. The only times I went there, it was filled to the brim with people, not just the paltry three that awaited at the head table.


"Ah! Daughter, there you are!" Father exclaimed as I entered. Unsurprisingly, he was wearing his finest robes with my sabre on his belt, the hilt gleaming in the torchlight. "I was beginning to despair of you being ready in time. Oh! And our guest of honor is here as well! You remember your Aunt Lottie, of course."


I blinked and looked over at the outlier in our family dinner and—most likely—the reason we were eating in a room much too big for our party. For her part, Aunt Lottie looked exactly the same as I remembered her: sable hair, crystal-blue eyes, petite form, and cold demeanor. She'd always made me feel chilled, even just looking at her.


Lottie stared at me with a smirk on her painted lips. "Well, you've certainly grown up, though you haven't stopped playing dress-up, I see."


I shifted my gaze back to Father, who sputtered. She always could unsettle him.


"Yes, well, I thought it appropriate for the situation. Now, Chrysanthe, sit down so we can be served. I'm sure that Lottie is starved."


I sat in the chair he directed me to, beside Mary. Then, I frowned as I realized that she was in the wrong spot and that we were on the wrong side of the table.


They put us on the side that they normally serve from. I guess it makes sense since it would be awkward for us to talk if we're all on the same side of the table, but why is Mary over… Then it clicked. Lottie was sitting in the spot reserved for the queen! And we're sitting on the side meant for servants. Then, as if the insulting seating choice wasn't enough, Father is ignoring his wife in order to dote on Lottie. I don't remember him ever acting this way before.


In fact, Father was acting a lot like some of the guards did when they flirted with the maids, something I only knew because of my time spent watching the world pass by as I hid on my roof.


When Lottie said something to praise the room or the food, he would puff out his chest. When she disparaged someone, he agreed. When she reached for a second helping of wine, he was there to assist. Then she began pointing her insults at his wife.


"So, this is the woman you married?" Lottie asked, cutting a piece of chicken into smaller bites. "A bit plain."


I bit my tongue because arguing would just hurt Mary, but I thought the comment outrageous. My stepmother was stunning! Lottie was beautiful as well, but she wielded her looks like a weapon while Mary wore them like armor. I'd seen enough pretty people act like Lottie—albeit not in such an accomplished way—that I thought Mary's ways more complex, interesting, and intriguing.


Father chuckled. "Yes, I know. Then again, no one comes close to your beauty, my dear. Still, I had to marry someone. And she fills the role well enough."


My hand left my lap and grabbed Mary's under the table. Her face was completely blank, but she squeezed my hand once before returning to her meal.


"But couldn't you have gone for one with more style? Or, at least, some fire? She's so docile," Lottie spat. "It's like looking at a lamb in human guise. I never would have suggested you marry if I knew you'd pick someone so pathetic. And you aren't a good enough liar to make anyone actually believe the relationship is real."


Father shrugged and sidestepped her clear attempt at provoking an argument. "People still think I was in love with my first wife and that I remarried because it was what needed to happen. They really don't care that much. And she did have some fire at the beginning, but I tamed her quickly enough. Besides, what does a pet matter? How long are you staying, do you think?"


Lottie hummed and sipped some more wine. "Probably for a week or two. I have some matters to attend to back east soon, and I wouldn't want to overstay my welcome. But, don't worry, I brought some toys with me."


"Toys?" Father asked, his eyes bright.


"Mmhmm. One of them is a potion to ensure the sheep is with child. You still need an heir, after all."


Father grimaced and drummed his fingers on the table. "True. Still, I hope you included something else."


She grinned. "Oh, I did. Those nobles of yours have been getting uppity lately. We may just have to show them why you are the one ruling and that it has little to do with the family you're from. But—" she lifted her finger in the air "—we need to deal with business first. Is everything prepared for the ceremony?"


Nodding, Father settled back in his chair, angling his body so he could face her. "It took some time, but yes. I have all the articles you wanted, and they've been prepared precisely as you directed. Will the whole ceremony be necessary, do you think, or can we get away without using up all our resources?"


What are they talking about? What ceremony? Is this about the Confluence Festival?


She laughed, the sound sharp and grating. "Don't play games with me, Midas, dear. Remember what happened last time you did." She flicked her gaze to the turban on his head. "There is no getting around the cost of the spell, just like there is no getting around the results of your insult, no matter how many sparkly turbans you wear."


Mary quickly grabbed her wine and took a sip, pursing her lips as she did so.


So, she understands that part, at least. I've always wondered why he started wearing turbans. Lottie must have done something to him, something that Mary knows about.


Father just gritted his teeth and took the quips with a stoicism that was unlike him. He normally returned insult for insult. "I simply didn't wish to waste something that can't be replaced if it wasn't necessary. Now that I know it is, I'll stop asking."


She rolled her eyes and huffed. "Just take that ridiculous thing off of your head! The only person here who doesn't know about your ears is your daughter, and it hardly matters what she thinks anyway."


Father scowled but did as she demanded. It was only my practice at hiding my emotions that kept me from reacting. The last time I'd seen Father without a turban was around when he married my stepmother, and I finally understood why.


He had donkey ears. Yes, they were smaller than they would be on an actual donkey, but there was no denying what they were. The… hair on them was the same color and texture as what lay on his head, which explained why he was able to keep up the charade for so long. Still, donkey ears.


A servant entered with desserts and set the plate down a bit too loudly as he realized what he was looking at.


"You twit! What are you trying to do, deafen us or just dent the platter?" Father asked while boxing the footman's ears. There were more angry words and blows, but my attention had been grabbed by Aunt Lottie, who sat there, watching the whole scene with a brilliant smile on her lips. She wasn't just pleased; she was excited. And as Father drew blood, that excitement only grew. Then, her attention shifted, and our eyes locked.


"Are you excited about the festival, little flower? You should be."


I said nothing, continuing to eat as if she hadn't spoken. Not that she expected any sort of response, I mused. Lottie had always enjoyed making people uneasy. It didn't really surprise me that she would act that way with me.


"Hmm, you've gotten quieter. I'm not sure I approve," she said mildly. "But it will be useful enough…"


With that additional cryptic remark, she went back to eating her dessert. Meanwhile, Father beat the servant black and blue before he finally calmed down enough to rejoin us.


Lottie raised a brow and looked at his plate rather pointedly. "You're not eating, Midas?"


He sighed. "No. I'm not much in the mood for it tonight."


"I wonder why? You should have known better than to betray me like that."


"Skies, Lottie! I was angry! You ignored me for months, and I had to do something. What was I supposed to do, say that my soon-to-be wife wasn't as beautiful a singer as my former lover? How was I to know that you were so touchy about your voice?"


She hummed again and lightly dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. "Perhaps, but this is hardly the time to bring it up. We've so much to do tonight; bickering about the past will just cause us problems. Besides, I may be able to get rid of those after the ceremony. I don't think they become you." She ignored Father's growing excitement and ate one more bite before putting her fork down and glancing out at the night sky. "Well, then, we should get started! It's getting close to the Confluence."


Father must have agreed because he rose from his chair like a man half his age. Mary gracefully followed suit and waited as he moved to Lottie's side. "Come along, girls." Then, without a single glance at either of us, he and Lottie left the hall.


Mary glanced at me and wordlessly nodded in their direction.


What is going on? I wondered as we followed the other two. This whole year has been about the Confluence Festival, but it feels like the festival is almost an afterthought. The entire dinner has been about Lottie and Father's relationship. And why are we headed deeper into the palace instead of toward the courtyard? Or, better yet, the palace wall! There's plenty of space there to get a good view of the event.


Instead, we moved toward the heart of the palace and an area I'd never been before. Though, to be fair, I hadn't actually been to most areas of the palace. If it was a public space accessible from the courtyard or gardens, I knew about it. If it was anything in the private areas—besides my mother and father's old office—I hadn't seen it. I'd never been allowed in those spaces and pretty much avoided the palace proper and had never been invited in or shown around.


Which is suddenly striking me as strange. I may not be designated as his heir, but Father has no other children. Why wouldn't I be shown the royal spaces, even if only to warn me away from them? Why wasn't I ever encouraged to explore what should have been my home, to understand how the palace works?


But there wasn't much time to think on it. We'd reached a staircase I never knew existed and began our ascent. From what I remembered of Nana's lessons, that area was the oldest part of the palace and possibly even part of the original structure. Strangely, there was no second floor anywhere in the palace, though the ceilings were quite tall. Still, I wasn't quite sure why there were stairs. There was nowhere for them to lead except the roof.


But most of the roofs are pitched or domed, so why…


My breath caught as we walked through a doorway and out onto the hidden terrace. The sun had set hours ago, leaving a star-strewn sky in its wake, but the darkness didn't hamper us. Just like the glowing stone in the feasting hall, the entire area was lit from within! Instead of just gold, though, it was shades of blue, purple, silver, and pink.


Around the edges of the space were the other rooflines—explaining how the place had been hidden so thoroughly—and in the center stood a strange platform surrounded by columns. The platform was the only thing that featured gold, and it glowed like a torch. Instead of warmth, though, it gave off a strangely cold impression.


I felt enthralled by it and moved closer to examine the rectangular box.


It has to be there for a reason. Why is it so different from everything else?


As I moved closer, I began to notice carvings, but I couldn't quite make them out. Someone stood beside me and gently pushed me forward. I allowed it, desperately wanting to see what was etched into the strangely luminescent stone.


When I was no more than a foot away, I could finally make it out. Then, I wished I hadn't.


The reason it was glowing was that it had been inlaid with Mage's Gold to give the carvings more depth. Instead of the nature scene or some sort of image of mythical gods dancing that I expected, there was a woman lying on the same altar I was looking at. Except, she'd been chained in place, and people were ripping her into pieces! There were about ten other people in the carving. Some seemed to be servants, bowing low and trembling around the outer edge of the image. Others were clearly priests in their traditional clothing. Another appeared to be the king, crowned with a heavy circlet of golden leaves that I remembered from Nana's history lessons. Still more were unidentifiable, their carvings worn away by the passage of time. I didn't look any closer. By that point, my eyes were firmly locked on something carved into an area that must have been the sky. It was a remarkably familiar image, one that had been used for centuries to identify a specific celestial event.


It was the symbol of the Confluence. The very one that we were having a festival for. I would know the image of a comet passing behind a moon anywhere.


Suddenly, I was shoved forward and flipped over onto my back. My arms were grabbed and locked in place, then my legs and, before I knew what was happening, I had been pinned to the stone in the same manner as the girl in the carving. The only difference was, I was alive.


For now.


Father stood above me with a grim look on his face. "I'm sorry it came to this, Chrysanthe. I did try and find a way around this, but I had little choice. It was sacrifice you or allow the spell to fail, and I can't let that happen."


"W-what spell?" I asked, feeling a bit fuzzy still. My mind couldn't seem to catch up.


Lottie laughed. "Oh, dear! Did no one tell you? There's a reason your country has stayed prosperous for so long. It certainly has nothing to do with your own strength! You idiots had almost run it into the ground multiple times, and it was only my help that prevented you from failing."


She grinned and pulled out a huge knife that glowed with the same stone and Mage's Gold combination that the altar did. "Now, let's get started, shall we?"










CHAPTER 14: THE CELESTIAL CONFLUENCE
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With a single swipe of the knife, Lottie bobbed my hair, cutting the back of my neck in the process.


"There, that should stop your whining," she said as she thrust the golden strands at Father.


He sputtered and took them from her, looking shocked and slightly amused. While he looked at the hair in his hands, she rubbed the lock she'd hidden in her hands against the back of my neck. Within seconds, my blood had changed the strands from standard gold into Mage's Gold, and they were hidden away in her pocket.


"Oh, do stop!" Lottie admonished Father. "Do you really think I don't know what you've been up to? You wanted to keep her around so that you didn't lose your endless supply of gold. I've told you before, that's why this spell was cast in the first place! Just because you're losing this gold doesn't mean more isn't coming."


Father rolled his eyes. "Yes, because that's why I didn't want to kill my only child. It was all for the gold, not the fact that she's my own flesh and blood."


Lottie huffed. "Please. You couldn't care less about that girl if you tried. You've always painted her with the same brush as her mother, something I've found intensely amusing. After all, I was the one who had your wife bespelled in the first place. And yet, you welcomed me into your arms readily enough and threw her out into the gardens until she could be gotten rid of. You are a hypocrite, aren't you, Midas?"


Judging by the thinly veiled rage in my father's eyes, he didn't care for the way she'd described him, starting with her accusations that he didn't love me. I found that ironic, considering how I'd always been treated. "I—" He stopped when a loud cheer echoed through the night. Father looked toward the city and grimaced. "I do care for the girl. I also care about my country. You may have bespelled the woman I married, but she was the one who might have destroyed everything. If people found out I could be fooled so easily, it would have undermined my authority and turned Crechel into a laughing stock."


Another cheer rose, distracting him. Father frowned and turned his attention toward the violet radiance of the moon. "It must be getting close to time."


Lottie glanced up as well and grimaced. "About a quarter of an hour. Just enough time to get the spell in place." And then, she began shuffling around. She placed items around the corners of the altar, then moved around, chanting and touching each of the columns.


"I want you to know that I tried to find another way," Father told me quietly so as not to disturb Lottie. "I searched for a long time for any way to save you from this fate. I even tried betrothing you to another royal, but everything fell through. There is nothing I could do. But, at least you are being sacrificed for a reason. That should help assuage some of the sting."


I stared at him in utter shock. How anyone could come up with something so ridiculous was entirely beyond me. Biting my lip, I breathed in through my nose and then let it out slowly. Only then could I calmly ask, "What is the spell for?"


Father blinked. "Didn't she just say? Our prosperity! Your tutors must have been remiss if they didn't teach you our family history. Do you remember the story of my grandfather and the woman who spun straw into gold?"


I nodded, hoping that there would be a way to keep him talking and convince him that I should be let go. My backup plan involved getting out of the restraints. Being skin-and-bones might help with that endeavor, but there was no telling. Luckily, Father didn't notice what I was doing. He was too busy talking to care.


"Good. Well, after his fiancé was kidnapped by the demon—that very day, actually—he met a powerful woman who became our family's salvation. She told him of an ancient spell that could be cast on the country and the royal family. It would bring wealth to our people and save us from the debt we'd found ourselves in. They performed it on the Confluence, and everything changed for us. Crechel grew in power and importance, but there was a catch. It has to be renewed every Confluence on this very altar to make certain it continues on. Unfortunately, it also requires the sacrifice to be from the royal family and have magic."


"But Great-grandfather didn't have any children at that point. And our family doesn't have magic."


He grimaced in distaste. "Grandfather was very… free with his affections and didn't care what caste the woman was from. He had a number of illegitimate children, several of whom were magical. All he had to do was turn one of them into gold and sacrifice her on this altar. And as for the lack of magic in our direct line, well, the ceremony tends to pull more magic from the area it protects. Why do you think magicians lose theirs after living here for a while? But, don't worry, the spells on you will satisfy the ceremony."


Lottie started laughing again, the sound harsher than before and her eyes colder than ice. "What he's neglected to mention is that your family did this for centuries before someone dropped the ball and forgot to mention it to their child. The gold portion of the spell only became necessary because of the lapse. It needed a magical boost if you wanted to get anything more than a slight increase in grain yields and higher taxes. Mage's Gold that comes directly from a beating heart is a very powerful thing and will keep the spell going until the next Confluence. We just didn't plan on you being turned so early or fighting off the spells to turn you back."


Father huffed. "It also wasn't supposed to kill me. The idiot decided to take some revenge, and I almost starved to death while waiting for him to send the counter-curse. I had to work quickly to stop the spell from being wasted. He was supposed to wait until you were nineteen and then send it over. And it definitely wasn't supposed to kill me. I nearly died eating peas—peas! Peas are not supposed to be life-threatening!"


"Are you still complaining about that?" Lottie asked, clearly exasperated. "You have a strange complex about that vegetable."


The party that distracted us earlier suddenly sounded much louder, as if it was moving inside the palace. That didn't make sense, though. We were on the opposite side of the compound from the feasting hall. They had no reason to be so close to the family wing of the palace.


I frowned but said nothing about it as Lottie carried on with her spell. A single look at the sky showed that the time of my death was getting closer and closer at every moment. The comet was slowly blazing its way toward the moon, somehow making the purple coloration more vibrant.


"Is this why you wouldn't let me marry Zale?" I stopped pulling on my restraints. All I could do was distract them. It wouldn't work, but it would probably be my last chance to get answers, not that knowing any of it would matter in the long run.


Father grumbled and shook his head, making his ears flap slightly. "That was only part of the problem. Why would you want to marry some dirty mage? The boy looked like he hadn't bathed in years!"


Considering Zale controlled water, I had no idea what my father was talking about. Unless he's referring to the braids? But those make sense. He's either underwater or on a ship with wind blowing his hair everywhere. The braids keep it out of his way, and he's much cleaner than any of the nobles, despite their use of the public baths.


"Besides," Father continued, "you hardly know him."


"I know him better than I know you," I retorted without thinking. The slap to my face made me regret the comment immediately.


Luckily, Lottie interrupted before it could go much farther. "What are you talking about? What mage? Has someone been sniffing around your daughter?"


Father grimaced. "Just the upstart that bespelled the water all those years ago. He's the one that reversed the gold spell when it went wrong."


Lottie huffed. "I really wish that idiot from Fretche had waited to give you the spell, but I suppose it worked out for the best since he went and got himself killed. I've been working twice as hard to fix his messes, the senile old—" A raucous cheer interrupted her, but she continued on without noting it or the way it reverberated through the roof beneath us. "That mage could be a problem, though. Did he say what his name was or where he was from?"


Shrugging, Father admitted he knew very little about Zale and cared even less. "I had him thrown out a month ago, and he hasn't been back since. Once I blocked off the water, he was stuck, so he can't be that powerful. Now, what's next?"


"I need some of your blood on her to ensure the bond to your family line remains. Here, hold out your hand."


He did so, and she sliced a long line down the center of his palm. Then, she moved his hand over my forehead and let the blood drip down until I felt it creeping through the short strands of hair left after she cut the rest.


Meanwhile, the festival-goers grew louder and louder, the sound echoing through the courtyard and, curiously, up the stairs.


Father and Lottie continued with the ceremony, chanting ominously as a glow began to suffuse my body. The clash of purple and gold roiled across my skin and flared up like a banked fire suddenly exposed to a breeze. The corona spread from my head down to my toes and lit my captors' faces to eerie effect.


Lottie finished her final syllable and raised the knife high…


…Just as the sound of pounding boots echoed up the stairs. All four of us turned our heads toward the disturbance and saw the guards who'd escorted me to dinner running onto the terrace, along with ten more.


Captain Dimitri bowed to Father and said, "Your Majesty, we couldn't hold them off! I have no idea how they got in—" He looked up, spotted the donkey ears, and froze.


Lucky for the captain, Father didn't notice. "What are you doing here? Do you know what you could have done‽" he demanded. "We are at the most critical part!"


Dimitri grimaced and glanced over at the stairs again. "I'm sorry, Your Majesty! It's just, there was a group of revelers who somehow made it onto the palace grounds early. We thought it would be fine until they started moving this direction. Now, we can't get them to leave. Even now, they're coming up the stairs!"


Lottie glanced up and sighed quietly. "We still have a few minutes before the magic is at its most potent. Handle this, Midas."


Father's shoulders pulled back. "Get rid of them." His order was simple, but the threat was clear.


Unfortunately, the captain didn't seem to have any way of carrying it out. Before he could utter another word, the noise we'd heard all evening rose once again, and the party appeared at the top of the steps.


It was a mismatched group, to be sure. Half were obviously wealthy. The other half looked like they were laborers of some sort. Regardless of their social standing, they acted drunk and seemed to be having a wonderful time.


One man, who was dressed like a foreigner, asked, "Where are these rivers of gold I heard people talking about? Ah! I found them!" He pointed at the ground, where the remains of my hair lay. Then, he started laughing, the occasional hiccup making it obvious he wasn't really in control of his faculties.


How did they get here? How did they get past the guards?


But there was little time to wonder as I watched Bastien attack. One of the men "fell" to the side, making Bastien stumble forward when he didn't meet the resistance he expected. One moment, he was overextending. The next, he'd disappeared into the crowd. There were no grunts or cries of pain, just more drunken laughter and jostling. The remaining guards glanced at the group warily, unsure of what to do.


"Don't just stand there!" Father bellowed. "Get rid of them!"


So, they did as ordered. Several of the men looked resigned, their eyes dull. They knew that disobedience would mean their entire family was at risk, while obedience would mean only they would die. The forward attacks were met with the same strange lack of resistance. One by one, the guards disappeared into the swarming mob with nary a cry to inform us of their fate.


"Midas!" Lottie snapped. "Get rid of them! We're running out of time."


Father growled and turned to glance at her. "And what would you have me do, Charlotte? Hmm? I can hardly kill forty men on my own, much less completely unarmed. Why don't you take care of them while I finish the ceremony? After all, I have a weapon made of Mage's Gold, too."


She rolled her eyes. "We don't need that gold monstrosity on your belt, not with the knife. But if you are so interested in using it, why don't you put it to work and defend us?"


Midas frowned but pulled the sabre from its sheath.


Before he could ask any further questions, the crowd went silent. It was strange how an absence of sound could be louder than the cacophony that preceded it. All of our attention snapped to the suddenly serious group and their rapt attention. While their physical appearance hadn't changed, their attitudes had. The jocularity and drunkenness had been replaced with intense focus and utter sobriety. The change was just as convincing as the act, and it would have terrified me if I wasn't already out of my mind with fear.


Suddenly, the group parted, and a familiar face appeared.


"Zale!" I cried out, tears leaking from my eyes as I tugged at my shackles.


He met my gaze, his expression softening for a moment before shifting his attention to the king.


"You went back on our deal," Zale stated softly as Deka leapt onto his shoulder from somewhere else in the crowd. The guards noticeably flinched and carefully checked their armor for loose buckles. "Both deals, actually. Do you know what happens to people who go back on deals? They lose everything."


Midas huffed. "Is that so? And how do you intend to force the issue? With your rabble? They're hardly impressive."


"Aren't they?" Zale asked, his voice still sounding so mild that he almost seemed pleased with the conversation. The harsh lines of his lips proved otherwise. "Perhaps one of them will make you rethink your opinion."


Then, Zale stepped aside and let another man through, one who was roughly the same age as my father, with dark hair and skin that showed he spent a lot of time outdoors. Despite the stern expression on his rough features, he had enough smile lines to make me think that he was generally a happy person. And his sky-blue eyes were firmly locked with my father's.


"Hello, Midas." His cultured tones took me by surprise. Everything about him said that he was a man who worked outdoors, probably labor if his shoulders were anything to judge by, but he sounded like a noble. "Nice ears."


"Stephan. I thought you'd be dead by now," the king responded, his voice as slick as oil over wet skin. Whoever the man was, Midas hated him.


Granted, the ears comment probably didn't help.


Stephan shook his head, almost sadly. "Your assassins were easy to spot, brother. I thought you knew better."


Brother? But that means… Mary was right. I do have an uncle.


"Well, I must thank you, boy. I wasn't able to name another heir until my brother was dead or officially resigned from the position. Apparently, Mother and Father didn't trust me and thought a spell would keep things equitable between the two of us. This will make my life much easier."


Lottie swore before letting loose a shrill whistle. When King Midas turned to look at her, she grinned. "What, you don't think I'd be foolish enough to travel without protection, do you? Aw, you do! How foolish."


Something moved in the shadows of the rooftops, and before I could think to question it, men began to drop into the midst of Zale's group. A few surprised cries gave way to agonized grunts, and people began to fall. Fortunately, they also rallied quickly. Rag-tag they may look, but they were anything but. Despite the greater skill that Lottie's men possessed, they were still outnumbered, and the element of surprise had been lost. The two groups were evenly matched at first, but Lottie's men began losing ground quickly.


Deka wasn't going to be left out and began to harry the guards by leaping from shoulder to shoulder, scratching at faces and biting ears. I lost sight of him fairly quickly, but the high-pitched shrieks let me know that he continued on with his work, even when out of sight.


A few more guards slipped out of the shadows and joined the fray, wielding weapons unlike any I'd seen before. Most seemed to be enchanted, shimmering with power in a way that reminded me of the knife still in Lottie's hand.


"Where did you find all those?" Midas asked, his attention in the same place as mine.


Lottie snorted. "Please! Do you think I leave things to chance? I have several enchanters in my employ, one of which specializes in weapons. Unlike some people, I always assume there will be trouble. Now let's get this—"


She was cut off when she was slammed into a column by my stepmother, her slight build belying the strength it must have taken. She used so much force that they knocked the sabre out of Father's hands as they went by. He was too shocked to do anything but watch as Mary rammed her knee into Lottie's back. My stepmother was apparently a very angry woman with a surprising amount of strength.


My father started forward, as if to help, before freezing again. There, at his feet, was the knife. Lottie had dropped it when she was first hit.


"Midas! Get your cow of a wife off of me!" Lottie screamed as she grappled with Mary.


He watched for another moment before stooping to pick up the knife. He stared at it in his hands, tracing it with his eyes.


"Midas!" she yelled again before being slammed against the pillar.


But the king didn't notice. He was too entranced by the knife, reminding me of my reaction to the altar when I saw it.


There is definitely something wrong with this place.


Midas looked up at the sky while leaning back, as if basking in the glow of the moon and the comet. The Confluence was at its height, and they were shining bright enough to light the entire courtyard, even without the help of the stones. Then, he dropped his head and looked at me again, an eerie purple glow emitting from his eyes.


"I'm sorry about this, darling, but it was a long time coming." Then, my father lifted the knife and drove it down toward my chest.


"NO!" Zale bellowed from somewhere in the crowd. But it was too late for me.


And then, it wasn't. Instead of the pain I expected, nothing happened!


I blinked, not realizing I'd closed my eyes. Frowning, I looked up at my father, watching him choke as a familiar gold blade stuck out of his side. He dropped the knife and turned to see his wife standing there with the sabre in her hand.


"M-Marygold? Heh. I didn't t-think you had-d the gall." He swallowed heavily and dropped to his knees as the scent of burning flesh reached me. The sword hadn't just sliced through skin and muscle; it was actively killing him. He wouldn't have the chance to bleed to death because it was sinking further in at an upward angle.


It's moving toward his heart. On its own!


Mary hadn't noticed, nor was she still holding it. She was too focused on Father to notice much of anything.


"You are filth," she said. "You were cruel and callous to me from the first day we met. You beat me every time something happened that upset your perfect little world. And I let it happen for so long because I didn't think I deserved anything else, but I refuse to let you do this. You tried to kill your daughter, Midas. Your daughter! All for what? Riches?" She bit her lip, her face scrunched up and her eyes glistening. "Of course not. It was for power. Everything is always about power for you. Well, I won't let it happen. Never again."


And then she pulled the sword out and stabbed him once more, the sword guiding her hand, so it sunk deep into his heart.


He looked at her and smiled. Then, his eyes went blank, and he collapsed.


Mary took a shuddering breath and stared at him, as if unable to understand what just happened. I could relate. The battle still raged around us, but it felt like the war was over.


"So you did have some fire left," Lottie said, making me jump and my chains rattle. Somehow, she'd gotten back up, her head bleeding and a bruise quickly forming on her face from the beating Mary had given her. She also had a knife against my stepmother's throat. "Too bad it won't do you any good. I don't like when people take my toys from me." And then, the knife slid across, leaving a line of red behind. She let go of Mary and bolted away as the battle grew closer, but I hardly noticed.


"No! No, nonononono! Mary! No, please, no! Please. Zale! Zale! Please, somebody! Hold on, Mary! Hold on!"


But she couldn't. She couldn't anymore, and, in that last moment, she looked at peace.


Mary collapsed, leaning over the altar and with her head on my legs. It was the closest we'd ever gotten to embracing in all the years I'd known her.


"NO! Please, don't die! I need you. Don't leave me!" I started sobbing so hard that I couldn't speak, but I also couldn't look away. As the fighting died down and the comet continued its journey past the moon, I lay chained to an altar with my stepmother's body on top of me and my father's on the ground below me.


"Amy! Amy, are you okay?" Zale was working on the shackles, trying to free me with shaking hands. "Please, say something, Amy."


But I couldn't. I couldn't say anything. All I could do was cry. When he finally got my arms free, Zale pulled me into a fierce hug, but I couldn't turn away from Mary. I couldn't leave her alone, even knowing that she didn't need me anymore. She'd saved me, and I wouldn't let her be alone!


Because, if I did, who did I have left?










CHAPTER 15: IT ISN'T OVER
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I sat and stared at Mary until someone took her away.


"No! Where are they taking her? Stop!" I reached for her body, my tears boiling over again, seemingly fiercer than ever. "Don't take her away! Please!"


"Shhh. It's okay," Zale promised, holding tight with one hand while smoothing my hair down with the other. "They're just moving her out of the way so we can get you free. You don't want her left there, do you?"


I continued to sob but shook my head.


"I didn't think they were that close." The voice was vaguely familiar, but I wasn't paying enough attention to determine why.


It didn't matter, though. The comment was directed at Zale, not me. "They weren't, but…" He paused, tightened his grip on me, then sighed. "I think they both wanted to be. And it helps that Queen Marygold sacrificed herself for Amy."


"Mary," I corrected. "Her name was Mary. F-Father named her Marygold, but that's not who she was. That was never who she was."


Silence greeted the declaration, but I didn't care. They didn't understand—I hardly understood—but her death was absolutely heartbreaking.


"A-all she wanted was to be free. S-she loved-d wandering the f-f-fields." I sniffled, trying to explain, even in a small way. "She just wanted to survive. She d-didn't deserve to die."


Zale slowly released me and pushed back until he could look me in the face. "What Mary wanted more than anything was your freedom, not hers." When I started to interrupt, he put a finger to my lips and shook his head. "She's the reason I'm here, Amy. She's the one who helped organize all of this."


I searched his eyes as he held my face in his hands and wiped my tears away. The rough texture of his calloused thumbs helped ground me. It would be easy to pretend I was in a nightmare, but that would be hiding. I couldn't hide from what happened. Mary deserved more than that.


"How?" My whispered voice interrupted Zale's discussion with one of the men.


"How what?"


"How did she help?"


Zale glanced behind me, and I turned to see my uncle standing there, a tense look on his face. It took me a moment to realize it was worry. My father looked—had looked—like that once in a while. His forehead pulled up in one place as well, one brow rising higher than the other. It was the first time I could see the familial connection; nobles would change their appearance all the time, but their habits remained the same. I just wasn't used to seeing that expression directed toward me.


"She found me," Uncle said. "I was hiding, and she found me. Then she sent the information to one of her spies, and Zale was sent to retrieve me. She gave us all the information needed to save you."


I frowned and shook my head, looking down at Midas's corpse. For him, I felt nothing. No regret. No pain. No sadness. I was numb. He was my father, the only person in my life, the only family I had for so, so long, yet… "Why don't I care?"


"About what, sweetheart?" Zale asked.


"Him."


My uncle sighed and gently placed his hand on my shoulder. "You will. Maybe not right now or for a while, but you will."


Someone near my feet shouted in triumph as the chains were finally released. Uncle started to say more but was cut off when I screamed and curled into a ball. The pain was excruciating!


"What happened?" I heard my uncle demand.


Zale growled something I couldn't understand before saying, "It was the shackles. They kept the sacrifice from feeling the pain. The Confluence may have passed, but the spell hasn't ended. When we released the chains on her ankles, the pain hit."


"How do we stop it? Should we remove her from the altar?"


"NO!" I'd never heard Zale so serious or frightened. "No, that would kill her immediately. We need to complete the ceremony."


There was silence for a beat before my uncle asked, "You aren't serious, right? Because if you are, I will run you through right now."


My fiancé huffed and bent to grab something. "Not that way. The spell on this altar didn't always require death, just a sacrifice. Right now, though, it's tangled with her curse. I may be able to split the two, but you have to let me try. And you have to promise not to interfere. Can you do that?"


There was silence. Another wave of pain hit, worse than the one that had already been surging through me, and my back bowed off the stone table.


"Do it," Uncle said.


So, Zale did. He began chanting and waving the sabre around—or what looked like the sabre through my copious tears. Then, a familiar whoosh sounded as a stream of water flew toward us. Another moment passed with the water suspended over me, refracting the starlight into a million tiny rainbows. Then, he raised his voice and slashed the sabre through the water. Whatever magic Zale used to hold it over me ended, and I was drenched in moments.


At least it doesn't hurt as much, I thought ruefully while I coughed out some of the water. As I continued to get rid of the liquid I'd inhaled, my muscles pulsed. That's the problem with pain; even when it's gone, your body won't let it stop. I'll probably need a massage tomorrow just to be capable of walking.


"What did you do?" Uncle asked as Zale helped me sit up.


"I sacrificed something to appease the altar's spell for prosperity. That's what it was meant to be when the Fey created it. It got twisted before humans ever came to these shores, and then it got twisted again every time it was used that way. A sacrifice had to happen, but not death. The country would have preferred she kept on making gold and inflating the economy. She wanted to be normal again, as did I. The spell split the difference."


He sounded so sad, and I couldn't quite understand what he was on about.


"But why the sword and not the knife?" My uncle seemed fascinated but unsure.


Zale grumbled for a minute before responding. "The knife was made when the sabre went missing. It's only tied to death, not life. The sabre hasn't been polluted by the dark magic yet. See the difference?"


I looked down at my arm and gasped, causing another fit of coughing.


When I could finally speak again, I said, "My arm! It's normal." And it was. The golden cast had shifted to a normal tan from my long hours in the sun. The freckles and moles were no longer gold. They were dark brown spots like they were supposed to be! And the flaky patches looked like dry skin again, not gold flakes. Sure, they were a bit shiny and looked a lot more like white gold than they should have, but it wasn't the same as before.


"Am I back to normal?"


Zale grimaced. "Mostly. I'm sorry, Amy. You won't ever be completely normal, but at least your curse is lessened, and you're still alive. You can look later. Are you okay? Any more pain?"


I shook my head.


A cheer went up from the courtyard, and I jumped. "What was that?"


My uncle chuckled. "That would be the festival Party."


"Festival Party? I thought you were just using that as a ruse to get up here."


"Not entirely. Apparently, your father decided that there should be a feast after…" He trailed off, clearing his throat before trying again. "Well, let's just say that we took advantage of the opening. The guards couldn't refuse us entry just because we were early. It wasn't until we were nearly here that they realized there was a problem."


Zale snorted. "I can't believe that he let guests just wander the halls of the palace. I didn't notice during my welcome feast."


I frowned. "It isn't uncommon, although usually, it doesn't happen until the weather cools. Otherwise, they prefer the gardens. But, wait, how did you know that would work?"


"We had a little help. Miss Darena Aranid is much sneakier than anyone gives her credit for."


Someone laughed, drawing our attention. Darena herself was gliding toward us in a black and purple gown that showed its costliness through elegant simplicity. The fabric alone would have bankrupted most as it was definitely a Fey import. I'd wanted to get my hands on some of that spider silk for a while but hadn't been able. Father disliked the Fey.


"I'm always getting less credit than I deserve," she said. "But that is the consequence of being a woman of society. They will assume you are frivolous."


Then her fiancé chuckled as he guarded her back. "Don't pretend you don't cultivate those little misunderstandings." His accent was lovely and soft, pure Lunzif in every way, but his inflection on the last part was all Darena. He even comically lifted his nose in the air and sniffed dramatically.


Naturally, she patted him on the cheek and grinned. "Of course, darling! How do you think they got started? Now, shall we get you changed, Your Highness? While it certainly resembles armor, your gown can't be protecting you from all that blood."


I glanced down and grimaced. I hadn't felt it at the time, but between my father's and Mary's deaths, I was covered in blood. The heavy gold dress was soaked from hem to mid-calf.


"Unfortunately," my uncle began, "that will have to wait. If we delay much longer, the party will begin to lose what little sobriety it has, and we'll have to make a second announcement."


I frowned. "Announcement?"


The four of them glanced at one another uneasily. Finally, Darena took control, something she seemed accustomed to doing. "Your Highness, the country needs to know what happened. We can't just pretend that your father didn't try to sacrifice you and died for his efforts. Crechel is not nearly as stable as he would have liked us to believe. In order to prevent the country from failing, we need to come out strong and decisive. And possibly throw a little extra instability in there so that they cling to the royal family instead of deciding to try a coup. Having multiple coups in a single year is just tacky—occasionally necessary, but tacky."


Captain Pro'tiyn sighed. "Darena, really?"


She shrugged and shot him a saucy look, then turned her attention back to my uncle. "Let's get this over with, yes?"


Nodding, he moved toward the rest of his men, directing them about something or other. Meanwhile, Zale was carefully lifting me off the altar from the back. I was grateful, if only because it blocked Father's body from sight temporarily. I was still numb about his death, but I didn't want to look at him either.


"What's his name?" My voice was barely above a whisper, and he answered in kind.


"Whose name?"


"My uncle. I mean, I heard it once, but I can't…"


Zale grimaced. "Ah. Right, we forgot to formally introduce you. Sorry. His name is Stephan."


I nodded and let him lead me around the altar and back toward the door, using his body to prevent me from looking at either Father or Mary. "Wait, where's Lottie?"


Zale's muscles tensed, and he pulled me closer, practically squeezing me to his side. "Rancune got away."


I stumbled and let him lift me until I could get my feet working again. "Wait, Rancune? That evil lady you were telling me about who caused all those problems? She's Aunt Lottie‽"


"Yes. Charlotte Rancune. Why do you call her Aunt Lottie, anyway?"


"I don't know." I bit my lip and shrugged. "Probably because that's how she was introduced to me and referred to by Father. I haven't seen her in years, not since they got into an argument."


Uncle Stephan interrupted as we neared. "We'll talk about that later, little one. Right now, the part that matters is she escaped, and the guards will be too distracted to search for her. She's gone."


I pursed my lips but said nothing. Instead, I greeted the three guards who were standing next to him. "Captain Dimitri. Bastien. Colas." They, in return, gaped at me. "Were you in on this, too?"


"N-no, Your Majesty. We found out around the same time you did."


I frowned at the title. I wasn't their crowned ruler, nor was I even the heir. Still, I let the slip pass by. "Well, I'm glad that you're alright." My words felt stilted and uncomfortable. I wasn't used to speaking to people anymore—not that I ever had been—and my shock was rapidly wearing off, leaving me awkward and self-conscious.


Luckily, Zale hurriedly swept me away. Apparently, we were on a schedule and needed to get started.


No time like the present. But first…


"Zale? Do you think you can rinse me off first? I don't think a princess covered in blood will help anything."


He chuckled and ran a thin sheet of water over me, leaving me dry and cleaner, even if the fabric was still stained. Then again, there were some things that just never went away.
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By the time we made it to the antechamber, I was trembling so hard that I felt like I was going to fall over.


"Breathe, Amy. Breathe." Zale was leaning close to whisper in my ear, his braids tickling my cheek.


Sucking in a bunch of air out of surprise did nothing but give me the hiccups. Zale sighed and looked up at my uncle.


"Can we have a moment?"


Uncle Stephan nodded, looking a bit nervous himself. Not that I got to study him for long. Zale had already swept me out of the chamber and into a room across the hall. As soon as the door closed, his lips were on mine, and I was losing my breath for a whole different reason.


My hands crept up and grasped his shirt, dragging him closer. I couldn't help but want more! And Zale clearly felt the same as he cupped my head, sweeping his thumbs over my cheeks and kissing me harder.


It's like I told Mary; he's just like the sea, gentle one moment and overwhelming the next. My mind tumbled through the sensations, unable to regain stability. His beard gently scraped my face, but his lips were so soft. His fingers were callused, prickling along my neck and cheeks; the slick silk of his shirt glided through my fingers as I trailed my hands up his chest and shoulders. The coolness of beads and heat of his skin just added to my addled state.


And I didn't want to change a moment of it.


My life had been about control. Careful, measured responses kept me from my father's wrath. Kissing Zale was a loss of control, but there was safety there too. He was my anchor in the storm of our emotions.


Finally, we slowed, then parted. He kissed me a few more times, gentle pecks but nothing more. When he pulled back enough to look me in the eyes, I could see the banked passion and fear.


"I thought I'd lost you," he admitted.


I gave him a sad smile. "I thought I'd lost you, too. But we're both here."


He nodded and pulled me into a hug, as if he was afraid I'd disappear. I just kept my arms around his neck and massaged it. Zale needed to know I was there as much as I did.


When I first met him, I didn't realize that I would come to care so much for him. My heart had been locked down for so long that I thought it was made of gold. But he'd been there, supportive and protective. He wasn't perfect, sometimes too calm and sometimes too tempestuous, but he was perfect for me. I never felt afraid of countering his temper, never worried about him hurting me. He was the ocean, and water was where I found safety—where I found healing. I couldn't guarantee that he'd never hurt me. My emotions would change things as I let them have more control of my life, but it wouldn't undermine our relationship. We'd only just begun.


"Are you ready to head back now?" he asked.


I shook my head but sighed and pulled back. "I don't want to, but I know we need to. Let's get it over with and then hide in my cottage."


Zale nodded and escorted me back to the antechamber where Uncle Stephan was pacing like mad.


"Are you alright, little one?" he asked as soon as we entered.


I gave him a shaky smile, my lips feeling swollen. "I will be. Let's finish this."


He nodded and turned to the guards, a pair that had followed my father around for years. They looked significantly less stressed—though a little uncertain—around my uncle and pulled the doors open at Stephan's nod.


The noise of the feasting hall dropped immediately before the murmuring began. They'd been trained to go silent when the king entered, but the nobles didn't know what to do when someone who wasn't the king took that place.


Instead of letting it bother him, Uncle Stephan strode forward, standing beside the king's chair on the right. The whispering doubled. That was the traditional place for the heir to stand. I followed my uncle's lead and stood on the left side of the chair, with Zale on my other side. Darena and her fiancé appeared in the crowd as if they hadn't been involved.


Always so sneaky.


Instead of shouting them down, Uncle raised his hand to ask for silence. It took several minutes to gain it, but he remained patient.


"Thank you. I regret to inform you that certain… unfortunate events occurred tonight. The first and most important is that the king is dead."


The room erupted. Nobles began yelling at one another—although I had no idea why—before panic began to take over. Uncle let it go on for a few minutes before turning to Captain Dimitri and nodding.


"SILENCE!" Dimitri's voice had the same effect on the nobles that it did on the guards. They shut up and paid attention.


When they'd been redirected to my uncle, he began again. "As I was saying, the king is dead. He was killed by Queen Mary as she prevented him from sacrificing his daughter." The whispers started up again, but this time, the attention was on me, or, more likely, my bloodstained dress. "His plan to sacrifice her for the sake of a spell failed. The queen was killed by his accomplice."


"And what does this have to do with you?" one of Father's pet nobles asked snidely. "Who are you, anyway?"


Uncle raised a single brow and stared the man down. "I'm his brother and the heir to the throne." The room dissolved into chaos once more, but Uncle wasn't having it. He took a deep breath and boomed out, "As the rightful heir to the throne of Crechel, I abdicate in favor of Princess Chrysanthe Amethyst Dionisia Aurelius."


But that was too much. The eyes were on me again, focused and intent as his words penetrated. It felt like there was a vise on my lungs; I couldn't breathe! The tremors were back and worse than ever, my hands shaking like a hummingbird's wings. And then, the world began to blur before dark spots took over my vision. The last thing I heard was Zale calling my name and the feel of his arms around me before I slipped away into the blessed silence of sleep.










CHAPTER 16: THE PAST HELPS US UNDERSTAND THE FUTURE
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A steady tapping on my hand made me grumble and try to roll over. I couldn't, though. There was something long and warm on one side and something round and soft on the other. The tapping continued, and I reflexively lifted it to pet Nysa.


Nysa?


I was suddenly wide awake and crying. There by my hand was Nysa, who'd kept tapping looking for more pets. The long warm thing I'd felt was Thetis and Deka, laying against my right side, nose-to-nose. I turned to look at my other side and found Koalemos there, his bill tucked under a wing, and my fish sitting in their place on my bedside table.


The tears and giggles started coming stronger as I gathered them up and tried to love them all at once. It had been too long, and I was just so happy to see them!


A knock on the now open doors drew my attention. I glanced up, hoping it would be Zale framed in the early morning sun, but it was my uncle instead.


"May I come in?" he asked.


I nodded and scooted back against the wall, allowing him space to sit at the foot of my bed. He smiled and sat down, watching my pets squirm around in a bid for more attention. Deka had taken over my shoulders, Koalemos was sitting in my lap, Nysa was on his back, and Thetis was bouncing around, trying to be everywhere at the same time.


"You seem to have a way with animals."


I shrugged. "Some. I wasn't really allowed friendships, so…" I paused, unsure how to end the sentence. The events of the night before had just crashed into me again, and I was no better prepared than the first time. "That's probably changed, though."


He hummed noncommittally. "Did he ever mention me? Your father, I mean."


"No. Mary did, though. Once."


Uncle Stephan nodded. "Well, that's not much of a surprise, really. We weren't close, not even as children. He was the crown prince, and I was the spare, the youngest who could be coddled. At least, that's how he always saw it. Our parents were less strict with me, to be sure, but hardly coddling. I don't think they had it in them to show anyone that kind of emotion. They weren't particularly loving."


He shook his head with a sad smile. "And Midas took the worst traits of both. When grandfather died and father gained the throne, Midas became obsessive. He needed to be the most important, the most powerful. He turned everyone against me, believing that I would try and usurp his position."


I frowned, studying him. "Is that why you abdicated? You didn't want the throne?"


Uncle Stephan chuckled. "That's part of the reason. Mostly, I was unaware of just how little he taught you. Like most of the country, I thought that you'd been trained to take over, even if you weren't officially named as heir. I've been informed otherwise, and I apologize that I put that sort of pressure on you. I thought it was a natural conclusion, handing you the crown that you deserved.


He sighed. "And I must confess, I've never wanted to be king. When I was younger, I thought ruling a country would be tedious. Things haven't changed all that much, although now it is more about my unsuitability rather than fear of tedium. I'd rather be outside, to be active, than to sit on an uncomfortable chair and listen to nobles squabble. Still, it was surprising when he turned our parents against me. I didn't think he was clever enough to fool them, but he managed it somehow. It was sad, but I didn't fight it when they pushed me to go out adventuring and come home with a 'better attitude.' I never could make heads or tails of what attitude I'd given them. It didn't take long to realize that I enjoyed the freedom I'd been given. By the time I finally decided to come back, my parents were dead."


When I cocked my head and frowned, he sighed. "I still had a few friends here in Rallin. One of them was a distant cousin, and he was the one who told me what happened to them. Midas had them killed and then blamed it on some of his political opponents. I have no doubt he spent the next few decades eliminating every bit of my presence and sending countless assassins after me. He never was one to leave loose ends lying around."


"Okay, that explains a lot, but… where have you been all these years, and why are you here now?"


My uncle groaned and scrubbed the back of his head. "It is a long story, so I'll just cover the highlights. I went to the far north of our country and purchased an old mill. I've been living in that village ever since, as the local miller." He paused for a moment before saying, "You have cousins, as well. I mean, I never married, but I've adopted four children."


I blinked. "Cousins? I have more family?" The awe was clear in my voice. I couldn't help it. I'd always wanted a family, but Father… The idea that I might have cousins was more exciting than having an uncle. He could turn out to be just like my father, but cousins were a different thing altogether. Cousins were the next best thing to siblings!


Of course, having siblings doesn't mean you'll get along, as Father clearly showed.


"Yes," Uncle said, interrupting my thoughts. "Sebastian is the oldest and the last one I adopted. He's about your age now, I believe. Then there is Alaire, Cyrus, and my daughter, Cherree. She's actually our cousin by blood, the child of my third cousin, the one who kept in touch with me. Her parents sent her to me when they started butting heads with your father and…"


He didn't need to finish. I knew exactly what he meant. Father didn't have a problem eliminating people who got in his way.


"Anyway, Miss Aranid and I became acquainted after another of Rancune's schemes resulted in both Cherree and her being kidnapped. Apparently, your stepmother knew of her reputation, about how her family refused to work for your father. Queen Mary sent Zale to her in an effort to gain my assistance. Darena sent Zale to find me, and we came back to save you."


A comfortable silence fell as I contemplated what he'd told me. I had family. Not only did I have family, they were willing to drop everything to come and save me. That was almost impossible to comprehend, even though I knew it was true. What's more, Mary had saved me not once but twice over, first by contacting Darena for help and then by killing Father.


"Was he always like that? I mean, it obviously got worse recently. He'd never hit me until… but was he always so controlling? So exacting?"


Uncle Stephan blew out a breath and stared up at the ceiling. "Yes. Yes, he was. I won't lie to you; his abuse and cruelty are—well, were—not a new thing. It took me a very long time to realize that I could stop being afraid of him. For years, I felt him watching me, but I would have been dead already if that was the case. Really, it took becoming a father before I realized just how strong you have to be to move past that sort of thing. My children all came from dangerous situations, from horrible circumstances, and I had to be strong for them. I'd learned so many bad habits from my brother, all while trying to become someone who wasn't stepped on. But I couldn't do that to my children. I couldn't become their monster. We're all broken, little one, but we don't have to stay that way."


I shook my head. "No, we aren't—broken, I mean. We were, but now we're just damaged and healing." I stroked Koalemos's wing, thinking about how his life had changed when it broke. I'd had to keep him from messing with it and making it worse, but it finally healed. Flying wasn't really possible, but he wasn't destroyed by it. He was happy and healthy and frequently played jokes on the palace guards. It wouldn't destroy me either. 


Still… "Where do we go from here? I can't rule."


My uncle grimaced. "I hadn't thought you would react that way," he admitted. "Panicking was understandable, but it puts us in quite a situation."


A wry chuckle bubbled out of me. "You have no idea. I don't even know if it was panic. I've been locked in here for a month, my food has been restricted, and Father told everyone that they weren't allowed to talk around me. Even before that, I barely spoke to anyone." I bit my lip, then admitted, "I had something similar happen when Zale tried to take me for a walk outside the city. I can't deal with wide-open spaces or a lot of people looking at me. I just can't. I freeze up and can't breathe."


He nodded. "I understand. How—er, that is, would you be alright with giving it up? The throne, I mean?"


My eyes began to fill with tears, and I threw myself into his arms, hugging him as tightly as I could, feeling like a weight had been lifted. "I would like that. I'd like that a lot." I pulled back a bit and asked, "What about the altar? And the sabre?"


"Well, your fiancé's grandfather is going to visit and help us figure out what to do with the altar. As for the sabre, that's still yours, if you want it."


I shook my head. "It was given to me by Zale. He can decide where it goes, but… I think it should be given to you. It's a symbol of our country and tied to it. I won't be here forever, so it should stay in the family."


At the word "family," Stephan's face lit up like the sky at dawn, as if that single statement had healed something inside him.


And in me, too.
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The rest of the day was remarkably peaceful. My uncle sent me out to the unblocked stream so that the workers could fix the changes made to my cottage, removing the doors and refilling the moat. Then, he left to take care of some "ridiculous political drivel." I had a feeling that his reign was going to be very different from any that had come before.


I couldn't wait.


By the time I made it down to my favorite tree—which looked much too dry after only a month!—I could feel my normal peacefulness settling back in. Except, there was no tinge of fear. I wasn't worried that Father would turn up to criticize my favorite dress or order me back into my cottage. Instead, I felt free to bring my sewing down to the stream, to play with my pets, and even to laugh at their antics. The few servants I passed nodded at me before continuing on their way. The stiffness in their stance was gone, and they looked far more at ease.


I'd been sewing for a few hours when Zale made his way to me, a green hydrangea bloom in his hands.


"I thought I'd find you here. Even without my magic drawing you toward water, you still seem the most comfortable when you're around it."


When he sat down behind me, I leaned back, smiling as he tucked the bloom in my braided coronet. "The water calms me. What have you been up to today?"


He snorted. "Fixing a few things for your uncle. They did a good job damming up the spring around your cottage. It took a while to fix. Then he had me disenchant quite a bit of the gardens. Apparently, he was worried someone would burn themselves against all that gold once summer hit."


"Well, at least someone considers that a problem. Father kept pretending it didn't happen, but the gardeners went through so much burn salve every summer that they started an entire garden of aloe vera near the kitchens."


Zale looked down at me with brows furrowed. "You're kidding, right? That's completely ridiculous."


I shrugged, not sure how to respond. That was just how Midas acted. He didn't care if people got hurt; he wanted what he wanted when he wanted it. There was no compromise.


Zale sighed contentedly and placed his chin on the top of my head. I just smiled and kept working on the seam I was piecing together.


"I've missed you," he said after a while. "I didn't think I could stand being away for so long. I kept wanting to come for you sooner, but everyone told me that it would only cause more problems. Darena was not happy when I came back early after meeting up with your uncle."


I hummed lightly, encouraging him to continue.


"Was it bad?" His voice was light, the tension masked, although I felt when his arms tightened.


My hands stilled as I considered what to say.


"Yes." There was no point in lying. He had the right to know. "But not as bad as it could have been. Midas never looked too closely at my cottage, nor did the servants. Nana—" I cut myself off for a moment before trying again. "Mother and I found quite a few hidden areas. One of those is a ladder that leads to the roof. I spent most of my time up there, watching people, listening to them talk. The other area is more hidden. There is a door off the bathing chamber that's nearly impossible to find. It's actually a communal bathing pool fed by the spring. After everyone left and I was locked in for the night, I would swim there for a few hours. It… helped. A bit."


He let out a shuddering breath. "I wish you didn't have to go through that, that you hadn't been imprisoned by your own father."


But I had, and neither of us could change that. The words were unspoken but present. Zale felt the guilt. I felt the fear. Neither of us would recover quickly.


But we will recover. I refuse to believe anything else. "Mary came to visit once. She wanted to make sure that I was okay. I think…" I let out a frustrated breath. "I had a feeling that she wanted to help. She told me that she had, but I didn't expect this. I didn't expect her to put all of this in place, to arrange all of this."


"She did it to save you."


I bit my lip. "I don't know that she did. I mean, that was part of it, but I think that she was doing it to save everyone, including herself. She was even more trapped than I was and had even fewer choices. In the end, she didn't just save me; she saved us all."


Zale nodded, then picked me up and turned me around, so we were facing each other. Then, he changed the subject. "How do you feel about your uncle ruling instead of you?"


I smiled. "Do you really have to ask?"


"Yes. We've never really discussed it before. I mean, I can make assumptions, but I'd rather you spelled it out for me."


Biting my lip, I thought about it. "Relieved? I mean, a small part of me is upset not to be queen, but I can't even begin to think about trying to run this country when I can't deal with having them look at me. Plus, my father made sure that my education was limited. I wasn't ever treated like his heir. I mean, I knew that people thought I was, but I always knew that I wouldn't rule. That's probably why the announcement was so hard to deal with. Another part of me is scared. I've always been the Princess of Crechel. I'm losing my identity, in a way, and I have to figure out who I am without the title, without my father, and with all the other changes in my life. For someone who lived a stagnant life, that's a lot of changes at once."


He nodded, then braced himself. "What about our relationship? How do you feel about that?"


"What do you mean?" I asked with a frown.


"It's just… the engagement doesn't… I don't want to hold you to something like that if you don't want, especially if it is just another change to—"


"I gave you a name, you know," I announced, cutting him off.


He froze before his gaze locked with mine.


"Your name is Lysander. It means 'one who releases men.' I wanted to tell you that day on the boat, but I couldn't. It didn't seem like the right time. Then, after being imprisoned and chained to the altar… There really isn't another name that fits, you know?"


"But—you don't, I mean that doesn't mean… I didn't do it because of that. I mean, I didn't save you because we're engaged. You know that, right?" He growled and shook his head. "I'm making a mess of this."


"Yes, you are. Now, you listen here," I demanded, poking him in the chest. "I do not kiss men who aren't engaged or married to me, particularly not the way we kissed. You are not backing out of this relationship just because you're afraid I'll have second thoughts!"


Lysander stared at me in shock before a smile slowly overtook his face. "Is that a proposal, princess?"


I huffed. "Don't be stupid! We're already engaged. My proposing would be redundant." He kept staring at me, so I sighed and kissed him quickly before hopping up, embroidery hoop in hand. "But, since you were pouting, yes, it is a proposal."


Suddenly, Lysander was there, pulling me into a kiss that sent me floating. He pulled back and whispered, "I accept. When?"


It took me another moment to catch my breath, but I couldn't stop the silly grin from overtaking my face. "As soon as my cousins get here. I want to meet them and have them at the wedding. Then, we can go. I don't want to live here forever when I could be sailing the world with you."


"Sounds perfect."


And then he kissed me again, and all the thoughts tumbled out of my head. 
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My groomer's name was Odysée. She told me she was originally from northern Crechel and regretted the way she'd treated me. We'd had a heart-to-heart as she got me ready that morning, and I could hardly believe what she admitted.


"They told me that you were the reason I was forced to leave my fiancé, that you demanded only unmarried women could touch you."


I stared at her in utter shock.


She just shrugged. "You were so quiet that I thought you were looking down on me. It wasn't until I saw how you changed under the river god's attentions that I realized something was wrong, that I'd been lied to. Then, it was too late. The other girls came and… I couldn't have helped you if I tried. And I wanted to. I'm sorry, Your Highness."


"Are you ready?" Cherree asked, shaking me out of my memories of that morning. My young cousin had been humming and moving through a set of intricate dance steps since we got to the antechamber, which was why my mind wandered. That, and the fact that we'd all gotten there much earlier than necessary.


While most people had already arrived in the throne room and were ready for the coronation, Uncle Stephan had insisted that we should wait until the appointed time. He didn't want the nobles to believe he would bend to their pressure instead of being a man of his word.


"I'm nervous," I admitted to Cherree. She and her brothers had only arrived a few days before, but they'd already won a place in my heart—Cherree especially. She was just so sweet and fun! But as soon as she started dancing, all of that changed, and she turned into a perfectionist. The juxtaposition was adorable.


"That makes sense. At least you aren't as bad as Bash. He threw up this morning, he was so worried."


Her oldest brother growled, "Cherree! Knock it off!" Then he huffed and tugged at his collar. Apparently, the style for princes was a high collar, and he wasn't enjoying it. I glanced at his feet and grinned. "What?" Sebastian asked.


"Good choice of shoes."


He looked down at his work boots and shrugged. "They're good enough. Why wear something new that pinches when I can be comfortable."


I looked over at my uncle, who was also pacing nervously and snorted. He was also wearing his work boots, although he'd at least polished them first. The combination of the boots with a well-tailored outfit and a golden sabre on his waist made quite a statement. "You two are going to bring in a new era."


"The era of work boots?" Cherree asked, spinning like a top before ending en pointe.


I looked at her dancing slippers and giggled. "I was thinking more the era of practicality over showmanship. Why are you wearing those shoes?"


She paused, and a distant look came to her eyes. "They feel more natural than regular shoes. I think it's a hold out from the spell." She'd told me about that, being kidnapped and forced to dance every night to power a spell.


I looked down once more and noticed that, while she looked like she was walking normally, she was actually floating about a quarter of an inch above the ground. Well, that's one way to keep your shoes from wearing out.


Lysander fell to the floor, dramatically groaning as Alaire climbed over him, crowing about being the best fencer in the world. Cyrus sat nearby, watching it all with a grin. As the middle child, he was clearly too old to engage in that sort of thing but young enough to egg his little brother on. 


Bash glanced over and sighed. "We'll never get him neat in time."


"It will be fine. Just pretend that there's nothing wrong," I advised. "Most of these people will judge you, whether you manage to meet their expectations or not. Just keep your head and remember that they thought that my father was worth mimicking. Their judgment is far from perfect."


He snorted but seemed to accept that.


Captain Dimitri entered the room and sighed as he surveyed the chaos, though the grin tugging at his lips showed it wasn't due to annoyance. "Your Majesty, Highnesses." The last word was said slightly louder to be heard over Alaire's shouts and Cherree's humming. "It's time."


Uncle Stephan straightened and checked his coat once more before letting loose a shrill whistle that had all his children lining up in silence. "Good. Thank you. Now, we need to go out there and act…" He sighed. "Just, please treat this moment with respect, for your cousin's sake if no one else's."


Poor Uncle Stephan, I thought. He's had a miserable two weeks, trying to arrange everything. I really am leaving him with a mess. At least my fainting gave him an excuse to lock down the palace while he got everything figured out.


Soon enough, we were walking out into the throne room. Uncle Stephan went first, and I followed immediately after with Lysander as an escort. Then came Sebastian, Cyrus, Alaire, and Cherree. If it weren't such a serious situation, I would have laughed at the sight we made. Lysander was wearing the semi-precious stones in his braids again and a silk shirt and waistcoat, but no jacket. Uncle and Bash were wearing work boots. Cyrus looked serious enough in his well-fitted suit and shiny shoes, though anyone with eyes would notice the book-shaped outline in his jacket. Alaire was a complete mess and kept bouncing around to look at things before realizing he needed to stay put. Finally, there was Cherree. The girl was floating behind us, dancing as she went. She couldn't walk anywhere; she had to be dancing.


As we reached the throne, a priest stepped forward and looked nervously between Uncle and me. Lysander squeezed my hand gently before letting go.


"Princess Chrysanthe Amethyst Dionisia Aurelius of Crechel," Dimitri announced.


I stepped forward and then turned to face the room.


"As you should know by now, my father is dead. We have mourned him for the traditional two weeks, and today there will be a coronation." I paused, allowing the room a chance to whisper. It also gave me a moment to breathe before continuing. All those eyes on me were making me nervous, and I could already feel my mask coming back down. Showing emotion right then wasn't a good thing, not when it was the first time I'd ever given a speech.


As the murmurs began to subside, I continued. "What you may not be aware of is that I am not the heir. I was never declared the heir, and my uncle did not abdicate the position in the proper manner. Moreover, I am not prepared to rule this country. I have not received the training or education."


"Why?" someone shouted. I glanced over and suppressed a sigh.


Why must Darena always stir things up?


Nevertheless, it was a good question and could help people accept the change in regime. "Because King Midas was planning to kill me on the night of the Confluence Festival to set off a spell that would bring him more wealth and prosperity. He was in league with a woman who has been trying to kill off various royal families in the past few years. And, before any of you think that it sounds like a good option, several magicians examined the spell and discovered that it also brings about gruesome deaths for those who use it. My great-grandfather did and ended up impaled by the golden sabre that he'd just obtained."


I neglected to mention that it was the same sabre that was used on my father and hung on Uncle Stephen's belt. It would stay in the family, but the history would be told correctly this time.


"Now, due to all those reasons—which I refuse to restate because you should have been listening—" I said with a pointed look at one man who always claimed he didn't hear things the first time "—I officially abdicate. I will not seek the throne of Crechel, neither for myself nor for my children. My uncle is the rightful heir. He was trained in his duties and has been working as a magistrate in the far north for the past few decades. He will rule well, and his children will follow after. So, I present to you, my uncle, Crown Prince Stephan Gordias Miklos Aurelius of Crechel."


The room at large gasped. They may have forgotten about him, but they recognized the other names. "Miklos" was the name of my grandfather, and "Gordias" was the name of my great-grandfather. My father had been given his own family names but had never considered them worthy. He'd envied my uncle. With that single statement, the room settled and calmly watched the coronation of their rightful king.










EPILOGUE
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I groaned as Cherree threw herself against me.


"I've only been gone for a few weeks!" I said with a laugh.


"But it was too long." This declaration preceded a set of puppy eyes and a trembling lip. "Do you have to move away?"


Lysander snickered. "Yes. But we'll visit a lot, and you are more than welcome to come see us in Brenlew."


That was exactly what the girl needed to hear. I was released as she threw herself at my husband, squealing while he spun her around. I just shook my head at his antics. We'd gotten married just before leaving to check on his sister and cousins.


I couldn't believe the number of changes I'd gone through in so short a time. He had talked to me about a lot of my problems, and we came up with some ideas for dealing with them. Visiting Lettelach had been a great way to get me used to more open spaces. Water was still my happy place, so being surrounded by streams and lakes made the open fields easier to tolerate. They still made me nervous, but I hadn't had another panic attack. Forests were a lot easier to deal with. Crowds were also fine as long as people weren't staring.


Something furry rubbed against my ankle, and I looked down at a small black cat. Her huge orange eyes were nearly as gold as mine.


"Puss!" Bash shouted, running over. "Sorry, Amy. She gets away from us."


"You named a cat 'Puss'?" I asked with a grin.


Bash just rolled his eyes and looked at his little sister, still being spun around. "Cherree did. She also swears she has a friend who can talk to animals. We just nodded and let her keep the cat. The problem is, Puss keeps wandering off and has attacked a few of the servants."


I frowned and looked down at the cat, smaller than Thetis or Deka, who were investigating her. Then, shaking my head, I gave Bash a hug and asked, "How are you doing?"


He shrugged. "Fine. I'm not all that excited about the new position. I never wanted to be the Crown Prince. But I obviously can't just give it up. Dad's helping me get used to it." He sighed. "There's been some problems, though. Apparently, there are more and more creatures trying to raid the northern areas. Father heard a rumor that giants have been spotted. Since the Fey are active again, they've been trying to eliminate the problems in their area. It's just…"


"It's just that you didn't have to worry about how to fix it before, just that it would be fixed. The pressure wasn't on you," I finished.


He nodded but said no more. His brothers and father had come to greet us. Still, I knew that we'd talk about it some more later. Bash needed the support, and I knew better than most what he was going through. I'd been stuck in some uncomfortable positions due to Father's demands, and I knew slightly more about the political landscape than my cousin.


Besides, I was discovering that family was meant to support each other through the tough times. It was my turn to do the supporting.


Hopefully, Lysander's sister can handle her problems without us, but we can be there tomorrow if we need to. She'll be fine. 







Thank you for reading Rivers of Gold!

If you would like to receive an exclusive free short story, sign up for my newsletter! I release it every month and includes information about new book releases, free short stories, and anything else I think you might want to know about.




If you found an error, please let me know by clicking here.




And don’t forget to leave a review. If this story gets to 17 reviews (Amazon, Goodreads, and/or BookBub), I will release two free short stories on my website!




And who knows, there may already be one waiting for you…
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AFTERWORD





ABUSE IS A serious problem, and it is not only men abusing women or children. No matter what gender or age the abusive individual is, you are no to blame. The point of the story wasn't the abuse. It was that all of the victims found a way to overcome their abuser by reaching for help.





If you need help, please ask. And keep asking until someone listens.





On a lighter note, thank you to everyone who helped with this story.


Becca, Becky, Andrea, and Louisa, you are wonderful fish. Thank you for being my betas. Oh, and Vin, I stole the SheaCon bio you wrote for me because it is worlds better than what I had. I left your name in there, too. ;)


Mom, thanks for reminding me it's okay to take breaks and for always being willing to discuss business, both mine and yours. I truly couldn't do this without you.


To she who hates her name, I love you, sis. I will always poke fun at you because I can, but you are a huge encouragement when I don't understand what is going on. I'm sure more than half of this book has come from one of our many random discussions. Dad, the other half is probably your fault. Enjoy deciding which bit belongs to whom.


To my favorite year-round NaNo group, you guys rock! I'm sure you got tired of seeing me sprinting every day on the C2U server and posting random gifs of ferrets, but you guys are always there with advice, encouragement, and equally ridiculous gifs.


And, last but certainly not least, a thank you to my creator and savior. I probably said the wrong thing multiple times in this story, but anything good came from You. Thank you, God, for Your mercy and grace when I fail and for the words when mine are all missing.
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