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Ebony
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MY STEPS ARE SWIFT and sure, creating only the softest of echoes as I make my way through the palace. It’s past midnight, and, even after all the years I’ve lived in Pommier’s palace – both as a princess and servant – the silence from the castle occupants is both welcoming and frightening.  

Footsteps click-clack further down the hall, and my heart pounds with dreadful anticipation; I stop short and press myself into the nearest crevice in the castle wall. The residents and other servants here are kind to me, but they go sad and silent when I get into trouble. 

That’s how I know I will always be different from them. 

It is not just a matter of my darker Maruli skin or my foreign heritage. It is something that seems even more innate, something about me that causes people everywhere to stumble. And as much as I might hope, I don’t know if the Maruli and Pommierians will be able to bridge the chasm I see all around me. 

There’s another scuffle of movement down the hall. This time it’s closer, and I inhale sharply and squeeze my eyes shut, fearing I will be caught. 

I can feel the flame of my candle as it flickers, as I huddle it behind my palm and nearly burn myself. 

I should’ve brought Vi with me. 

Almost immediately, I toss the idea aside. My speciava could have easily served as a lookout. But Viola, my assigned mirror-slave, has already given me plenty of warnings about this nighttime venture, and despite her flair for show – with her wily violet-colored eyes bulging and her wispy hair smoking off into nothingness on the other side of the mirror – I have ignored her. 

I am the one who decided to see the truth for myself, no matter the cost. 

The sound of the footsteps fades away, and the hallway goes silent again. I continue on my way, this time more carefully.  

Vi did not say I would be caught. 

I hold that hope like an anchor to my heart, guarding it like a secret; I tremble at even thinking it, as if thinking about it silently is akin to bragging about it publicly. I know from our Sunday services that the devil is far wilier than I, and he does not need a formal invitation to bring about trouble. 

And I am courting trouble badly enough as it is. 

Vi told me as much earlier, and she is never wrong. That is part of her magic and part of her curse: She is not allowed to lie while she is serving out her sentence.  

Viola was given to me when I first came to the kingdom of Pommier. Before she was sentenced to her fate as a speciava, she worked as a housekeeper for another Pommierian family. She was accused of stealing, found guilty, and then sentenced to work off her crime as a speciava. 

It is still hard for me to see her as someone who would willingly submit to authority. There are moments when I think she committed a crime against the kingdom so she could be sentenced to a fate in the mirror world, and, while she has hinted at such throughout our time together, I have kept myself from asking her those questions. 

I know more than most how our pasts, even the worst parts, become more precious to us as time passes. 

My steps falter again as I arrive at the High Tower. The door opens easily, revealing an unlit staircase, with a full moon offering a beacon of hope at the top. A soft, chilly breeze flows down the staircase. The candle in my hand flickers, and I whisper a prayer for it to remain protected as I eye the golden flame dancing on my dark palms.

I take a deep breath. Not only am I risking the Queen’s wrath and my subsequent punishment, but I am also risking my heart all over again.

“You’ve always left me with one light, Lord,” I whisper, as I take that first step of faith. I feel an otherworldly sense of the miraculous surround me as my foot lands firmly on stone. 

The candle’s light steadies, and I have to keep myself from sighing with relief.

My steps grow more confident as I progress up the stairs. God has always been faithful to leave me with at least one light in the darkness of my life. When my mother died, I had my father; now that my father is gone, I have my people, the Maruli, and memories of happier times. 

Marula is my true home, and if I’m going to return to it, I have to find out if Prince Rion’s ship has truly come into port. 

As I step up to the top of the High Tower, I notice it looked just as it had the last time I visited. I look up to the night sky and blow out my candle, so I can keep myself hidden. 

Putting out the light serves two purposes: It allows me to slide into the shadows, and, without the light, I am forced to stay here until early morning. As much as I believe in God, and I have faith in his providence, I do not believe in being careless enough to walk down such a steep staircase in the dark. 

Even though breaking my neck on the way down would likely please the queen. 

I have to shake my head to clear it of such a thought, even if it is true. 

It’s been four years since the Queen  deemed it too dangerous for me to go up to the High Tower. 

My lips curl into a frown at the memory. When I’d asked her why, she’d responded with an unyielding bitterness.  

“Why? Don’t be silly, Ebony. Have you considered how easy it would be for you to jump off once you got up there? I’d rather not ask your fellow Maruli countrymen to clean up the mess you’d make.” 

I can still see her perfectly in that moment; her once-blonde hair lined with gray, her gemstone-green eyes deepening into hardened glass. As I’d watched her, Queen Varyes shifted positions on her throne, pulling her long, black dress closer to her. It was a sign of mourning, and, despite her bitter cruelty, I had decided then I could forgive her. She was grieved by my father’s death, and, for a queen as powerful as she was, it was likely difficult to have fate go contrary to her will. 

She spoiled my good will, however, the more she kept talking.

“They’ve been quite diligent in their servant’s duties thus far and I think such a task would break their hearts,” Queen Varyes said with a twisted frown. “Especially after they had to bury King Maru.”

The mention of my father made tears blur my vision, but I remained still and silent before my stepmother. I realized now that she’d left off my title – “Princess” – when she addressed me, but I am not sure if she meant to or not; Queen Varyes was the queen of Pommier, and she didn’t have to call me by title. But there were plenty of times she would add it, especially when we were in public together. That was how it had always been since she’d married my father just after my seventh birthday. 

“Thank you, Highness.” I curtsied deep, excusing myself from her presence, but before I could leave, Queen Varyes called after me. 

“On that note, Ebony, you’ll do well to remember that I have no use for broken hearts around here.” 

I’d stepped back in shock at her words, and, even four years later, I feel an involuntary shudder slip down my spine. 

I know now she’d meant it as a warning. Once my father’s mourning period ended, so did my life as a princess in the kingdom of Pommier. 

Not long after that she demanded I pay for room and board, and everything else I needed while I was in the kingdom. Until I could return to Marula, I was reduced to a servant, working for the Queen and her household—the household I’d once known as my own. It doesn’t matter if I am Princess of Marula. Not while my stepmother is Queen of Pommier, and I am in her domain. 

I momentarily glance down at my outfit. My apron is dirty and tied over a faded linen maid’s dress; the material is drab and scratchy and cheap, but after the past years of working as a servant and learning all I could to do my assigned jobs well, it is still clean. There is a scent of lemon and honey that clings to it, reminding me of the good times I’ve had with the worker friends I’ve made. 

The only bit of color I’ve allowed myself to keep—against Vi’s wishes, once more—was my headscarf. As a Maruli and a princess, I always do my best to wear my family’s colors of green, gold, and white. It isn’t the best for sneaking around, but I’ve knotted the scarf in the front to keep my tight, defiant curls loose in the back. The natural density of my hair blocks out the white and gold batik designs on my headscarf, and I can walk with dignity even in the rest of my servants’ rags. 

I lift my chin as I walk to the tower’s balcony. The battlements, at this height, give me plenty of room to seat myself, but remembering the Queen’s “concern” that I would jump if I got too close, I kneel down on my knees and use the lower edge of the battlements as a place to put my arms. 

I don’t know how long I have before the morning bell chimes and I am expected in the kitchens. As I sit there, I lock my hands in a position of perpetual prayer, although I am too focused on the far ends of the horizon to say any true prayer. 

In the smallest slice of dawn, I can just make out the sea and the ships it carries. 

Earlier, I’d heard the rumors that Prince Rion, Queen Varyes’ son and regent king of my home nation of Marula, had pulled his ship into Pommier’s harbor; he was expected to arrive at the palace within the next day. 

I inch forward, leaning over the ledge just a little, hoping to find any scrap of proof that there was reason to hope. 

And if there is truly any reason for hope, it is Rion who would bring it to me. 

He promised me. He promised. 

As the dawn creeps over the sea and prepares to take the sky captive, I fold my fingers together more tightly and lean my forehead on them, brushing my scarf against them, and a small laugh escapes me as another tickling breeze brushes by me. 

When another laugh answers me, my laughter quickly dies. I feel myself straighten, terrified I’d been caught. 

“I’ve been told a Maruli laughs at the wind at his peril.” 

I whirl around. I already know his voice, but I barely recognize his face; if it weren’t for the familiar mischievous grin on Prince Rion’s sun-burned face, I might not have known him at all. 

My heart leaps up into my throat in surprise. I haven’t seen him since my father’s funeral four years ago, but Rion still inspires the same mix of relief and apprehension inside of me. Rion is, first of all, my friend; we had grown up as much as we’d grown together, facing life in Pommier under my father’s brightness and his mother’s darkness, and if I’d ever seen proof that miracles were real, Rion is more than enough. 

In many ways, we weren’t supposed to be friends at all. Once Marula was joined into the Pommierian Empire, he became the heir to the throne over Marula as well as Pommier and their other colonies. I was allowed to remain as its Princess, but my father’s death resulted in a lot of confusion, especially as Queen Varyes was left as the remaining ruler and gave Rion the title of regent over the Maruli. 

It seemed as though the Queen wanted us pitted against each other, but Rion never became my enemy or competitor for the throne. Instead, he became my friend, and I grew to love him as a friend. 

And perhaps more. 

The thought crosses my mind as it double-crosses my heart. My affection for Rion concerns me; I don’t even want to consider it, really, and, right now, it does not help me to see Rion has grown into manhood while I have fallen away into servitude. 

“A fine thing for you to say, especially when it looks as though you have been laughing at the wind quite a bit yourself,” I say, finally finding my voice. My eyes, now adapted to the dim light, take his visage in fully.

His flaxen hair curls freely into a loose bob, a popular style in Marula—though of course the Maruli people are dark-skinned, with dark, defiant hair—and I have to wonder, bitterly, if only momentarily, if God did in fact choose him to rule my people after my father’s death. He has a good reputation among my people, despite their initial unhappiness at our kingdom’s union with Pommier.

There are plenty of reasons his good reputation is earned; I look down at his hands, seeing the patches of tell-tale roughness on his palms. “You were working the sails along with the crew on the way here, weren’t you?”

“I was expecting my mother’s reprove, not yours,” Rion says, as he gives me a playful bow. “You know our fondness for breaking rules has always been a cornerstone of our friendship. And it’s clearly evident we remain much the same, Princess. After all, you’re not supposed to be up here, are you?” 

“I was expecting your mother’s reprove, not yours.” I stand up, slowly brushing off my skirts as I continue to stare at him. 

“But you were expecting me, right?”

It is too easy to fall back into our patterns. I refuse to admit he is right. Our playful banter is childish and silly, but as I turn away from him, I look down at the rags I am wearing. Shame hits me first, before pride responds. 

I cross my arms. “Have I ever expected you?”

Rion steps up behind me. He puts his hands on my shoulders and laughs, this time much more gently. 

“That seems fair. I’m never prepared to see you, either, it seems.” 

“You were prepared enough to meet me here,” I say. “How did you know I would be here?” 

“It’s been four years, but I never doubted that you would be where I last saw you.” Rion’s voice is softer, but now there is a hardened quality to it. He is still sad at the loss of my father. 

It’s his vulnerability that makes me look back at him. 

“I promised you I would be here,” I remind him quietly. 

In the moonlight, our eyes meet, and it’s almost like there’s a sparkle of hope that strikes between us, as if something between our souls has become more tangible. Rion stares down at me. I watch as his eyes travel down my face, taking in my full presence. I wait for him to say something about my servant’s clothes, but he just keeps staring at me. 

“What is it?” I ask. The concern inside my heart flutters again, and I’m unsure of whether it’s a concern born more from hope or fear. 

“I actually expected you to be singing, if you want to know the truth,” he says. His voice is slightly stilted, and I suddenly wonder if he’s nervous. 

But why would he be nervous? 

I could ask myself the same question, but I know my answer. Even if I’d hesitated to voice the question, my heart won’t let me hide the answer. My cheeks flush with warmth—not the burn of shame or the puff of pride, but the shyness of secret affection. 

I have to remind myself, firmly but gently, that it’s not a secret if its truth is known. 

“Singing is not possible on late night adventures such as these. I didn’t want to get caught.” 

“That’s true,” Rion ruefully agrees. “You’ve always been smart about things like that.” 

“I still managed to get caught from time to time.” 

“Some of that was my fault.” 

“Well, certainly that’s true.” I giggle nervously, remembering some of our adventures. 

“Mother’s always got her spies under her speciavo’s command,” Rion recalls. “And Horatio is happy to serve her, especially if it means making us miserable.” 

I nod, thinking of Queen Varyes’ miserly mirror-slave. He’d been a young man when he’d been sentenced to life as a speciavo, and it was unnerving how overly enthusiastic and ambitious he remained after a decade of service to the queen. 

“Your father didn’t need magic to catch us,” Rion says. 

The reverence in Rion’s voice makes me forget about everything that could possibly stop me from reaching for him.

I take his hand, letting the pinkish brown of my own rough palms curl around his sunburned pallor. Each one of our fingers could have listed a reason for my hesitancy—light skin and dark skin, prince and servant, man and woman—but my hesitation disappears as I pull him in for a hug, offering him solace while I allow myself a moment of wanting and weakness, too. 

“I know you loved and respected my father,” I say. “Bringing home news of his death to me was one of the hardest days of your life.” 

Rion nods, and, together, we fall into silence. The wind pushes against us again, and Rion pulls me closer to him, and I embrace him in return. It is wonderful to have Rion back, even if it is strange to see him as the man he has become.

My heart feels truly at peace as the dawn brightens, knowing God has given me another light. 
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Rion
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I ALMOST FEEL BAD FOR staring. 

Almost. 

I suppose if someone asked me about it, I would say I did. But my response would only be a half-truth.

Staring at Ebony is a joy. Holding onto her, standing beside her, hearing her voice—all of it is a joy, and a unique one in all my life. 

So of course I almost feel bad for staring at her. I imagine it’s very much how Caesar felt, the first time Cleopatra came rolling out of the carpet in his Egyptian bedroom; I might have all the riches and power and authority, but everything I have would only be enough to coax her into using me, not loving me. 

And I only want her to love me.  

After four years away from her, it’s clear that Caryo, my royal advisor in Marula, was correct: the beauty of the Maruli people is in the people themselves, and as its princess and rightful heir, Ebony continues to shine ever more brightly. 

Not that I’d had any doubt. I was already smitten with her before I’d left. Even King Maru knew of my affection for his princess and he’d given me his blessing in private just before he passed. 

Which really made everything more complicated, given Marula’s current troubles.

For now, I shove that aside and focus on Ebony. I knew coming home and seeing her would be akin to watching the sun rise, after a years-long night of hopping from star to star among her people. 

I am just glad that I am able to talk with her properly, and that I haven’t dissolved into a sputtering mess, spouting out the sloppy poetry of haphazard, passionate love. The last thing I want is for Ebony to question my intentions or leadership, let alone my sanity or my taste in humor. 

When I’d mentioned that fear, Caryo had laughed at me. I can still see him standing before me, all those weeks ago, dressed in his long councilor’s robes and his favorite decorated sandals as I admitted seeing Ebony again was making me excited as well as anxious. 

“You’ll be as refined as ever when you see her, Prince Rion,” Caryo said. His large, muscular belly was still shaking from his earlier laugh. “You’ve always been very proper and capable to the people here in Maruli, and we have come to enjoy you, even if you are a prince of Pommier first. I’ll bet a hundred birreas that you’ll be just fine when you meet with the princess again.”  

“But what if I’m not?” I asked. “Conquering a nation is different from securing a heart.” 

“It doesn’t have to be one or the other. Your mother married Ebony’s father to secure her hold on our nation,” Caryo said. “When the time comes, if she truly loves you, Ebony will give her heart over to you.” 

“Mother loved King Maru. She brought him and Ebony to Pommier with her so they could rule her empire together.” I sighed, recalling the happiness my mother had radiated after the king and Ebony had moved to Pommier. I knew after my father’s death when I was only a baby, she had believed she would never love another man again. Meeting King Maru changed that. “But while he respected her, the king didn’t return my mother’s love.” 

Over the years, after realizing this, Mother didn’t want anything to do with him, but she kept him in Pommier. I had a feeling it was her idea of a punishment, and it was worse, because he didn’t want to be separated from Ebony, especially since she was a young girl at the time. 

I had to fend off a blush as I thought of how Ebony was now a young woman. 

“I see.” Caryo bowed his head. “It is hard to give one’s heart when it’s been lost,” he finally said. “When Queen Ysaya died, she took his heart with her to her grave.” 

If Queen Ysaya was anything like Ebony, I could understand that.

Caryo continued. “King Maru spoke well of you, Prince Rion, and you have done everything in recent years to maintain our goodwill and our allegiance. Our hearts are united in Marula’s future.” 

“And so they will remain,” I promised. 

“Then you should have no reason to worry.” He patted me companionably on the shoulder, and our talk turned to the pressing matters he would oversee while I returned to Pommier. 

I knew full well I’d lose the bet when I made it. Losing doesn’t bother me, but I’ll pretend it does. Caryo enjoys it more to see me wrong, and he knows my pride is part of the payment. That was probably why he challenged me in the first place.  

And I don’t really mind. Caryo deserves the compensation. As one of King Maru’s trusted councilors, and as a member of Ebony’s family on her mother’s side, he could have been much more reluctant to extend his services. He has saved me many headaches and offered me much grace over the years as I traveled throughout Marula and its neighboring lands. His advice allowed me to properly offer my condolences for King Maru’s death and present myself as a ruler, even if I am only the regent prince. 

I didn’t have to read the frequent and various letters Mother sent to me to know she was upset at my decision to go and meet with the tribes of Marula. She told me before I left that a true ruler does not have to establish himself as a ruler, only as a good ruler, and she has been upset with me ever since. 

Ebony stirs next to me, and I reluctantly loosen my grip on her. 

“I’m glad you’re home,” Ebony says, keeping her face buried in my chest. She is much shorter than I remember her—but then, I am probably taller than she remembers, too. 

“Me, too.” I tug playfully on her headscarf, careful not to pull the knot free. I am tempted to touch her hair, having enjoyed seeing the varied, poofy charms of the Maruli hair. Caryo was quick to assure me that a woman’s hair was her glory. Many Maruli women at least respected the Bible’s teachings for this reason alone, even if they were unwilling to let go of their native shaman beliefs and embrace Christ. Messing up a woman’s hair or her headscarf was only a precursor to pain. 

Knowing Pommier’s own fascination with demonic magic, I can understand their position, even if I do not agree. My own mother is still besotted with magic and the dark arts, and she has been zealous to explore Maruli magic, even though the nation outlawed it years before Pommier conquered it.

As awful as it sounds, I am relieved the king is not alive to see her obsession has only grown; he did not like it when he first found out some of the Maruli shamans had made her acquaintance, and he would be outraged to know their influence has only grown. 

Ebony shifts away from me again, enough so I can see her full visage, and I am briefly overwhelmed. 

“What can you tell me of Marula?” she asks. 

I notice Ebony doesn’t say, “the Southern Colonies,” which is how most of the Pommier refers to Marula, and I smile. 

Suddenly, I don’t want to share any news with her at all. While there is much good to say about Marula—the tribal communities have mostly accepted me as regent, the harvest seasons had been good and plentiful, and Pommierian medical care has been administered to those in need—there is also more trouble brewing than I’d like to divulge. I had been the one who had to tell her about her father’s death; I hated to think I would have to be the one to tell her about her nation’s decline.

“You don’t want to know about me?” I deflect her concern, pretending to be hurt, and I am pleased when she blushes, even though she steps away from me. For a moment or two longer, I just want to be here, to be in this moment with her. 

I knew when I left I should’ve disobeyed Mother and taken Ebony with me. Our ship wasn’t even out of port before I regretted leaving her behind. Ever since then, I’d been working to come back and be with her again. 

“I didn’t think you had anything to tell me,” Ebony says. “I’ve heard of your frequent reports to the Queen, but that’s all. You never wrote to me while you were away.”

I fold my hands together. I had actually written several letters to her, but I am ashamed to admit I did not have the courage to send them. King Maru had taught me once to honor myself and others, and only speak the truth. Until I could truly honor Ebony and confess my feelings for her in person, I did not want to risk sending her anything.  

“I tried,” I finally say, my voice only skimming the surface of my sadness. “I worried that you wouldn’t read anything I’d send. I know how much you wanted to go.” 

I leave off the words, “instead of me,” and, from the way Ebony looks up at me, with her lips tucked into that thoughtful line, I know we are both thinking the same thing. 

I scratch my head and duck my gaze, repentant. “There is also just too much about your home that was rightfully overwhelming. I didn’t feel a letter would do it justice.” 

Ebony puts her hands on her hips. “Is it better not to attempt justice, even if it’s a failed attempt?” 

“You tell me,” I say, grabbing her hand and pressing it to my lips. “Is it better for you to attempt mercy, even if it’s a failed attempt?”

“Forgiveness is easier than justice.” Her voice is strong, but I still hear a small tremble in her words. 

“Only if you love the guilty party more than you love yourself.” 

She seems startled, and I’m not sure if I should be pushing for her affections so rashly or not. She steps back again, but I don’t drop her hand. 

“I don’t remember you being this strange before,” Ebony says a moment later. “I’ll forgive you this time, but I will not forget.”

“Then I will accept your forgiveness, and I will not forget your disappointment, either.” I tug at her hand. “In fact, if you want, I’ll make it up to you now. Come with me.”

“What are you doing?” Ebony’s voice is almost painfully full of fear now. “Where are we going?”

“Well, first we’re going downstairs,” I say. “I’ve been up here for at least a good hour, waiting for you, and after all that time in the Maruli sunshine, I’m ready to burn up the castle’s firewood supply to—what’s wrong?”

Ebony pulls free from me, and for the first time, I notice her clothes. She is dressed like a maid; that isn’t something completely unexpected, since I knew she had to find a way up here, even if she had been forbidden. A maid’s outfit was a nice disguise. 

But it is as she turns away from me, ducking her head, that I feel dread stirring inside me. 

The spirit in her eyes I’d seen earlier now dims, drowning in sudden sorrow. 

“Ebony.” 

I don’t have to ask her to know that the rumors I’d heard were more than true. I hadn’t wanted to believe them when I heard them, but there was no denying the truth now. 

I shuffle my feet, uncomfortable. “My mother has been a problem for you.”

Perhaps foolishly, I am being too kind. Caryo had told me that, since I’d left, the Maruli people had been facing troubles in Pommier, and that included Ebony, too. In her letters, my mother insisted that she was not responsible for their choice to segregate themselves, and she was only acting in the best manner for the kingdom’s future.  

However, Mother never said which kingdom, and while she’d put on a grand show of mourning for King Maru’s death, I knew she felt bitter joy at it. 

“It’s not a problem I can’t handle.” Ebony turns back to face me, straightening her skirts and keeping her chin tilted high. There are no traces of tears in her lovely topaz eyes now. 

She is a true Maruli, standing tall. She is as fierce as she is delicate; her beauty dances like tree branches in the wind, while her roots go deep and sure into the ground.  

But as fierce and lovely and sure as she is, she is in Pommier, and I feel like a gardener who’s plucked her baby roots from her natural world. I watched her grow and even helped her to do so, but I do not know if I will be able to help her thrive here. 

“I know you can handle anything,” I tell her. 

And that is the truth. After the loss of her father, we both know we can weather anything, since it was the worst thing that could have happened to us—but I also know something Ebony doesn’t. 

“This is something we can handle together,” I say. “Let me help you.” 

Ebony stiffens. “If that is your wish,” she says, and I want to shake her for her practiced tone. 

It irritates me that she doesn’t know how much she means to me, and that she has no idea what I would do for her. 

“I heard some people speaking of the treatment of the Maruli here,” I tell her. “When I asked Mother to tell me about it, she said it was just troublemakers giving her grief.” 

“Giving her grief?” Ebony’s mouth drops open, clearly frustrated by what I suspect is Mother’s deception. “Is that really what she told you?” 

“I know my mother, Ebony. I know she’s less likely the victim than she is the victimizer.”

“You’re right about that,” Ebony scoffs. 

Silently, I wait, hoping she will say something else. If I am going to help her, I have to get the full truth of the situation; but I do not want to make her feel ashamed or powerless, and I don’t want her to think I only pity her.

The sun is rising, but there is still a persistent chill in the wind.  

I know I should tell her how I feel about her, but I doubt this is the time to do it. There are problems in Marula I need to discuss with Mother and our other ambassadors, and now there was this situation to figure out as well. Confessing my love would seem so blatantly shallow, like my earlier apology for not writing to Ebony while I was away. She has forgiven me for that offense, but it is not enough for me to promise her my love when it is in my power to do so much more than just tell her I love her. 

Leave it up to my mother to ruin my reunion with Ebony. Not to mention my plans to ask her to marry me. 

“I will talk with Mother,” I assure her. “Now that I’m back in Pommier, things will be different.” 

They clearly had to be. I can’t imagine what Mother thinks she is doing, and I almost don’t want to know. But I can’t have Ebony like this. She is a creature of light, and she is not meant to bear the darkness of hopelessness. 

“I hope you’re right.” 

I can tell by her tone Ebony is still sad, and I decide I’ve had enough sadness from her—especially since there would be more after she learns of what is happening with Marula. 

I push that aside for now. It is time to remind Ebony what is possible when we are together. 

“Come on,” I say, tugging on her hand and pulling her after me. “Things are different from now on, and I’m going to prove it to you.” 

Ebony hesitates, and shame slices through my heart. 

I wait for her, looking as patient on the outside as I am impatient on the inside. When she finally allows me to take the lead, I silently vow I will do whatever it takes to make her happy again. 
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DAWN HAS BROKEN AND its light only continues to grow as Rion leads me through the castle. As we walk through the different hallways, jumping over shadows and slipping on the sunlit tiles, I can hear the kitchen servants scuttling toward the kitchens. 

I should be following them, not Rion.

But Rion is so gently persistent, it is hard to resist him, and honestly, I don’t want to. There’s a flutter inside of me as I hold his hand and follow after him, knowing there’s likely trouble ahead but also remembering he will protect me. 

“Where are we going?” I ask him. 

“Where else? Where we’re not supposed to go,” Rion replies. He laughs, but I bite my lip as I realize where we are going. 

We are going to the Queen’s garden. 

“Are you sure about this?” I ask, slowing down just a little. 

“Yes.” Rion tightens his hold on me, countering my silent protest. “There are places you should fear to tread in this world, but as long as we are there together, Princess, we will be able to shed light on those valleys of darkness.” 

“Valleys of darkness or Varyes of Darkness?” I ask. Rion’s laughter and his bravery are infectious as we make our way to the secret garden. As much as I want to talk to him about the future, I can’t help but want to indulge myself in the memory of our past fun, too. 

Before my father died, it was almost a game. Afterward, it was nothing but an activity in stubborn daring. Rion would insist on it, saying it was a matter of honor and a challenge to his authority, and I would indulge him out of secret affection and forbidden excitement. As long as I was secure in my father’s love and Rion’s companionship, I never truly worried even if we were caught. 

Now that my household position is precarious, and my heart even more so, I feel the painful joy of paradox inside of me: it is a great risk, but one that chances a great reward. 

Rion, for his part, seems to be in complete agreement. He pulls me into one of the servants’ passages, keeping hold of my hand as we walk sideways through the narrow stone walls. 

Just before we emerge, we see a wooden door off to the side. It’s locked, but I don’t get a chance to tell him before he begins to fight with the handle. 

“Let me take care of this,” I say, stepping forward. I pull out a hair pin from one of the pockets hanging under my skirts; a few twists and turns, and the old habit proves its strength despite my lack of practice over the years. 

Rion picks up my hand again and kisses it. “Well, thank you, Princess.” 

“I didn’t do it for your kisses,” I say, but he arches his brow playfully. 

“Perhaps you did it merely for my happiness?” 

“My own,” I say. “I’d rather not have to explain to the Queen why your shoulder is hurt after you’ve only just arrived.” 

Rion grins, but he still refuses to let my hand go as he opens the door and we climb down a long stairway. 

It’s dark inside, almost as dark as the High Tower’s stairs had been. Just as I wish I’d brought the candle I’d left there, I stumble on a cracked step. 

“Careful.” Rion plucks me up from the ground with shocking ease and quickly shifts my feet across his arms. I fall into him rather than onto the ground, and I’m unsure of which is more uncomfortable.

“Thank you,” I say, already moving to get free.

“You’re welcome,” he says, but he doesn’t let me go. He strides onward and downward, and when I move to wiggle free, he shakes his head. 

“I’ll take care of this part,” he says.

“No one’s carried me around since I was a little girl,” I argue. “This is strange.” 

“You’ll make it worse if you struggle,” Rion points out, and, even without looking at him, I know he has a smirk on his face. 

That certainly hasn’t changed at all. 

Rion always liked being the hero when we were younger. 

As my arms curl around his neck, I notice for the first time how well Rion is dressed. His shirt is black and his pants are tucked into tall leather boots, well-worn by weather and overuse. It makes sense why I didn’t see him in High Tower until he revealed himself. 

I also have to admit, with more light, I can see the sharper lines that have appeared on Rion’s face since we were last together. His cheekbones more pronounced, while a small scar peeks out from under his right ear. His eyes are brighter, and there is enough stubble on his face to make me very aware of his strength. 

“What is it?” Rion asks me. 

I blink, realizing we have reached the bottom of the stairs. “What?” 

“You’re staring at me.” 

The way he says it turns the tingling into a trembling, and, this time, I am not afraid—but I am not foolish, either. 

“I missed you,” I admit softly, sliding down from his arms. My slippered feet touch the stone floor, but I cling to him as I slowly regain my balance. 

Some part of me realizes he is slow to let me go, too.  

“I know my mother made your life much more difficult,” he begins, but I shake my head and stop him.

“Even if I had been pampered to the highest levels of Pommierian society, I would’ve missed you.” I wave my arm, gesturing around us. “You don’t really think I’ve had a lot of adventures like this in the last few years, do you?” 

Before Rion can reply, small clanging noises chime out and echo into the doorway before us. We quickly scoot back into the shadows and listen for an opening to move forward with our quest.  

“It’s the changing of the guard,” Rion says. “Perfect.” 

“We came here while there’s the most amount of guards.” I shake my head. “Perfect.” 

“Perfect indeed, since we’ve done this before.” 

“But there’s really no need to make this harder,” I say. “I’ll never understand you sometimes.” 

“I wanted to come with you, just like we used to. Doesn’t really matter what time. And the challenge just adds to the fun.” Rion nudges me. “Besides, if you’d come up to the High Tower earlier, we could’ve been here hours ago.” 

“Don’t blame me if we get caught!” 

“I would never,” Rion says, clearly enjoying himself.  

“Never get caught or never blame me?” 

“Both.” He grins, before he gives me a sincere, solemn look. “Ebony.” 

“What?” I’m a little perplexed at the sudden change, but I don’t think Rion really understands what has changed since he’d left. I am not a princess disobeying orders for the fun of it. I am a servant risking my future now. 

“I promise there will be more adventures to come,” he whispers, and for all my concern, his sweetness makes me relax, if only momentarily.  

He takes my hand again. “As long as we survive this one, of course. Now let’s go. The guards are moving into their usual routine, and all we have to do is let them do it.” 

Together, Rion and I sneak past the nighttime guards, who are busy changing places with the day’s watchmen. Rion is right; the guards have marched in and out, day after day, year after year, with only slight variations to their weekly service. 

As we manage to slide into the shadowy, overgrown hedges in the castle’s small, hidden keep, Rion speeds up. 

“Come on, we’re out of earshot,” he says, picking his feet up into a run. 

“I’m following just fine,” I retort, letting some of my laughter free at last. 

For a small garden, there is a seemingly endless amount of variety. There are trees of different sorts, spices and vines, and even a small pond where the lily pads bounce with little frogs. 

“Do you think the Queen is looking for a frog prince to marry?” I ask, pointing to a particularly vibrant-green frog. “I can’t imagine she’d enjoy kissing any of these.”

“I can’t imagine any of them would enjoy being kissed,” Rion says, and we end up laughing while I lean down and try to catch one myself.

It takes me longer than I would’ve liked, but when I finally grab one, I show my prize to Rion. 

“Should I kiss it instead?” I ask. 

“Don’t get its hopes up, Ebony,” he says. “A fair maiden who breaks the magic surrounding its body shouldn’t be the one to break its heart, too.”  

“Perhaps freedom is the better gift, when compared to love and pain.” I laugh quietly, even if Rion doesn’t, and then I let the little frog go. I watch as it hops into the water, enjoying its happy splashes. 

Marula has its share of watering holes and small rivers, but the water here in Pommier is much cooler and much more clear; I dip my hands into the pond and let its chilly sweetness run down through my palms. I try not to think of my mother as I sit there. She died when I was very young, but there are a few clear memories I have of her. One is from when I was probably four or five, during the end of the rain seasons. My mother would go out and help with our community’s wash. She bundled up her hair much as mine is knotted up now, pulled on a loose, batik-patterned dress, and worked alongside the other women and children. 

There were several members of both her family and my father’s; there was a line of black-skinned women up and down the riverbanks, some made beautiful by life, others beaten down by it, but my mother greeted everyone with kindness. She would introduce me and some of the people would even give me gifts. 

I remember we had some missionaries in our tribe, and some of their friends and children came there to settle with us. One of the ladies, an elderly lady with the whitest hair I’d ever seen, had a piano in her small cottage.

My mother was awed by the musical instrument, even when I threw my palms down on the keys, pounding out a cacophony that would make the devil shrink back in fear.

If I close my eyes, I can still see it all as it happened, as clear as daylight inside my mind. My stubby, four-year-old fingers caressed the piano keys, wondering at the ebony and ivory sticks that lay together. They were so separated, and yet so interconnected. 

I didn’t know it at the time, but it was an obscene luxury, and when the lady died, the missionaries all said it was her wish for my mother and I to have it. 

After my mother died, some of the lady’s daughters taught me how to play, though I never moved past the beginner levels. 

I pull my hands out of the water and dry them off. Rion is watching me intently again, and I realize it is because I’d been humming. 

“It’s a sonata,” he guesses, and I shrug. 

“It’s an old song a lady from Marula used to play for me.” 

“A missionary from Pommier?” 

I shrug again. “I don’t remember for sure.” 

“Perhaps it’s a hymn,” Rion suggests. “Are there words?” 

“I don’t think so.” I chuckle before I hum a few more stanzas. “I doubt it. I want to dance to this one.” 

“Then it’s a waltz you want.” Rion comes closer to me and offers me his hand. 

I shake my head and blush. “Not right now.” I pick at the skirts of my servant’s outfit. “I’m not dressed for a waltz, am I?” 

“That doesn’t matter.” 

“It shouldn’t,” I say quietly. “But it does.” 

And it does, too, more than I want it to. I need my dress to remind me of my status, especially if Rion actually wants to dance with me. I really don’t want to have to explain to him, and I am glad when he changes the subject again. 

“You should write your own songs,” he says, reaching down and pulling me to my feet. “I’m not the only one who loves it when you sing.” 

“If I sing, you should play.” I glance down at Rion’s hands as he holds mine. “Assuming you’re still able to.” 

“Your family’s tribe and others kept me in constant practice while I was away,” he assures me. 

Our shared love of music is part of the reason we eventually became friends. There were thousands of memories I had of him playing on the palace piano, figuring out new chords and arrangements with me, trying to put my words and stories from Marula down into song. My father would sometimes join us, never saying much. I knew he liked to think of my mother, and, when I was tired, I would go and sit in his lap and watch him just enjoy Rion’s music. 

Before I can ask Rion if he’ll play a song for me later, another frog hops into the water behind me. The small plop enough of a noise to startle me, and I nervously laugh.  

“I’ve forgotten how odd this place is,” Rion says, changing the subject. “I used to think it was scary in a fun way. I know there’s no telling what my mother has done with it lately, but it still seems a lot more strange.”  

“I know she is enamored of magic,” I say carefully, glancing over at the thorn-covered walls. “Viola’s mentioned it a few times.”

Vi had told me before of some of the queen’s interests; it wasn’t too surprising, given that the mirror-slaves were a consequence of her love of magic. But there are other things I prefer not to think of that were whispered inside the Queen’s court and within the palace walls. 

When Rion only nods, I let the subject fall off into silence. I know Rion, an observant Christian and God-fearing prince, did not like to think of his mother’s obsession either. He likely heard the rumors and suspected there was much more truth to them than he would’ve liked. 

“It’s almost time for breakfast,” Rion says, tugging on my hand again. “Let’s go this way.” 

We turn away and walk down a roughened trail, headed further into the garden. It is as we walk that I notice the oppressive quietness. The air seems thicker, and for all its beauties, the Queen’s garden has no birds or bees or butterflies to complement its charm. 

“Here.” Rion holds out a red apple to me. “Take it.” 

“No, thank you.”

“Why not? I know you’re hungry.” 

I cross my arms as my stomach rumbles, but I stand my ground. “It’s red.” 

“Is that your main objection?” Rion laughs. “Red apples are the best.”

“You’ve always thought that, but I’ve always disagreed with you.” I reach up and pull down a yellow apple from another nearby tree. 

Rion wrinkles his nose. “The golden ones are too sweet.” 

“I’m surprised you don’t like them, after all those years eating Maruli fruit.” I take a bite of my apple and feel instantly vindicated. There’s a subtle spiciness that’s lost in the sweetness of its juice. I revel in the taste of it on my tongue. “Maybe it’s the color?” 

“I don’t mind that at all,” Rion insists. “I enjoy Maruli fruit, but it’s much more tangy and blunt.” 

“Oh, yeah?” I take another bite. “What’s so great about the red ones, then? Besides the color?”

“Pommier is known for its apples, especially the red ones.” He holds out his apple to me again. “Try it. Unless you’re afraid I’m right.”

I arch a brow at him. “I won’t be lured in as Eve was.”

“You know, most historians actually think that it was a pomegranate,” Rion says. “And technically, we are in Mother’s garden, where everything is off limits. So you’re sinning anyway. You might as well sin on a wishing apple.” 

“A wishing apple?” I roll my eyes. “I know you wanted to come here like we did as kids, but there’s no reason to treat me like one.” 

“Mother always told me the red ones were wishing apples.” Rion holds out the apple to me again. “One bite and all your dreams could come true, if you truly believe.”

“Believe what?” 

“Believe that you deserve your wish, I guess.”  

I look at the apple and then back at him. “Why don’t you eat it then? Aren’t you worthy of your wish?” 

“You’ve always known me so well,” Rion says. “I could never deserve a wish so grand, but it is not something that should be wished for, either.”

I swallowed another bite of my golden apple, mildly surprised at how thick it felt in my throat. “What is it that you want, then?” 

Rion’s eyes, so bright and green, meet mine for a long moment, before he reaches over for my hand. He snatches my apple away from me, letting his mouth fit over where mine had been before he takes a bite.

If I thought swallowing was hard before, it is nothing compared to how hard it feels to breathe. 

“I want you to sing for me.” His words are soft but distinct, but I am certain he is not talking about actually singing. There is a look of hunger in his eyes, one he wants me to respond to, and not just in a manner of beauty but also one of love. And not the love of a confidante or childhood friend—no, he wants the simple love that comes when a man and a woman exchange hearts, and long-awaited passion is allowed to bloom.  

“Rion.” Warmth stirs inside of me, and I lean into him, my eyes slowly closing as he draws closer to me. 

Only to jump back as a voice snaps out through the garden. 

“Rion, is that you?” 

Queen Varyes’ voice cuts through me like a sword, draining me of all my nerve. My hands fly to my mouth as I let out a small yelp in surprise. 

Rion whirls around, looking for the source of the sound. “Mother?” he calls back. 

“Rion, we’ve been over this,” Queen Varyes yells back, much more firmly this time. “This is my garden. You’re not to bother my plants or pick the fruit from my trees.” 

Rion and I exchange guilty looks, before the queen appears, making her way toward us, and Rion quickly pushes me away. 

“Go,” he whispers to me. “Out the back door before she sees you. No need for both of us to get a lecture.”

Or a beating. The thought alarms me, especially as I realize how much time has gone by. 

“I should go anyway,” I whisper. “The other servants will be looking for me.” 

“Ebony.” Rion’s jaw goes rigid. “I’ll talk to Mother about what she’s done to you and the other Maruli. I’ll see that things are changed. Please, just give me some time.” 

My nose prickles with oncoming tears, as I am overwhelmed with gratitude. 

“Rion!” The Queen’s tone is much more forceful this time, and I visibly flinch at her approach. 

“Go.” This time, Rion pushes me, trying to get me to leave faster. I dig in my heels, reluctant to leave even if it means getting in trouble, too.

“What about you?” I ask.

“I’ll be fine, of course.” He leans down and presses a small peck of a kiss on my cheek. The warmth I felt before blazes into heat, and my heart melts and falls into his hands.

Just like my destiny. I frown, scolding myself. I had always been able to trust Rion with my friendship. I could trust him with my heart and my fate. 

As if he knows my thoughts, Rion nudges me again. “I’m supposed to protect you, remember?” 

Nodding, I step away from him, grateful I get the chance to compose myself.

He is right, after all. The Queen has already found him out, and she is clearly unhappy. There’s no telling what she would say or do to me in order to punish me. 

How are Rion and his mother even related? 

There is no way for me to answer that. 

I hurry down the wooded path, making my way to the other side of the garden. I know from our other trips here that there is a door that leads to the other side of the keep, and, if I am quick, I will make it before the morning crowds of servants come to work. Just as I am about to disappear out of sight, Rion calls out to me in a hushed voice. 

“Ebony.” 

I turn around, and just in time. Rion tosses me the red apple he’d picked, and I barely manage to catch it. 

“Take it,” Rion insists. “From me, to you.” 

If I wasn’t horrified Queen Varyes would catch me and humiliate me, I might have stayed behind—though whether it was because I wanted to know what he felt or if it was because I wanted to confess my own feelings, I cannot say. 

Instead, I smile and wave one last time, before I duck through a curtain of vines. As I sneak off to work, resigned to the chores I face ahead of me, I cradle the scarlet apple in my palms and hold it close to my heart. 
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“MOTHER!” I HURRY FORWARD into her path, blocking her from progressing forward. At her feet, I bow deeply, exposing my neck, leaving myself at the mercy of my mother’s sword, should she decide to end my life for my impertinence. “There you are.” 

It’s easy for me to risk her wrath, as I already know she would never hurt me. In all the world, I am my mother’s favorite person, even if she likes to berate me more than champion me. 

“How wonderful it is to see you once more,” I continue.

“There’s no need to embarrass yourself with flattery,” Mother says, her voice full of sharpness. “You may stand.”

I straighten before her and meet her face-to-face; Mother has always been a tall figure, one of the reasons she is naturally regal. As I look into her eyes—the brightened green having long given way to chiseled emeralds—I see she wants me to stand so I can see for myself the disappointment reflected inside of them. 

“I rather thought you would’ve outgrown these antics, Rion.” 

She folds her hands before her, and, for a moment, we just look at each other. 

Staring at Ebony is a joy, but there is something much more poignant about seeing my mother. She was once the beauty of the known world, with her high, intelligent forehead, her long, blonde hair, and her ivory skin. The tales I’d heard of what my father did to claim her heart range from incredible to unbelievable now, but when I was younger there was no doubt Mother could charm and court the world at her whim. 

Since the death of King Maru—and maybe even before that, when she saw he didn’t love her—things have changed, and I know from seeing her and being with Ebony again that the changes are much worse than I originally imagined. Her inner bitterness has started to leak into her outer appearance, just as Ebony’s joy remains evident despite her pain. 

“I was expecting you later,” Mother says. 

“It is no shock I’ve disappointed you in that as well,” I say, trying to coax a smile out of her with my self-deprecation. 

She enjoys it when her victims do her work for her.

I am rewarded with a smirk, not a smile, but I’ll take it; I will need her goodwill later on when I make my request for Ebony’s hand. 

“You should know Horatio was the one who told me you were here. You could’ve sent word to me to meet you here.” She frowns, drawing out the wrinkles around her lips and cheeks. “You came here with Ebony, didn’t you?”

“There’s no need to worry about her,” I say, but Mother is quick to cut me off. 

“I’ve done nothing but worry for her,” Mother insists. “I’m sure she sees her change in station as punishment of sorts, but she’s done nothing wrong.” 

My anger sparks at this, having seen Ebony’s hurt pride. Caryo has taught me well, though, and I say nothing, and let Mother continue. I will wait until she requests my thoughts, because that is how she becomes vulnerable.  

“I am the Queen of this nation, and hers as well, whether she likes it or not,” Mother continues, drawing me to her side as she walks. I follow at her silent command, but I also prepare to stop when the time comes. 

“The Maruli emigrants and refugees in Pommier are needlessly frustrated at the issue of succession,” Mother says. “Ebony is still a child, and one who has spent more time in Pommier than in her home nation.”

“She’s certainty not a child anymore,” I say, before I hurriedly add, “She’s almost nineteen.”  

“Sending her to the Southern Colonies now will be akin to signing her death warrant, assuming your reports are true?” 

“They are true, but I doubt she would die. She would be sad, though.” 

“She would be lost, you mean,” Mother scoffs.

She has a point. It has been just over a decade since King Maru married my mother and moved to Pommier, joining our kingdoms. His death four years ago was as tragic as it was untimely. Not all of the Pommierians had come to accept him as their ruler.  

“The Baobabi and the Mopana are warring again, and their disputes over land have begun spilling over into Marula,” I say, trying not to notice Mother’s tightened frown at my use of Marula’s proper name in reporting to her. “The Mopana are eager to convince the Marula an alliance will solve the trouble.”

King Maru traveled between the two lands every year, returning for several months each year to commemorate the death of Queen Ysaya—although my mother did not seem to know that—and further trade and foster communication between the two lands.

Now that he is gone, I have taken on his duties, having learned by his side for much of his final years. 

“It took me a long time to visit all the tribes,” I say. “And different troubles and festivities came up along the way.” 

I am reluctant to confess to my mother how dire the situations were; between a tribe that had to deal with several raids on their livestock, several Pommierian citizens and missionaries who were threatened, a new disease that came from rotting soldiers hidden near a spring, and some Maruli sneaking off to help the Mopana warriors, there were many obstacles to delivering the news of King Maru’s death, and even more troubles in working through each problem. 

“How did the Colonies’ representatives take the news?” Mother asks. 

“They were rightfully sad. My men and I had a lot of feasting and fasting days, depending on the tribe.” I pause before I add, “They buried him beside Queen Ysaya, as he’d requested.” 

For a moment, Mother is still, and then she nods in that stilted way she has. “It was one of three requests he made me promise him when we were wed.” 

I say nothing; King Maru once told me, at my prodding, his other requests. When he was negotiating the terms of marriage to my mother, he asked she never require he sing for her, and that Ebony be granted status in her home. 

At the time, Mother agreed, and kept her word, it appeared, although her interpretation of the terms has changed drastically since the King’s death. 

And that is my primary concern now. 

I step out in front of Mother, cutting her off from her path. She raises her perfect brow before me, and that is when I notice the rouge on her cheeks. She has been powdered and her eyes are lined with kohl, and despite her youthful appearance, her age, like her bitterness, refuses to hide. 

“What is it, Rion, my son?” she asks in that deadly, sweet voice. 

If I am going to help Ebony and the Maruli people in Pommier, I will have to be careful about my next words. 

“Regarding his other requests, Mother,” I say softly, “I need to ask why Ebony has been demoted to servanthood here in the castle. The Maruli people would not agree with her treatment.”

“They haven’t bothered to defend her honor yet.” 

“She shouldn’t be a servant, even if they haven’t objected. You’ve told me about the trouble they cause you but you’ve neglected to tell me you’ve made Ebony into a maid here, and I by law her regent, too.” 

“And I am still yours,” Mother snaps. “If you must know, I’ve found that having her as a servant here helps keep the other Maruli in line, but there are other reasons as well.”

Mother’s admission leaves me flabbergasted. I can barely speak, I am so full of rage. “What are they? I can’t imagine she’s volunteering.” 

Mother shakes her head and turns away from me. “You should know, of all people, why she is in this position. Her nation is running up our debts—”

“Our trade projections are precarious at the moment, but only because of the trouble with the Baobabi and Mopana—”

“Pommier can’t be expected to pick up the Colonies’ losses.” 

“It’s part of our empire, Mother,” I object. “That’s exactly the expectation.” 

“What of our men who will fight, the families we endanger in continuing those trade routes?” Mother asks. “Will you send men to fight, as well as open our treasuries to bleed freely?” 

“To defend those we’ve promised through trade, treaties, and even marriage to protect?” I hold my hands out to her, palms up, resigned and determined. “If it comes to that, which it might not, then yes.” 

Mother cocks an eyebrow at me and says nothing, while I take a step back. She brushes past me, heading for the door leading back into the castle.  

I have revealed myself, ready to stand for Ebony’s honor, even if it means sending my people to their deaths on foreign soil. In many ways, I have damned myself before her, and we both know it. 

But that does not mean I am wrong—and that does not mean it will happen, either. 

“There’s a way I believe we can avoid that fate,” I continue.

“I agree,” Mother says. “We should secure stronger alliances with other nations.” 

“What alliances could be forged more strongly than the one we’ve made with Marula?” I clench my fists. It is time I make my request, in the form of a suggestion. “Other nations will not approve of joining with us if we abandon them. If we are going to make a stronger alliance, I should marry Ebony myself.”

“You mean since my marriage to Maru didn’t turn out so well?” Mother lets out an uncharacteristically wicked cackle, and I wince at the sound.

“It’s not that foolish an idea,” I protest. “It would secure both kingdoms’ futures and strengthen our empire. There’s the economic insurance. Our trade is going well with the animals and fruits, and we can increase our weapons and armor sales with the warfront. Exports and imports nearly equal, and we’ll eventually gain the upper hand since Pommier has control of the trade routes.” 

My mother is not convinced. “Your concern for Maru’s daughter is amusing, Rion, but you are the one who reported on the warring nations around the Colonies. You know there is trouble, and I am doing what I can to prevent further trouble.” 

“By enslaving the girl who you took in as a daughter when you married her father?” My anger is palpable now. 

“By using her position as the leader of her people to get them to show some humility,” Mother explains. “When there is a warfront, royals like you and I have two wars to fight—the ones on the battlefront and the homefront.”

“We are not at war with Marula.” 

“Because they’ve had the decency to see that we would crush them.” Mother sighs. “Besides, it’s a metaphor, Rion. Surely you remember your education.” 

“It’s a poor one, Mother.” 

“Even if you don’t think so, it works.” 

“I still object. But if we assume your metaphor works in this situation, it would be an easy win on the battlefront,” I say. “Caryo and the other councilors are collecting information as we speak, making sure we know exactly—”

“I’ve read your reports, and I know your education has given you some experience in preparing for the physical concern war demands,” Mother says. “But our homefront is different. You’ve never faced opposition from home before.” 

None except from you. I hold back the accusation, knowing it will not get me anywhere.  

“Several of the nobles and aristocracy here are tired of the immigrants and refugees,” Mother says. “They are happy to employ them as servants, but the artisans and the merchants here are taking business, and even some prestige, from our people—from our own Pommierians.”

“There’s plenty of work, especially with the trade increases,” I say. 

“So far only the indentured servant trade has increased,” she says. 

“Because you have let it, no doubt,” I say. 

“If it weren’t for the Refugee Return Movement, we would be overrun with the poor and the idle. Such people cause problems, Rion.”  

“We will always have the poor with us, but some problems will cause more harm than others.” I shake my head. “How long have you forced Ebony to work for you? Did you even wait until my ship left the port before you demoted her to a scullery maid?” 

“I needed her to maintain the peace between our kind and theirs after her father died.” Mother whirls around and glares at me, her own anger clear now. “Someone has to pay for the trouble we face. That is also part of our empire’s rights.” 

“That’s not our right, that’s our responsibility,” I argue. “We need to make sure our people are being taken care of. The Maruli are our people, too, and especially Ebony.” 

“Yes, and seeing Ebony take up the burden of work here is a marvel for them,” Mother insists. “She has a roof over her head, something to keep her time occupied, and food to eat and clothes to wear. Her obedience has paid off. Her people—even the troublesome ones—will follow.” 

“I disagree. Her people will reject you for your treatment of her. Indeed, I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that’s why you’ve had trouble with some of them.” 

“Not just some,” Mother says. “The Colonist Equality League is always in the city square, yelling about protests and boycotts.” 

“You didn’t tell me about that in your letters.” 

I doubt this is actually a source of conflict for her; it was likely more a sore point of irritation, considering protests could be peaceful and boycotts were varied in their successes, given Pommier’s business diversity. 

Mother does not seem to hear me. “Once the Maruli colonists learn to accept their role here in the kingdom, things will calm down, and, in that way, we will take care of them. And if they don’t, they will leave.” 

“And what do you say their role is?”

“Rion, please. They will be at their best when they do what we tell them to, believe what we think they should believe, and keep to the lines we’ve drawn.” Mother opens the door and walks through, letting the darkness of the castle cloak her. Her expression is ominous now. “There is no risk when they make safe choices.” 

“Mother, this is madness,” I say, having nothing else to say. “I know Maru’s death has been hard on you, but Ebony shouldn’t be the one to pay for your pain.” 

“And Pommier shouldn’t be the one who pays for the Colonies’ native troubles.” She straightens her skirt, shaking some blades of grass free from their folds. “Until then, they are not our equals in society, and we are better off letting them know it.” 

“You’re hurting them.” 

“Life is full of pain, Rion.” She turns away from me. “You think marriage to Ebony will help them? How? How does your own personal marital happiness help the Maruli people survive their war or inspire them to greater financial ambitions? How can your union allow for them to earn their keep on the world’s stage?” 

“It would give them back the dignity you’ve taken from them, for starters,” I say, but Mother is already listing off the other nations she’s picked for my possible marital alliances. 

“... the Princess of Celtia is a known beauty, and there is Espania, who is said to be very obedient. If you want a dark-skinned princess to marry, one of the Sultans’ daughters from the East will be a much better choice for our future. They are rich and capable of avoiding war with their neighbors.” 

I barely listen to her as she lists off the princesses from surrounding kingdoms and territories, each reason more horrifying and degrading than the last. As Mother rages on, I realize I have to take action if I am going to truly help Ebony and her people.

No—our people.  

“You know, Mother, you’re right about one thing.” She seems shocked that I would agree with her, or maybe her sudden silence is due to the fact I’m able to interrupt her successfully. “I should get married soon. Any marriage would help the Maruli, especially if their neighbors see us come from a position of strength.” 

“As much as it pains me to say so, I agree with this,” Mother says. She puts her arms around me. “You are my son, and the person I love most in all the world. And as long as I am the one you love most, I know we will be able to ensure the fate our of kingdom.”

“Of course I love you, Mother.” Guilt pours through me, as I think of how much I love Ebony. My mother was the star of my earthly origin, but my heart has set its sight on a new star, one I must chase after, even if I do not have my mother’s blessing or approval.  

“Since I have returned to Pommier, we should begin investing in our future.” I hide my relief as I pull away from her embrace.  “And I have a good idea where we can start.”
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“A BALL?” 

I repeat the words slowly, watching Rion’s handsome face as it lights up with hope, and my skin, so smooth and perfect thanks to my faithful Hortensia and her shaman magic, begins to crawl. 

It has been forever since I’ve genuinely felt hope, especially the kind that Rion wears with ease. As he tells me his plan to celebrate his return with a huge celebration at our palace, I can only envy him in his youth.

Hope is for the young, as it is with beauty, and I am already upset that Rion would dare bring Maru’s rat-haired daughter up as a matter of concern. 

Horatio’s earlier words come back to haunt me: 

“You are no longer the most beloved in your kingdom’s heart, including the heart of your son.” 

If I do not have his heart, or the heart of my people, what more do I have left? 

Maru left me shattered after Rion’s father died. He’d told me upfront he would never love me as he had loved his first wife, and the more determined I was to get him to break his promise, the more stubborn he was about keeping it. 

When Hortensia informed me he’d died from a broken heart, I was tempted to tell her the broken heart in question was mine. 

“We can also use this to mend our kingdom’s inner struggles ... ”

Rion is still talking to me, telling me of his plans. I already know I will grant him his wish, and I get the feeling, as he goes silent and looks up at me expectantly for an answer, he already knows this too. 

That is when I notice it.

“What happened to my tree?” My words are harsher than I mean, but I am rightfully angry. 

My garden is my own; it is a place I’ve cultivated and grown, a place where I can retreat from the rest of the world. 

And now its premises have been desecrated, and its fruit had been stolen.  

“What’s wrong, Mother?” Rion looks confused, and, not for the first time, I feel the temptation to hate him, too. 

It is too easy to remember how, when they were younger, Rion and Ebony would come in here and rustle things up, sneaking a treat like it was nothing. 

This was the one place in all the world I could be myself—where I could admit my heart’s unhappiness and, later, my face’s dimming beauty—and they just had to ruin it for me, didn’t they? 

Ebony just had to ruin everything for me. Maru broke my heart and died, and with him died all my dreams of embracing the Maruli. They were only traitors, complicit parties in my heart’s demise, all of them. 

“This is Ebony’s fault, isn’t it?” I step up next to the trunk of my favorite tree, looking at where an apple used to hang. I can see the large gap where it should be, and I feel my anger stir. 

“Perhaps the apple just fell?” Rion’s voice sounds strangely light, and I know he is protecting her. “Or perhaps you—”

“Perhaps I what?” My lips curl into a snarl as he falls into silence. Rion has an inkling of Hortensia’s influence on me, but he does not know how much I have been working on progressing my magical talents. 

Reaching out, I grab the branch and yank it. The wood snaps off quickly, thanks to the help of my inner rage and the magic it fuels.

Rion takes a telling step back as I throw it on the ground in front of us. Visceral pleasure courses through me at his shocked expression, and I revel it putting him in his place. A small whisper of smoke blows between us, leftover power from my body. 

“Should I call for Hortensia?” Rion asks. His voice is flat and disproving. “Or perhaps another one of your ladies in waiting?” 

“No.” I clasp my hands together, letting my fingernails dig into my knuckles. “I am in complete control of myself, my son—this time.” 

I feel even more triumphant as he gives me a curt nod.  

Rion does not approve of my magic. He does not approve, and that is because he does not understand. 

But then, how could he ever understand? When others love you for your beauty, and then your beauty fades, there is no longer any power you can wield over them. 

Rion has always had someone to love him. I was always here for him, a point I’ve striven to make time and time again throughout his life. I wasn’t the only one who was here to love Rion, either. 

Rion had me, but he was a young boy who’d lost his father. Many of the servants here rallied around him, eager to shower the boy with affection in hopes of replacing the force of love that had been shut off. 

It didn’t take long for the rest of the world to follow, thanks to Rion’s cunning and his natural good looks, which he got from both me and his father. Even Maru adored him as a son, telling me how he approved of him. 

Of course, then there was Ebony and her songs ... 

Oh, how I hate that girl!  

I never knew how lovely the dark skin of a Maruli could be until I met Maru, and I never knew how ugly it could be until I saw Ebony. 

Early on I’d learned she was heralded as the heir to her mother’s mythic beauty, I always felt a keen disgust and pity for her, especially after I saw the sickening affection her father and nation had for her. They would fawn over her, but she was nothing special. Her skin was as dark as her father’s, her hair always curling out in black clouds or braided back and woven with a sense of pride and security that made me retch. When she first came to Pommier, it seemed everyone was willing to follow Maru’s lead into idol worship of her, and my son was not immune. 

All while I suffered, and no one noticed. 

No one notices now, either. 

Rion doesn’t know what it is like to be me, where everyone only sees a fair face as I go about the business of running the kingdom; all the while, my own heart is breaking and my future is dying. 

And here is my son, discussing how he will go about celebrating while my future is dying, too. He will have us throw a party to show off our wealth and wonders here in Pommier, and we will even show our goodwill by inviting the Maruli, including those in the Colonial Equality League and the Refugee Return Moment. 

I almost pity my son for how foolish he sounds.

But I know I can use this against him, and I can also use it as a way to keep him from Ebony, and with the world leaders here, I will be in a position of strength to argue for their daughters’ hand in marriage to my son. 

Anything to keep him from being happy with Ebony. 

Anything.

“So you are agreed to this, Mother?” Rion’s voice is hopeful again.

“Yes. That is fine,” I tell him. “I will have Horatio call for your assistants in this endeavor.” 

“Assistants?” 

“There’s more to planning a party such as this than simply deciding on it,” I remind him. “There is the food to prepare and the rooms to clean, the invitations to send, and much, much more. Of course you will need assistants for all of this.” 

I add several more items to his list. I enjoy watching his hopeful eyes dim with the realization that, if there is any joy to be had in this world, it is only obtained through careful planning and sacrifice. 

“Thank you, Mother,” he says, as he bows and excuses himself.

“I will tell Horatio to come to you in the throne room,” I say, hiding a smirk. “I will see if I can find Enri, too, and seek out his council.” 

“Thank you.” 

I can count on Enri to keep Rion busy; Enri will not be happy with Rion’s return, especially since my son is already concerned about the Maruli here in Pommier. Enri will not like changing our set practices for dealing with the Maruli, and I can count on him to delay any real change significantly, if not indefinitely.  

As I leave the garden, I silently add another chore to my list. 

I will see to it that Ebony is reminded of her place. 

She will not be allowed to have any joy of her own, especially if it comes at the cost of mine. 
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I’VE BEEN POLISHING the silver in the den of the West Wing for hours, but I feel lighter than ever. I hum constantly and brightly, any and every song I know, from the most solemn of hymns to the most bawdy of drunken ballads. It keeps me company and takes me away from the drudgery of work to the joyfulness of dreams. As I sing and work Rion’s apple, tucked safely away in my apron’s front pocket, jostles next to me, as if keeping time and rhythm for me. 

“You’ve always had such a cheerful heart, even after your father died, Miss Ebony.”

I smile, turning toward the far end of the room. “Vi. There you are.”  

Her voice is coming from a grand mirror, its finery unmatched as it lords over all the other items scattered throughout the room. Viola, my speciava, has come to watch over me.

“Were you waiting for me?” she asks. “I might’ve come sooner, if you’d started in here. You know I can’t go where there are no mirrors.” 

“Adele told me to take care of the library and the lavatories first since I was late getting started this morning,” I explain. “Word has it that we are expecting some important guests.” 

“The prince is not a guest in this house, I’ll remind you,” Vi says with a huff. 

“Fabrice came today and said that there’s going to be guests coming to the palace from several countries.” I put down the spoon I have been polishing. “He’s the Queen’s personal dresser, so he would know for sure. You might not have heard yet, since you don’t like to go near the Queen’s rooms.” 

Vi’s purple-glowing eyes dim at the mention of the Queen. “That is true,” she admits. “But I did see the Prince is here, too. His rooms are getting aired out and arranged as we speak.” 

“I know he’s here.” I debate whether or not to tell her I’ve already met with him when she laughs. 

“Well then, that’s the reason for all your liveliness today, is it?” Vi studies me carefully. “You’re a girl content to dream her way out of this world, but when you’re forced to be stuck with the rest of us mortals, you’re able to bring a bit of Heaven down with you. And today you have an extra reason to be here.” 

“Well, thank you for the compliment.” I wipe my hands off on my apron. “But you’re wrong, you know. You’re an immortal yourself, like the rest of us humans. We are just cloaked in mortal dressings.” 

“I have already had my mortal dressings stripped away,” Vi reminds me. “How else do you think a speciava gets trapped in a mirror?” 

“But you’re not dead.” I frown. “I suppose I’m not entirely familiar with the mirror magic. It is magic, after all, and forbidden to those who follow Christ.” 

“I’ll agree it’s demonic, and you’re better in staying away from it.” Vi shakes her head, letting the wisps of her white shadow flow all around her. “There’s a reason it’s something only the Queen’s shamans and other practitioners mess with. It’s pretty complicated.” 

“I’ll take your word on that. The only magic I know of is love, and that can be confusing and complicated, too.” 

“You know more than love,” Vi says. “You know of hope and faith, and others, too.” 

“But all of those are born out of love,” I reply. “And God himself is love and those in his love he moves in accordance with his will.” 

Vi’s face twitches. She doesn’t like it when I talk of God. Given that the reason she is trapped in the mirror is because of demonic magic, and there is no mercy possible for her other than the release of death, I can understand her displeasure. No decent folk would engorge themselves on sweets while a starving audience stood watching. 

“I already talked with Rion,” I say, divulging my secret. “He told me he’ll talk to his mother about me and the other Maruli people.”

“Good. It’s awful that she’s reduced you to a servant in the palace.” Vi scowls. “Hopefully, he’ll be able to convince her to stop such nonsense. I still don’t know why you’ve submitted to her in this regard.” 

Vi probably thought I could try to return to Marula on my own, but my request to return with my father’s body had been denied four years ago, and, since then, Queen Varyes made sure she closed that option completely. But Rion promised me he would come back and take me with him next time, and now that he is home, I might have another chance at returning. 

That would be wonderful. My heart leapt at the thought of seeing the wide, open plains, the scattered desert trees, the high grasslands and the smaller scattered cities of the tribes. 

I sigh as I look around the room I am in. The Queen would never let me return to Marula; in many ways, I am fortunate that I have as much as I do, though I wonder if Vi would say the same. She was allowed to stay as my speciava once I became a maid, and I am certain it was only because the Queen can use her to spy on me.

“I don’t have much choice right now,” I finally say, which is part of the truth. The other truth is that I have been waiting for Rion to return. And in the meantime, I kept submitting to Queen Varyes’ requests. First it was that my wardrobe allowance be cut in half; next, I was asked to move to a smaller room; and then my staff was reduced, and I had to learn how to do the things they did. And now, of course, I was one of them. 

For a moment, I feel like crying. The changes had started out slowly and reasonably enough but Vi’s outraged reaction on my behalf makes me realize how shockingly poorly I was being treated. 

My father would never have stood for this. 

I push back my tears and turn back toward Vi. “Others have it worse, I’m sure,” I say, which is the truth. I have Rion, and my friends, and my faith. 

It is enough, and it has been enough for the past several years. 

I look at Vi and giggle. “Let me check my hair,” I say, and she steps off to the side of the mirror so I can see my reflection. After the long day, my headscarf has loosened with my sweat and work. 

“You look even more beautiful than usual today,” Vi says. 

“Thank you.” 

She sniffs loudly, clearly uncomfortable. “It’s not a compliment so much as an observation.”  

I duck my eyes, pleased with her comments despite the curt tone. 

Vi was always more of a governess to me, even when she was given to me. I’d been seven years old at the time, with full status as Princess of Marula. Now that I am indentured to the Queen, I respect Vi even more. 

Friendly relations between the light-skinned Pommierians and the dark-skinned Maruli were highly discouraged. Once both nations had been friends, but since my father’s death, tensions between the two groups had risen. Queen Varyes told me before part of it was the Maruli unhappiness at Prince Rion as their regent, but I do not know if I believe her; there are several Pommierians who are happy to coexist with the Maruli.  

I begin to hum a song as I work on securing my headscarf. It’s an older song, one I remember my mother singing to me as a lullaby, and I suddenly ache for her. Father told me that she was alive in our music, but it was still hard to know what she would think of Pommier, or of what was happening to our people, and what she would think of Prince Rion.

I run my hands over my hair, fluffing it out. The tiny, tight curls delight in their freedom as they bounce, hanging down to my shoulders. My hair is rougher than most Pommierians’, but I enjoy its spirited defiance. Like my songs, it gives me hope and reminds me of who I am, and those who love me. As I tie it up in my headscarf again, binding my hair in the colors of my home nation, I feel as though I am not just securing my hair; I am solidifying my identity. 

“There.” I finish and smile up at Vi again. From the softened look on her ghostly face I know I’ve done an acceptable job. “That’s better.” 

“It goes well with your song.” 

“Thank you.” I don’t tell her how much I agree. “Father asked that I keep singing, even after Mother’s death. My mother loved music and I think it pained him when he had to sing without her.” 

“Is that why King Maru would never perform for Queen Varyes?”

“I think so,” I say with a quick nod, before working on adjusting the slant of my headscarf once more.  

Though it is innocent enough, Vi’s question plagues me. I suspect the Queen wasn’t as sad as she insisted she was when he died. Father told me shortly before he died that he had failed to love her as she’d wanted. 

Even now, after living more than half my lifetime away from Marula, a life completely unrecognizable to my seven-year-old self, I fall back into the wonder of my family’s loss, false redemption, and tragic hurt. 

It wasn’t long after the death of my mother that Queen Varyes appeared with her ships, eager to establish her rule over Marula. We had been trading partners ever since Pommierian missionaries first made contact with us a few generations ago. The Queen wanted to make our kingdom hers, and my father, distraught over the thought of war, negotiated with her for days and hours before they came to an arrangement—a marriage arrangement, to be precise. 

The story goes that Queen Varyes was at first repulsed by our people, but eventually grew to be amused by my father. When it was time to sign their treaty, Father asked her not to make him sing for her. In her haste, the Queen granted his request. 

She did not understand how much she would regret that as the years passed and her love for my father remained stubbornly unrequited. 

I look at the mirror again, looking at my reflection. In that regard, I truly pity Queen Varyes, no matter how much she has demeaned me. I doubt I would enjoy life as much, if I did not have the security of my father’s love, echoed so sincerely and certainly through his songs.  

Recalling Rion’s earlier request of me, my cheeks grow warm. As much as I might question his attraction to me, there is no doubting he would know the kind of request he was asking of me. 

“What is it?” Vi asks. 

“Nothing,” I murmur, knowing my answer is the worst lie I could’ve told. 

Before I can ask Vi if my headscarf looks good, another maid comes barreling into the den. Vi slips away from the face of the mirror as I recognize the bundle of bubbly energy dressed in a spotted skirt, with her hair’s auburn waves flying toward me. 

It is my friend Damaris. She is a newer worker at the palace, having joined the staff in the last year. Whenever she is able, she follows me around like a little duckling; she tells me she likes the company, while her many other siblings work in different parts of the castle.

“Ebony, there you are!” Damaris radiates glee as she grabs my hands and pulls me into a spin. “I just heard the news! Prince Rion is home—”

“Yes, I know—”

“And he’s throwing a ball next week! Can you believe it?”

“A ball?” I ask, as a small, nervous giggle escapes me, but Damaris doesn’t seem to hear me. She is already chattering on about the gowns, the decorations, the famous guests, and all the extra ribbons she will be able to buy with her pay. 

“Oh, Ebony, it will be so lovely,” Damaris says. “And you will look beautiful—”

“Me?” 

“Of course, you.” 

Damaris is young yet, so I hate to disillusion her, even though it must be done. 

“Damaris, I’ll likely be serving dinner to the dignitaries,” I say. “The Queen will—”

“But it’s the Prince throwing the ball.” Damaris interrupts me with a pout. “He’s already said it is for the Pommierian Empire, and that includes the Colonies. Why wouldn’t you be there? You are their princess.” 

“Princess in name only,” I tell her, patting her arm in a comforting way as I grind my teeth together in frustration. “Rion is the Regent of Marula, and Queen Varyes is still the one who has command of the land.”  

“That doesn’t mean you aren’t the princess.” 

“It does mean I have no power.” 

Damaris frowns. “Well, you should talk to him about that. I’m sure he’ll want you there.” 

“Maybe.” 

I don’t know what to think about that. As Damaris jumps back into her excited monologue, I half-listen to her as she helps me finish polishing the silver. Afterwards, we head down to the kitchen to help with dinner, but I am still consumed with curiosity. 

What is Rion up to? 

“Denise mentioned that the Prince sent invitations to the Colonist Equality League and the Refugee Return Movement leaders,” Damaris says. “I hope they don’t ruin everything. I actually hope they refuse to come—”

“The Colonist Equality League?” It is my turn to interrupt. “Why would he invite them? The Queen hates them. She’s arrested enough of them that I thought they disbanded.”

Damaris, for once, goes quiet. She beckons me close to her before she whispers in my ear. “They didn’t stop. They’ve only became more secretive.” 

Since Rion left, I wasn’t allowed to sit in with the Queen for any meetings, and, more than once, I’d gotten in trouble for asking too many questions about kingdom concerns, Pommierian and Maruli alike. It was strange to feel so removed from so much at times like this. 

“Well, I don’t know if they’ll come at all, even if Rion has invited them to come out into the open.”  

Damaris lets out a small squeak and shuts her mouth. 

“What?” I ask, but I hear the shuffle of expensive skirts and a waft of expensive perfume whisks underneath my nose. 

Queen Varyes. 

I don’t have to turn around to know it’s her, especially as I see Damaris drop to the ground and place her arms forward in a reverent posture. 

“That’s Prince Rion to you, Ebony.” The Queen’s voice is soft and harsh. I do my best to stand tall and brave as I face her. 

“Yes, Majesty,” I reply, dropping into a curtsey. 

“I have come for you,” Queen Varyes says. She stands there firm and resolute, clearly annoyed, but not openly hostile as she stares down at me. “I have spent the morning talking with my son. As you know, he returned from the Colonies earlier today.”

“Yes, Majesty,” I murmur again, sinking lower into my curtsey. 

“He and I have spent several of the last hours discussing the future.” 

Damaris lets out a quick snort behind me, before she ducks her head further between her hands on the floor. I have a feeling, from her reaction, that “discussions” was the polite version. It wasn’t the first time the Queen had been known to indulge in loud fights over decorum and kingdom decisions. 

“Prince Rion is indeed organizing a ball for our kingdom,” Queen Varyes continues. “And I have come here to tell you ... ”

I hold my breath. Is it possible Rion has already changed his mother’s mind? 

“ ... that since the ball is to be held next week, we will need additional servants helping to shovel out the stables. Once you are done with supper, you will work with the stablemaster to begin cleaning out the horse stalls.” 

So much for that hope. 

“Ebony.” She cocks a brow at me, and I quickly nod.

What else can I do? We both know the answer to that question is next to nothing.  

“Yes, Majesty,” I whisper. 

“Good. You are lucky to have as good a stepbrother as Rion,” the Queen drawls on. “I’m sure if there’s one person who can make the stables shine in time for his big night, it would be you, Ebony. I will send additional help. The Maruli people are good at such dirty jobs, and there’s less need to wash yourself off afterward, since the mud and waste just blend into your skin.” 

Her insults nearly leave me breathless. “How dare you say such a thing!” I finally stammer. 

“Would you prefer me to have you arrested for assault against me?” The Queen’s painted lips curl in sadistic satisfaction. “I would be happy to make the arrangements, although Rion would, with his soft heart, be so sad at your absence. He is looking forward to meeting his bride at the ball, and I know he would hate for you to miss it.” 

“His bride?” Damaris squeaks out behind me, and I am grateful for her distraction, even as Queen Varyes turns her horrible tongue onto the young girl. Damaris is in tears by the time I’ve composed myself and the Queen dismisses her. 

I envy Damaris; for all her pain, she gets to run away. 

Queen Varyes clears her throat. “Now that Rion is older, it is time for him to marry. I have called for diplomats from all over the continent to come so I can choose a real princess to be his bride.”

“I am still Princess of Marula,” I say, some of my inner fire still burning strong. 

For the first time in years, Queen Varyes laughs. It is a full-bellied, deep-throated laugh, one that causes shivers to tingle down my spine. My own earlier words echo back to me, and I realize I’m not the only one who knows the truth. 

“Yes, I know,” the Queen says. “He even suggested I consider you, did you know that?” 

“He did?” The words slip free before I realize it would have been better to keep them inside. The apple in my apron pocket bumps against me, as if reminding me all over again of how I’d felt with Rion earlier. 

“Yes. I’ve convinced him there’s no need to worry about you any longer. Your country has accepted my son as their future ruler.” The Queen scowls at me. “Your family marrying into mine was nothing but a formality, and we no longer need you.” 

Suddenly, she steps forward, stepping right up against me. Before I can react, she reaches down and grabs me by the apron, pulling out the apple Rion had given to me earlier.

She holds it in her hand and glares at me with accusation. I feel the uncomfortable twinge of guilt inside of me. 

She knows. 

“I won’t tell you again.” The Queen bares her teeth as she looks at the apple, before her fingers tighten, pressing and squeezing into its skin. To my amazement, the apple begins to dissolve in her hand. Smoke wisps puff out from the apple, before it melts into a small puddle of sticky mush. 

The core is all that is left, and she thrusts it at me. I cradle it in my hand, my heart crying out as Rion’s gift is destroyed by the Queen’s contempt. 

“Stay out of my garden,” she hisses. “You’re young yet, but you will learn that wishes will only poison your heart in the end.” 

She flicks the mess off her hands, before she whirls around and walks away.  

Just before she turns down another corridor, she looks back over her shoulder at me. “Also, if I were you, Ebony, I would not make an effort to speak to Rion anymore. He is very busy, and I am very eager to see him further the Pommierian Empire. I do not want you getting in my way. If you do, you and your people will be sorry.” 

“We are already sorry,” I object. “My father would not agree to this at all.” 

“Well, he’s dead now, isn’t he?” Queen Varyes scoffs. “You will not take Rion’s love away from me as you did your father’s.” 

Tears flicker across my gaze, but I swallow hard and force myself to remain steady. I would not give her the satisfaction of seeing me cry. 

“Once Rion is happily married off, I will be sure to see that you are as well—if I don’t sell you to the Mopana slave markets first.” She narrows her eyes at me. “Or perhaps I’ll just imprison you until your debt to me and my country is paid, and then set you free to the merchants here. Maybe you can even earn your coin by singing for dinner?”  

She leaves me alone in the hall, and I stand there, stiff and still, for a moment, before I turn and resume my walk to the kitchens. 

So much for Rion making things better.  

He’d underestimated her, and since she came here to tell me this in person, I am certain she is letting him have the upper hand—for now. 

I look down at the core of my apple, watching it continue to rot away from the Queen’s magic. 

Carefully, I tuck it into my apron again. I can feel the pain in my chest as I walk slowly toward the stables, but even as my stubborn tears slide free, I begin to hum another song. 

For now, I am trapped, cornered into doing the Queen’s bidding. But even if I am trapped, I will not allow her magic to poison my spirit. 
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THE NIGHT IS SWIFTLY approaching as I stare out the high, open windows in the palace hall. There is a distinct chill in the air. Despite my own preference for sunlight, I want the windows left ajar. While I’ve had several complaints from others, I’ve only ordered more fires to be lit.

Through the windows, I can see the clear skies of Pommier, and I can’t stop myself from comparing it to Maruli nights. In Marula, the darkness coaxes even the smallest of stars to shine, but here in Pommier, the blue cuts away at the black and only the brightest stars assert themselves. 

After four years, I hate how I find the Pommierian sky lacking in comparison. But here, bare as it is, it provides me with some relief from my alternating boredom and frustration. 

It has been a week since I talked with Mother about the ball and began making its arrangements. 

It has also been a week since I talked with Ebony. She has been hard to find these last few days, and, even before that, I can’t seem to find a way to be alone with her. 

At times like this, when my councilors are sitting down around me, each listing through their questions for me, asking for my decisions, I yearn for her soothing presence.

It would almost be worth it to ask her to come in here and clean the room while I talk with the rest of my men.  

There are hundreds of details that need my approval now that I am home from the Colonies, and after the first thirty minutes, I am amazed Pommier is able to run without my presence. When I mentioned this to Mother, she told me I would be King one day, and it was time I started living up to the title. 

She is right about this, like she always is—in the most terrible way. 

If I am to be king, I need to work on overseeing my kingdom as it is, not just as it will be.

Perhaps that is why it has taken me nearly a week to see the futility, and my mother’s maneuvering, behind this routine. If I hear any more last-minute concerns about the ball tomorrow night, I will dismiss them. 

I do want the ball to be perfect—Caryo himself taught me the importance of diplomacy, especially if there is a mutiny coming—but at this point, I am too tempted to fall into the trap of over-planning, and I risk my plan’s perfection by my perfectionism. 

I have to make sure that there will be nothing that will stop me from marrying Ebony. If that involves tricking my mother and inviting half the known world’s ambassadors and representatives to the palace under false pretenses, then so be it. 

Outside the window, the single star I see twinkles followed by a flare of colored light. As I watch, small bursts of green and orange sparkle against the sky’s darkness.

Ebony has to see them. She has to. 

Just as my excitement stirs to life, someone says my name, and I clench my fists. 

“Prince Rion, did you hear me?”

My mother’s chief advisor, Enri, is clearly upset at my inattention. 

He would be. When he is not here, he is second-in-command, and he is not the kind of person to easily let go of power. In some ways, he makes me think of an uncle, a brotherly figure and kindred spirit to my mother. He is an older man, at home in his rouge-colored makeup and his long, silk-lined robes. For a man with a background in the military, he enjoys his luxuries and the ability to do as he pleases. 

Reluctantly, I return my attention to the matters at hand. “What is it? I believe we’ve finished up with all the ball’s preparations for tonight.” 

“We have finished, Highness.” Enri is unusually happy at my impatience. “We’ve received a distressing message from the Governor in the Colonies.”

“Caryo is in trouble?” I lean forward. “Why didn’t this come up earlier?” 

“The security of the Colonies is secondary to the glory of the Homeland, Sire.” 

Enri recites this with the same pretentious tone Mother does, and, after a week of being back in Pommier, his sentiment makes me feel ill as much as tired. 

I was young when King Maru married my mother and joined our kingdoms. Over the last decade of our union, the nations’ relations have selectively soured, and I have spent the past week seeing it for myself as I talk with Mother’s advisors and meet with merchants and others from around Pommier. 

The Maruli artisans are often meek or angry as I talk with them, scared into silence by the kingdom’s civility forces or embittered toward Pommierians for their plight. The Pommierians vary more in their attitude; some are haughty, enjoying their status and perceived superiority above the Maruli; others are sympathetic but uncertain of how to respond in a practical manner. Some are so well integrated with the Maruli they don’t even see there is trouble in other parts of our empire. 

As the days pass, I grow more convinced the ball is the right thing to do; it’s something that everyone can rally around together. Just as in battle there are common fronts, there are common joys in kingdom matters that stir unity between its citizens. 

In addition to securing Ebony’s hand in marriage, I hope this will bring the nation together and mark a new era in Pommier-Maruli relations. 

That goal is lofty, and I know it. How could I not? The proof is staring at me, in the form of Enri’s smug expression and his bloated girth. 

“Colonial matters are handled by the Queen,” Enri further adds, as if to explain himself. 

Which means they’re ignored. 

It is the perfect way for Enri to cover himself, to use my mother.

“From now on, I’d like to take over this area,” I say, invoking my full authority. “Give me Caryo’s messages.” 

Enri hands me the letters, and, while the rest of the table begins to chatter again, I read through them quickly. 

Caryo’s handwriting is lovely to see, even if he informs me the Mopana people have been seen importing slaves, many of whom are Maruli. 

Because of their war with the Baobabi, Maruli forces aren’t allowed to make aggressive movements against the Mopana. But if they have our people, we need to stop them. 

If we try to buy back our citizens, the Mopana will only use that money to fund their war; I have no doubt that’s what they’re doing anyway. If they are not selling the slaves, they are likely conscripting them into service. 

We will have to do something. But the question is: what can we do? Between funding a war and starting a war, I’d rather not do either. Ignoring it is not an option though. 

I reread the letter, weighing my options. 

It takes around two weeks to get from Pommier to Marula by clipper boat, depending on the weather. I have been gone from Marula for just under a month, after spending years honoring my place as their regent. When I’d left Caryo in charge, I’d been certain that, while I was gone, he could handle things. 

Is it possible I’ve misjudged his ability? Or perhaps it’s my ability that I’ve misjudged.

Almost at once, I dismiss the concerns about Caryo. Some problems are bigger than individual people. 

And as for myself ... this has to be a test of my leadership.

I pull out a pen and scroll, trying to order my thoughts so I can write back to Caryo when a door opens up, and a servant comes in bearing tea. 

As much as I hope it is Ebony, just for the sake of seeing her, I am glad it’s not her. I am also glad I recognize the face of the girl and her long red hair, even if a moment passes before I remember her name. 

“Thank you, Damaris,” I whisper, as she bows and puts her tray down in front of me. 

“Th-thank you, my Prince.” Ebony’s friend has a young face, one that blushes bright crimson, all the way up to the roots of her hair. 

As the other men glance up at us, I motion to Damaris to pour the tea and prepare my cup. She immediately does so, with fumbling fingers and awkward movements. 

“Can you tell me where Ebony is?” I ask, keeping my voice low. “Please?” 

“She’s been sent to the stables this week.”  Damaris is smart, reaching for the small pot of cream as she whispers back to me. Her eyes go wide as she adds, “The Queen assigned her to clean them out for the ball, Highness.” 

There’s a mark of reproach in her tone, and Damaris is right to be displeased. Not only is Ebony’s treatment reprehensible, I should’ve seen to Ebony’s care. 

“Thank you.” I dismiss Damaris with a grateful look, sending her around to serve the rest of my men. 

I sit forward in my seat, leaning my elbows into the wooden table. Between Caryo and Ebony, I feel like a failure. 

My hands fold over each other and my head ducks underneath them. The warmth of the tea Damaris brought me steams upward, tickling my nose as I pray. “Please, Lord,” I whisper. “Help me.” 

I need help, too. I can’t stop the pain in the world, at home or aboard, and, as I look up, I only see the Northern Lights twinkle through the windows. 

I look down at the scroll before me, and then back up to the sky. 

Mother said that there are always two battlefronts we have to face as rulers, but as I stand up and excuse myself, I know there is only one person I want standing next to me in the victor’s circle. Indeed, as I walk out of the room and head toward the stables, there’s only one person who can get me to that victor’s circle in the first place. 

Some of the councilors raise their eyebrows as I take my leave; I assure them I will be back, and they seem satisfied with this response enough that they don’t question me about when I will be back. 

Damaris spills tea on Enri’s lap just as I leave. I say a prayer of thanks to God and make a note to myself to reward Damaris later. 

The stables are nearly empty as I walk inside. Immediately, the smells of sawdust and the rough scents of animals and nature assault my senses, and the stablemaster looks up in silent shock to see me. 

Before he says anything, I shake my head. I know Mother’s tactics, and I don’t want Ebony to run off if she knows I’ve come for her.  

“Perhaps you will indulge yourself in a private break from work, my good sir?” I ask. 

“Yes, Highness.” He quickly bows and backs away, even as his brow furrows. 

I hope he takes my meaning and he will not tell Mother. She always has her spies throughout the castle, but I need to see Ebony again.  

A moment after he leaves, Ebony appears from the other side of a row of stalls. “I’ve gotten the new mare settled, Pierre,” she says, and then her voice trails off as she sees me.

My breath catches in my throat at the sight of her. Twists in her hair have fallen free of her headscarf. The linen of her dress is clinging to her skin, and her apron pulled tight, emphasizing the pleasing shape of her waist and hips. 

“Pierre’s taking a break,” I say. “I thought I should, too.” 

Ebony bites her lip. “What are you taking a break from?” 

“Reality.” I come up beside her and hold out my arm to her. “Join me, won’t you?” 

“I don’t know if I can,” she says. 

“If I can’t take you out of reality, I will bring reality along with us,” I say. I pull out the scroll of paper and Caryo’s letter. “I have to talk to you about a few things. About Marula.” 

When she still hesitates, I take her arm and press myself against her. “I know how much you love Marula. You would do anything for it. Even face down my mother.” 

Ebony finally gives me a small smile. “That’s true,” she agrees. “But I don’t know if that means I have the power to survive such an encounter.” 

“If anyone has the power to win against my mother, it’s you.”

Before she can raise another objection, I lead her toward the door. 

Together, we walk outside the stable doors and head toward a small wooded area, letting the shadows of trees and the growing light of the stars break away into a time and space all our own. 
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RION WALKS BESIDE ME and holds onto me tightly. I’m grateful for the dark; he can hold onto and lead me, and I can glance back at the castle and make sure no one is following us. 

I almost wish someone was nearby. My hair is full of knots, my dress is spotted with horse dung and carries the brisk scent of hay, while my hands are covered in sweat. I am glad that there are no mirrors around here. Not only would I be forced to see just how ugly I look, but Vi’s pitying looks or blunt commentary might make me cry. 

“It’s lovely out here,” Rion says, his voice stark against the night. 

“Because there’s a breeze?” I ask. “I imagine that will help with the smell.” 

Rion laughs, and I scowl at him in the starlight. 

“I didn’t even notice it,” he says. “But I did notice something earlier, and I wanted to share it with you.” 

“Oh, yes.” I pat his arm, the one holding a sheet of paper. “What was it about the Maruli you wanted to discuss?” 

“Marula has been having issues with the war between the Mopana and Baobabi.” 

Of all things I thought he might say, that was not one of them. I listen carefully as Rion explains what has been happening with my nation’s neighbors—how the Mopana have been spotted selling captured Maruli into slavery, while they fight with the Baobabi, who are pillaging our lands and tribes for supplies. 

“Pommier’s weaponry has allowed tribes and families to defend themselves, but the situation is getting worse,” Rion says. “There are plenty of reasons to be upset at the situation, but Caryo is most upset about the Maruli getting sold into slavery.” 

Caryo was one of my uncles, related to my mother through blood, although I did not recall the exact distance. I always remembered him as a large man who liked to sing, although he is probably much different during wartime. He had been good friends with my father, too.  

“I agree we shouldn’t be part of their war.” I sigh. Images flash through my mind, of the women and children suffering while the men are missing and fighting. “This is complicated.” 

I haven’t been to Marula in so long. I’ve forgotten there are places where slavery and atrocities happen by the hour. 

Rion pulls me closer to him, and I think we both take some comfort in our proximity. 

“I will write back to Caryo,” Rion assures me. “I thought I would consult you over the situation. Maybe you can help.” 

“It’s very hard to help while I am here.” I look over at him, brightening as an idea strikes me. “Maybe you can send me back to Marula. I can talk with my uncle.” 

Rion seems alarmed by this suggestion, and when he goes silent, I stop walking.

“What is it?” I ask. “Why can’t I just go back? I will go back one day. If I can go back and help now, that will be even better.” 

He takes my hand and squeezes it. “I don’t want you to ... I mean, I don’t want you to be sad.” 

It seems inevitable that I will be, but I don’t say that to Rion. 

“I knew it was likely there was going to be some trouble because of my father’s death,” I remind him. “But I’m sure there’s something we can do about it.” 

“I don’t know.” Rion shuffles his feet. His despondency is discouraging. 

I put my hands on my hips. “Weren’t you the one who just said I had more power than I think?” 

“It’s one thing to stand up to Mother,” Rion says. “It’s another thing to risk your life in a war.” 

We fall back into silence and darkness. He is clearly frustrated, and not just with me. I am about to suggest we head back when he holds out his arm again. 

“Come with me,” he says. “I’d like to show you something.” 

I walk with him, this time grateful for the silence. 

Rion says I have power, but if all I can do is stay here in Pommier while I suffer, and the Maruli suffer, then what kind of power do I truly have? 

Perhaps it is much like my title of “Princess.” It is power in name only, which means nothing. 

We walk through the woods, carefully maneuvering in the night. Normally, I would enjoy the chance to be with Rion; I have missed his company for the last week, even if, thanks to the Queen, I have had to be careful to avoid him. 

But as our silence continues, I feel a growing sense of defeat. 

I’ve never known what it was like to have true power. 

To me, the idea of power was as elusive as catching starlight. 

I can hold up my hand to the night sky, watching as the darkness turns my skin into its full shadow. My fingers curl around the bright burning lights high in the sky, but as I try to pull it toward me, the warmth in my palm diminishes, and the last of my self-indulgent mirage disappears. 

“Are you all right?” Rion asks. He pauses for a moment, as if deciding what to say next, or if he should say anything else at all. 

“Yes,” I say, even though I’m sure I am lying. I look back to the stars, watching as they become clearer against the blackness of the shadowed sky. 

The only time I’d seen captured starlight was back when I was a child; I would crawl into my father’s lap, and, from there, I could see the starry twinkles of light held captive in his eyes. I knew just from looking at him that my father was a wonder among men, and I adored him. 

My mother adored him, too. I remember her saying once that all the music she ever needed was the song she saw dotted across my father’s eyes. 

Perhaps that is why I saw my father as such a powerful man; he was gentle enough the stars would seek him out to use as a home, and yet he still ruled as Marula’s beloved king.

“How is your ball coming along?” I don’t really want to argue with Rion. 

“You’ll see it all, tomorrow night.” 

Remembering the Queen’s warning, I doubt it. Unless I will be a servant girl helping the guests with their cloaks or fetching them drinks.

Rion leads me out to a small clearing in the woods. 

“Look. Up there.” Rion points at the sky. At first, all I see are stars, and I am not impressed; I regret coming out of the castle with him. But he nudges me, as if he can read my thoughts, and I look again. 

Now I see them. 

I see little lines of green and gold and amber, all twisting and fluttering against the starry darkness. 

“What are they?” I ask. I recall seeing them before, but as I stand there, I realize I’ve never truly studied them. 

“Those are the Northern Lights,” he says. “Some nations believe they are the ghosts of dragons, still waging what war they can on our world.” 

“Is that how you see them?” I ask, still watching the show. From where we are, there is no extra light to hinder our view.  

Momentarily, I glance back at the castle, nervously clutching the linen of my apron, wringing the tough cloth until I feel its wrinkled lines. I do not want the Queen to catch us out here. Rion is my friend, but I know there is very little he can do if she wants to punish me for breaking orders. 

“No.” 

I nearly jump as I feel Rion’s hands take hold of mine, gently untangling them from my apron. By the time the cloth drops out of my grip, my mouth is curiously dry. 

I look up to see he is watching me. I am grateful for the dark, as it casts a shadow over my features. Heat pools in my cheeks, while my hands tingle with heightened awareness. 

Rion keeps his one hand wound around mine, before he looks back up at the dancing auras across the sky. 

“I’ve always seen them as sheets of music,” he says. “A colorful page, dotted with notes and stanzas, like God was writing out secret love songs to us in the darkness of night.”

“My mother would have liked that,” I say, remembering her affection for starlight and music. 

For a long and lovely moment, Rion and I stare up at the sky, allowing the wonder of creation’s song to wash over us. The chill I felt before is gone, replaced by an irresistible warmth.  

And then Rion looks down at me again. I see the starlight in his eyes, and I wonder if he sees the Northern Lights in mine.

“Ebony.” 

My name is a whisper on his lips before he leans down to kiss me.

My eyes flutter shut as his mouth finally presses gently against mine. His hand tightens around mine, our fingers laced as we hold onto each other. I lean into him, and then I fall against him, enchanted by the sweet strangeness of his kiss. 

Rion presses further, and I begin kissing him back, unable to hold back any longer. Inside, my body screams with happiness as we stand there, embodying the hidden music of our hearts as Rion’s longing and my own twist together to form a new, rapturous symphony.

I finally step back, breathing hard. “Rion.” 

“Ebony.” He follows after me, stepping forward and kissing me again. 

I give in, and I think perhaps I am truly powerless, because there is nothing inside of me that wants him to stop. 

Rion had wanted me to take a break from reality earlier, and he’d managed to pry me free from life’s hardships enough to see nothing but heavenly bliss. 

When we finally part, Rion cradles my cheek in his hand, pressing his forehead against mine. I shiver and move closer to him, having forgotten everything else—my stained dress, my messy hair, my lowly status, just everything else.

“I love you.” His eyes are heavy with passion as he looks at me.  

Rion’s whispered words mean everything in the world to me. 

“I love you, too,” I whisper back, and that’s the second when I am stricken with reality’s sudden return.

“What is it?” Rion asks. 

I bite my lip, letting myself enjoy the lingering taste of Rion’s kisses. 

“Tell me.” His insistence is gentle, and I am already bereft of any defense.  

“We can’t do this.” I look back at the castle. “Your mother—”

“I already know she doesn’t approve,” Rion says. “This is one of our adventures.”

“She’s never approved of those.” 

“But she’s never stopped us either.” He wraps his arms around me. “I’ve made arrangements for the ball this week so I can introduce you as my future bride. Mother won’t be able to deny me in front of the other kingdom representatives. Not without admitting her treatment of the Maruli has been unfair and discriminatory and that she no longer has any goodwill toward Marula.” 

I refuse to give in to false hope. “Are you sure that will work?” 

“Of course it will.” Rion presses a small kiss on my neck just below my ear, and I shiver at the surge of warmth I feel. “I love my mother, but her vanity and pride has always been her downfall. She would never deny me and risk humiliation.” 

“She doesn’t like me.” 

“She wouldn’t like me at all if I wasn’t her son.” 

I involuntarily laugh. Rion is right about that. 

“Is this why you brought me out here?” I ask. A smile grows as I look around; the Northern Lights have grown brighter, and the stars are twinkling down at us like an audience applauding. “To tell me you had a plan?” 

“No. I guess I brought you out here to ask you to marry me. I don’t always have a plan.” Rion pats his chest, where he’d stuck the scroll of paper for Caryo. “But I’ve never planned on living my life without you by my side.” 

I put my hand halfway over his, letting my fingers drape over his knuckles while my palm presses against his heart. “You don’t always need a plan,” I tell him. “I’ve never expected you to begin with, remember?” 

We exchange a knowing smile, before I rest my head against his chest.

“So does that mean you’re saying yes?” 

Could there be any other possible answer for me to give? 

Under the flickering auroras and brilliant starlight, I give Rion my answer. 

“Yes.” I can’t stop the large grin that comes onto my face. “We can make plans—”

Rion cuts me off, kissing me, before I can say “together.” 

I want him to know I will be there for him, and I want to hear him say he will be there for me. There are larger issues that will need our attention, from the future of Marula to the Queen’s coming objection. 

But as his mouth moves over mine, and my arms reach around him, I let the sweetness of the moment wash over me. If there’s anyone in the world who can make my heart sing, it’s Rion, and, as we stand there in the middle of the woods under a canopy of nature’s joy, my heart is so full of love I feel like bursting into song. 
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“ACHOO!” 

Mother cocks an eyebrow as she frowns at me. Despite all the glittering decorations of the palace and the noise from the crowds, she is keenly aware of my failures. “You’ll make our guests feel uncomfortable if they think you’re sick, Rion.” 

“Sorry.” I quickly apologize. She doesn’t know it, but I am happy for my sneezes. They are an excellent excuse to hide my smile, and they remind me of my time with Ebony last night. The chilly air might’ve given me a small cold, but it is not enough to drive away the warmth of Ebony’s love. “I’m not sick.” 

My grand statement is ruined as another sneeze comes on; I barely manage to pull up my sleeve to soften the sound. 

Mother, of course, is not fooled. “Sick or not, you certainly seem enthusiastic tonight, Rion.”

“Believe me, Mother, I wouldn’t miss tonight for anything.” 

“Good. But I wouldn’t want your future bride to be upset at your poor presentation.” 

“She won’t be.” I stand up tall, wondering if Fabrice has delivered Ebony’s dress yet. 

Mother scowls, clearly displeased. “Oh, you’ve heard the news, then? I have made arrangements to meet with Celtia’s ambassador. They’ve offered quite a dowry for their Princess.” 

“Sounds lovely,” I say. “I will be sure to welcome them when I make the announcements in an hour.” 

“I will be making the announcements, not you,” Mother corrected. “I am still Queen.” 

“All I’ve asked is that you wait till everyone gets here.” 

“That’s why we’ve scheduled it so late, isn’t it?” Mother rolls her eyes. “Just because you are being groomed for the throne, don’t think you will displace me just yet.” 

“I will never replace you,” I say. 

“That’s not what Horatio says,” Mother hisses, before she straightens the crown on her blonde hair. The gold shines, reflecting the white hair that’s starting to show in her hair. 

Horatio. 

Mother’s speciavo has never liked me. Of course, the rest of Mother’s close circle of advisors has never liked me much, either. I know they look at Mother now, seeing her reluctantly aging visage, and they question whether or not they will be able to hold onto their power once I am granted the throne. 

Considering what I have learned since my return, they should really be wondering whether or not they will keep their heads more than their power. 

Once Ebony’s future is secure—along with the future of the Maruli people in Pommier—I will be working to making sweeping reforms throughout the kingdom. 

In the past four years since King Maru’s death and my departure across the sea to Marula, and then across its plains and deserts to visit tribal leaders, Mother has been lax in her duty to her citizens. King Maru had even warned me that she was not keen on progress or stifling inflammatory rhetoric. Now that he is gone, all the goodness he wished for is gone too. 

“What do you think, Mother?” I ask. “Do you think the King would be pleased, if he were here?” 

“He would never be pleased,” Mother retorts. “His first wife was still dead, and I was never good enough for his heart.” 

The bitterness in her tone is poisonous. I reach out and take her hand. “I’m sure he loved you. He often spoke well of you to me.” 

“Because he had to,” Mother snaps. “No more of this, Rion. Maru was not your father and he is dead now, too. Our kingdom must move on, as it has for the last several years.” 

“I don’t know if the direction in which it has been moving is a good one,” I admit. 

Mother gives me an acerbic smile. “I will not allow you to rile me up in front of the kingdom and our guests,” she says, nodding toward the far end of the room, where a small gathering of businessmen and several women wearing matching pins have gathered. “But I have granted some of your requests, haven’t I? The leaders of the Colonial Equality League are here.”

“I notice that the Refugee Return Movement hasn’t accepted my invitation.”

Mother pulls free from me. “They are working to remove the Maruli from Pommier. They wouldn’t want to come and see you here.” 

This is the time to tell her I know about Enri’s payments from the palace, and how he has been giving them money to fund their passages across the sea. When I tell her about it, she brushes the matter aside quickly. 

“So?” Mother scoffs. “I don’t tell my councilors how to spend their own money, Rion.” 

Mother was a master of keeping her face in a stoic expression at terrible news. Even at the King’s death, she didn’t seem surprised at all, even if she was upset. 

“It doesn’t bother you that he’s working against the kingdom?” I ask. 

I have to keep her distracted long enough for Ebony to make her entrance. Glancing at the time, I know she will be coming in soon. That is when, much to my mother’s surprise, the real announcements will be made. 

“Enri is not working against me,” Mother says. She narrows her eyes at me. “Unlike some others out there.” 

“Anyone I know?” I ask, keeping my voice light and cheery. 

“If I find out you do, I will be sure to punish you for it,” she warns me. 

Mother’s punishments have never bothered me, but before I can say so, she brushes past me, and walks away. She heads off to greet more of our guests, while I wonder if Horatio has learned of my plan. 

Even though I have been very careful and quiet, someone needed to know my intent—such as when Fabrice had to know why Princess Ebony needed a dress, if she was no longer Princess of the Southern Colonies. But when I talked to Fabrice, I said Ebony needed to know her place in my kingdom, and she had to show the rest of the Maruli how to respond to the news of my engagement.  

Fabrice, a Maruli man himself, was less than pleased, but I assured him he was a favorite among the castles for our wardrobe needs and paid him a hefty tip on the way out. I wasn’t disappointed when he left it behind. 

Horatio wouldn’t have seen through that—or at least, I hope not.

Before I decide it would be best to go and fetch Ebony myself, I see her appear at the top of the stairs. There are thousands of other things happening as she enters, but I only see her. 

She has her hair pulled back into a high bun, with the three braids symbolizing the Maruli heritage forming a natural coronet. Her dress, as I requested, is green and gold and black, and I can see the glitter of gold silk as she moves down each step. 

But she could have been wearing rags and she would still look regal. Her chin is up, her shoulders straight with pride. She sees me staring at her, and a rosy blush on her cheeks darkens, but the sparkle in her eyes only glows brighter. A guard appears behind her, but falters when he sees me walking toward her. 

As I make my way through the crowd, I mentally run through my plan as much as I can, praying silently to God for his graciousness as I risk my mother’s wrath, before my thoughts turn into mush. I barely realize the music has drifted off, as the song in my heart only calls out for Ebony, and I don’t pay any attention as Mother’s voice calls out from the distance. 

All my fear is behind me, while all my hope is before me. 

As I reach Ebony, I notice she seems relieved, though she’s trying not to let on. She beams at me and takes my hand. 

I turn to the announcer, a Maruli man, and tell him to introduce us as the future king and queen of Pommier. 

The announcer looks at Ebony and joy flickers into his face. I see it clearly, and I know that even if I wasn’t marrying for love, I would be making the right decision for my kingdom in choosing her. 

Turning back to me, the man visibly gulps, but nods. “Yes, Sire,” he says, pounding his staff against the floor and calling the room to attention. 

There are whispers all around, and as they chatter, I lean close to Ebony.  

“I am glad you’re here,” I tell her. 

“Viola says we have to be careful,” Ebony whispers back. “The Queen is going to be upset. She suspects your treachery.” 

Well, that’s how Horatio would know. 

Viola, as Ebony’s speciava, is privy to Ebony’s life. She would’ve seen the gown I’d ordered for Ebony. It is to her credit that Horatio didn’t seem to know the exact details of my plans tonight. Viola is, despite being ordered to the contrary, on Ebony’s side. 

I fold Ebony’s hands in mine as my mother approaches us. There is a vision of hellfire in her gaze, but she is too late. 

There is clear tension that is settling in the room, and everyone is watching and whispering, wondering what I am going to do. 

I know what I’m going to do. I’m going to do what I want.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer bellows out, “the future rulers of Pommier, Prince Rion and Princess Ebony of Marula.”

To me, it seems as though the room goes deathly still. Even the lights of the glittering candelabras, the ballroom’s shining chandelier, and all the little twinkles on the gowns and jewels all seem to pause for a long second, before all the guests turn from every corner of the room to look at Ebony and me. 

The announcement stops my mother in her footsteps; I stare at her, sympathetic but determined to go against her. Her eyes, once bright green like my own, darken into black orbs, and it is only because we are in a room full of dignitaries and citizens that she is stopped from wreaking havoc with her learned shaman magic. 

Others, unaware of the abyss that has just opened up between me and my mother, cheer and clap. Some shout out their congratulations for me and Ebony. I wave in reply, and the rest of the crowds follow in a standing ovation. 

All except for my mother, and her faithful servants. Enri is sitting in a chair, and even from where I stand, his ringed fingers are clutching the armrests as if he is having a spasm of sorts, and Hortensia, my mother’s shaman instructor, only stares off into the distance, her expression blank. 

“The Queen’s not happy,” Ebony murmurs.

“It’s too late for that,” I say, pulling her hand to my lips and kissing it grandly, garnering more cheers. “If your father and my mother have taught me nothing else, it’s that love is always a risky venture.” 

Ebony and I walk up next to the announcer. It is time for me to make my welcome speech, while my mother has been rendered speechless. 

“Honorable representatives, distinguished leaders, and your majesties,” I say. “Welcome to my engagement ball.” 

More claps ensue, and I shift the focus to Ebony. She outshines me this night. 

“Many of you know of the Princess of Marula,” I say, enjoying the look on Enri’s face as I fail to say, “Southern Colonies.” “For years we have bonded under the leadership of my esteemed Mother, Queen Varyes, and Ebony’s father, King Maru. Princess Ebony and I wish for nothing more than to continue this legacy and strengthen our countries’ commitment to loyalty, fellowship, and justice.” 

The Maruli who have come, especially the Colonial Equality League, holler with joy. 

I squeeze Ebony’s hand; I can tell she is still a little scared, but she is, like me, unwilling to step back from our future. “And tonight, I ask that you join me in prayer, as we ask God to grant us his blessing.” 

There’s a smile on Ebony’s face as our heads bow together. If she can’t have the blessing of my mother, I know she would want the blessing of God the Father. 

The room goes quiet, as the men fold their hands and the ladies close their eyes. I say a small, quick prayer, full of gratitude, asking for grace, asking for our union to honor the kingdom in service. 

Not everyone here is a believer, but they are respectful as we pray. I have a feeling Mother is seething too much to move, but we both know it’s too late for her to say anything. 

As I close the prayer, the music strikes up and I bow to Ebony. 

“Will you join me in this dance, Princess?” I ask. 

She nods and follows me, and together we dance. I’m careful to lead her away from Mother, who is clearly upset and trying to get my attention without making a show of herself. The ambassador to Celtia is also looking at me, and I give him a deferential nod and promise to speak with him soon. 

But I’d been right earlier—it was too late for us to reverse course. I’d ruined Mother’s plans. 

Before too long, others join me and Ebony on the dancefloor, and our night is carried away by magic. 

“I almost can’t believe this,” Ebony says to me. There is a carefree quality to her voice, one that makes my heart ache. She has suffered greatly while I was gone, and I vow I will do everything I can to make sure she never suffers again. 

I draw her in close to me. “I told you we would survive Mother’s anger this way.” 

“It’s one thing to say it, and another to see it,” Ebony says with another laugh. “I feel so different now, Rion.” 

“You have much more power than you realize.” I pull her into a spin. 

“I don’t think it’s power,” Ebony says. “If it is, I only feel powerful when you are around.” 

“Because you love me, no doubt.” I tease her softly, but I know it’s true. When she looks confused, I slow down and take hold of her. 

“You told me once about the captured starlight in your father’s eyes,” I say. “Did you never think it was a reflection of your own light, gleaming through the night humanity endures in this life?” 

She stares up at me, her eyes full of wonder, and then, in the middle of the ballroom, surrounded by our own kingdom and others, she draws me down to kiss her.

How she can question her power, especially the brand she wields over me, is beyond me, especially as our lips press together in a loving kiss. 
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THE BALL IS ENCHANTING, and, for all my jitters and uncertainty, nothing bad happens. The kingdom is rejoicing at the news that Rion and I will marry, the ambassadors to other nations offer their congratulations, and the whole ballroom is filled with a divine sense of joy. 

Rion insists that I am the one who has power, but I doubt he sees how much the world has changed since his return to Pommier. 

I didn’t even see it at first, really. But as I shake hands with my countrymen and the rulers and ambassadors of other nations, I feel a sense of the surreal fall over me. 

Rion’s love and his care have restored my dignity to me, not to mention the respect of my title. All around me, even the servants who I’d worked to decorate the halls with this past week are beaming at me. I know without a word they are all happy for me. 

To think, I wasn’t sure this would work out earlier. 

While Fabrice and Damaris were scuttling around to get me into the dress Rion had delivered to my room, all I could think of was how the Queen would react. 

Now that I am here, I finally allow myself to see past her. I can see how the other Maruli men and women smile when they see me, and even how the other servants and frequent guests of the palace are excited for me. 

This past week, even while Rion was here, when I had to work, I wasn’t sure that we would be able to achieve anything but my imprisonment in coming here tonight. But it seems I was wrong.  

I have never been more grateful that Rion has managed to render her impotent while we dance together, I bask in the warmth of reality’s reception. 

My dress is silken and decorated with ribbons and lace; the different colors of yellow, green, and gold are all outlined in black lace; I have a matching fan at my side that’s discreetly tied, but I have no use for it as Rion and I shake hands, exchange chitchat, and receive our visitors. Plenty of them ask about my father, and Rion is quick to affirm he believes the King would approve of our choice. 

This feels like a dream. 

“Thank you, Lord,” I whisper quietly, as Rion and I head out to the dance floor again, to finish out the long night with a dance at dawn. 

It is only as the final note draws to a close that I realize something is missing.

No, not something—someone is missing. 

The Queen is nowhere in sight. 

Plenty of her advisors are nearby, looking over at Rion and me with critical eyes, though none of them seem entirely repulsed. 

Rion is the heir to the throne, and, while the Queen has maintained her youthful looks, I know she is getting older. They will want Rion to marry and set up his own lineage for their own security. 

“What is it?” Rion asks me, as we finish our dance. 

“The Queen is gone,” I say. “I hope she’s all right.” 

“Do you want to go with me to search her garden?” 

“No, thank you.” Rion is teasing me, and I can’t help stop my smile. “I don’t want to make things worse for her tonight.” 

“Give her a little time. She may change her mind about you, especially after seeing you tonight.” Rion takes my arm and leads me away from the ball. “You are perfect.” 

“Thank you.” My cheeks flush over in pride, happy I’ve pleased him and the others.  

“There are troubles happening down in Marula,” Rion says, as if he is reading my mind. “But the people here need to know they have an ally that will stand for them. Even if there is a ten-day passage through the sea between us, the Pommierians and the Maruli will be united through us.” 

“I’m surprised they aren’t more skeptical.” I remember how, when I first came to Pommier, there was a high amount of reservation in the reception. “Things have been precarious since my father’s death, and they were never that great to begin with.” 

“Mother hoped marriage would be enough,” Rion says. “Trade growth and an interest in travel, art, and the Maruli resources have strengthened it more. Our children will help, too.” 

“Children.” The word passes through my lips like a forbidden whisper.  

Rion’s eyes roam down my body possessively, and I feel warmer than ever as he meets my eyes with his again. 

“Yes,” he says, his words branding my soul with their promise. “Children. We will have children, and we will give them the love and life we always wanted.” 

We are alone again, outside on one of the palace terraces. There are rows of guest carriages that are leaving the palace, and I am sure plenty of them can see Rion and me standing there. 

But when Rion leans over and kisses me, I do not object. He is the man I love, the one who will be my husband; no matter what lies ahead of us, I will take on his name, bear his children, and make a home for us. He is the one who will protect me, fight for me, and love me throughout all the years of my life. 

There is no reason that our kingdoms shouldn’t rejoice that we found each other. 

“Ahem.” There’s a small cough from behind us, and I immediately amend my thoughts. 

There is one reason our kingdoms won’t rejoice, and she is standing there before us. 

Queen Varyes has returned. 

Behind her, I see there is a small group of people, some I recognize and others I don’t; they are her councilors and some of her most trusted advisors. 

Rion puts a hand on my shoulder. “Mother, we were wondering where you went.” 

Her eyes narrow, but the rest of her face remains still. She is still processing the news, both of our engagement and Rion’s betrayal. 

Would the Queen really punish her own son? 

Queen Varyes has always doted on Rion. She was upset with him when he went to Marula after my father’s death. Now that he is home, and he’s gone against her wishes to betroth himself to me, I wonder if that affection will be able to stand the test of our marriage. 

She looks at me, as if she knows what I am thinking. 

“Princess Ebony,” she says, her voice soft and sharp, “I do believe I must offer my own felicitations to you tonight.” 

I swallow the lump in my throat as I hurriedly curtsey. “Thank you, Queen Varyes.” 

“So we are in agreement, Mother? Ebony and I will marry with your blessing?” Rion seems shocked that his mother has put up no objection. 

“With my consent,” the Queen clarifies. “Which I have come to officially give, with Enri and his brother, Alfonse, here as witnesses.”  

Enri is tight-lipped, but he also bows before me. I do not immediately recognize Alfonse in the moonlight, but I am sure I have seen him around the palace before. 

Alfonse bows, too, before he says, “As one of Her Majesty’s messengers, I will craft a letter to be sent out to the different regions of our empire and let them know the news.” 

“Go off and do so,” the Queen orders. “There’s no reason we should wait to inform the others.” 

Alfonse leaves, while Enri remains. I see a feral glint in his eyes as he stares at me, but Rion and his mother are already discussing the details. 

“You have chosen your bride, but your engagement will be for a year,” Queen Varyes says. “That is tradition.” 

“You didn’t follow that tradition with my father,” I say, unable to stop myself. 

She glares at me. “King Maru wanted a shorter engagement.” 

I know the Queen is lying. My father told me once that she was the one who demanded the quick wedding, supposedly to help seal the relations between our kingdoms. 

“I am sure we can work out a good date as a compromise,” Rion says. “It is getting closer to the winter months, and I see no reason why the kingdom can’t look forward to a Christmas wedding.” 

“Yes, because the kingdom is your primary concern,” the Queen says. Her voice is grating, but she still does not object to our union.

“Sometimes that means changing traditions,” Rion argues. “In the meantime, I do believe Ebony should move her quarters and settle into her future role.” 

I fully expect Queen Varyes to disagree, but she nods. “I will have the servants make the arrangements tonight,” she says. “And I will call on Fabrice in the morning, to make sure that the Princess has a new wardrobe.” 

Speechless, I stand there in awe, until the Queen excuses herself with Enri, and Rion and I are once more left alone. 

“I can’t believe this,” I say, feeling humble and exalted. “I didn’t think my life would ever be the same once my father died. But now ... oh, Rion, it’s so much better than I could’ve dreamed.” 

“Why wouldn’t it?” 

“I suppose you’re right.” I watch as Queen Varyes turns the corner, heading back into the palace. “Even your mother has said she is fine with us getting married.” 

“I had to corner her into it,” Rion says. “But I agree. She is accepting of her fate.” 

“Our fate,” I correct him softly, and Rion kisses my forehead gently as he squeezes my hand. 

“I know you’ve suffered quite a bit while I was not here,” he says. “But I know you’ve never lost hope, and now that we are engaged, and we will be together, I will do everything I can to make sure that your hope is rewarded.” 

I bury my face in his chest, too embarrassed to tell him that he is all the reward I need. 

Another throat clears behind us. “Your Highnesses.” 

Rion and I turn to see a Maruli gentlemen standing behind us. 

“Hello,” Rion says, as the man bows. “Have you come to offer your congratulations, too?” 

“No.” The man stands up straight. “If anything, I have come to offer you a word of warning.” 

“Warning?” I look up at Rion, uncertain.

“There’s no need to do that.” Rion’s voice is kind and level, but I can tell that he is displeased by the man’s words.

“You are not a stranger in this country,” the man says. “But I am.” 

“I assume you have a name?” Rion asks. 

“I am Dr. Merlacur, a member and supporter of the Refugee Return Movement.” 

Rion arches his brow. “I was not aware that anyone from that organization was coming. I’d only seen rejections from my invitations.” 

“I am still a respected citizen,” Dr. Merlacur says. “Or at least, among the other Maruli and Pomaruli.” 

“Pomaruli?” The word feels funny on my lips, but no one describes the term to me. Rion is already insisting that if the man does not approve of me, he is free to leave. 

“Your organization is known for transporting the Maruli across the sea, if nothing else,” Rion says. “If you’re in a position of good standing, you should be able to easily acquire passage.” 

“Some of us do not enjoy life as a second-class citizen in Pommier,” Dr. Merlacur replies. “You might dismiss my organization, but I seek to help my fellow Maruli who have made their home here in Pommier return to a better life, and because of that, I can say you are wrong to marry the Princess of my home nation.”

I am surprised at Dr. Merlacur’s objection. The Maruli people have never expressed anything but their approval when it came to me. Even though I knew some wanted to return to Marula, I didn’t think they wanted to leave Pommier because of me. 

“What other reaction can you rightfully expect from us? The Princess has failed to lead us against the Queen’s discrimination,” Dr. Merlacur says, nodding toward me. “She agreed to her servitude and her status reduction.” 

“That’s not fair—” Rion attempts to defend me, but Dr. Merlacur cuts him off. 

“The Princess is unable to rule us,” the man says. “It is better if we return to the homeland and establish a new ruling class. One that understands us, not one that will neglect us and fall prey to Pommierian authority with the least provocation. What does she know about leading a nation? She hasn’t even been able to take care of herself.” 

“I believe you are gravely underestimating Princess Ebony,” Rion argues. “And at that, I will bid you goodnight, sir.” 

Rion starts to pull me away from Dr. Merlacur, leading me back into the palace. As we leave, Dr. Merlacur scowls at me. 

“Needing rescue from a lowly doctor,” he scoffs. “Congratulations on your engagement, Princess. It seems you’ll be able to have someone take care of you better now, and I suppose that is a reason for any Maruli to celebrate.” 

My mouth drops open in shock and hurt, and I am unable to say anything as Rion walks with me.

Rion notices, and hurries to comfort me. “Don’t listen to him. If he’s part of the Refugee Return Movement, he wouldn’t want you to be a good ruler. He’d prefer that you went back to Marula and stayed there.” 

“I suppose.” My mouth feels dry and my tongue feels thick; I don’t want to admit how right Dr. Merlacur was about me.

“At least Mother has given her consent,” Rion adds, trying to cheer me. “She is the harder audience to appease. We’ll work on the rest of the nation as the wedding is prepared. You’ll see.” 

“Yes.” I nod, having no other answer. 

“It’ll be all right, Ebony.” Rion grins at me. “You’ll see. Your father taught me that the smallest deeds can help prepare for the throne.” 

“I hope you’re right.” 

“Well, good,” Rion says kindly. “There’s no need to worry then, is there? Your hope has not failed you yet.” 

“You’re right,” I agree, cheered up by his kindness. I lean against him. “There’s always hope.” 
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“OH, EBONY, YOU’RE SO pretty!” 

As the days go by, and I further embrace my role as Rion’s future wife and the future princess of the Pommierian Empire, Damaris’ sighs and swoons only seem to increase in sound and frequency. 

“You look lovely, too,” I tell her, but she waves my compliments aside. She is in her new maidservant outfit, but Damaris seems more enthusiastic about my new wardrobe additions from the Queen. 

She is right to be excited, too. The outfits are lovely, with their damask and silk, even some brocade. There are traces of lace and ribbons and ruffles, the frilly additions that seem to me, after years of simple petticoats, completely unnecessary. 

“You should enjoy them, Miss Ebony,” Viola says from the mirror in my room. 

“I am,” I assure Vi, who grimaces in return. 

“They are pretty, but you’ll soon change your mind.” 

I frown, holding up the latest green and ivory-colored dress Fabrice delivered just moments ago. “What do you mean?” 

“The Queen wants you to wear the whale bone corset today.” 

“Not another corset,” I mutter. “I almost fainted from the last one, and right in front of the whole farewell party!” 

Several of the ambassadors, having spent the last few weeks celebrating with Rion and me, were set to return home. The Queen hosted a breakfast for them, and not only had I been unable to eat, I had barely been able to breathe while we were there. Rion had been held up for a good hour with some of the spice traders who came to the palace, and if he hadn’t come and excused me, I would’ve made an egregious social faux pas. 

The lines in Vi’s older face increase. “Today’s venture is for the presentation of the newest ship in Her Majesty’s fleet.” 

“Another public appearance?” I sigh. “The Queen never went out of the palace if she could help it before Rion and I were engaged.” 

Vi shrugs. “Perhaps this is part of your punishment for letting Rion secure your hand.” 

“Oh, pish!” Damaris puts her hands on her hips and squares herself before Vi’s ghostly reflection. “These gowns are lovely, and so far, Ebony’s been able to wear them without trouble.” 

I pull out the whale bone corset that Viola referred to, and I have to admit, I am a little distressed. The lacing looks uncomfortable, to say the least, and the dress will add several pounds worth of clothing. 

“But I almost didn’t last on our last excursion,” I say, recalling the charity calls down in the villages surrounding the palace. 

“The Queen didn’t know how warm it would be and sending up those wool undergarments was just a precaution,” Damaris says. “You managed to make it back to the palace in one piece.” 

I don’t want to relive the sweating and other symptoms of heat exhaustion I’d almost succumbed to while we’d been out. I knew Queen Varyes would never allow me to forget it. And after Dr. Merlacur’s comments at the ball, I didn’t need another reason to feel like a useless prop beside Rion. 

“It’s not like you had any other issues,” Damaris says. “I mean, just the clothes, right?” 

“Well ... ” I glance back at Vi, who lets out an inaudible sigh. “There was the comb she’d sent with that one gown.” 

“What’s wrong with a hairbrush?” Damaris asks. 

“It straightened my knots, but it managed to pull out some of my hair, remember?” I mindlessly run my hands through my puffy hair, thinking about it. I had almost lost more than I’d ever wanted to, thanks to that comb from the Queen. 

Thankfully, I had thick hair, and it was used to hardship in Pommier’s humid clime. A maid had been combing through the longer ends of my hair, when we noticed that the comb causing more knots than getting rid of them. I’d had to get the bottom of my hair cut to my shoulders in order to even it out.

It was more defiant and bouncy than ever, and I was glad when Damaris and some of her sisters came to braid it up for me in tight rows. The Queen demanded, after a few days, that I get rid of the style, saying that, while it represented the Maruli, a Princess could hardly be expected to keep the same hairstyle for more than a day or two. 

“Oh.” Damaris goes quiet. “I thought that was an accident, too.” 

I nod. “I’m sure it’s not something the Queen is used to looking out for,” I say carefully. 

Damaris and Vi both look at me, and they know I am being too kind. 

But seeing each little kindness from the Queen, after a lifetime of her apathy and years of her harshness and neglect, I don’t want to believe they are acts of punishment or retribution, especially at her vehement insistence that the maids or someone else should’ve known better than to cause me any pain, even if it was accidental pain. 

In addition, the Queen has allowed me to move into the Princess’ rooms of the palace, I am invited to dinner, my body has been washed, renewed to a shining perfection thanks to her maids and the other servants. Several of them are my friends, and I didn’t experience anything negative from any one of them. Indeed, many of them were so happy for me, I felt humbled by their response to my good news. 

Damaris snatches the whale corset out of my hands. “Here,” she says. “I’ll help you today.” 

“I might need an older maid to help me with the lacing—Oh!” I put my hand over my mouth as Damaris grabs some shears and pokes the blade through the corset at the top, breaking the loops where the laces would hold my figure. “Damaris.” 

She tosses the corset away. “There. You can’t wear it now, and you can just tell Queen Varyes that one of your servants discovered a hole in it if she’s really concerned.” 

I glance back at Vi, knowing she has to report on me back to the Queen when Horatio demands it. “What do you think?” I ask. 

“I can’t do anything about it now,” Vi says. “Just get the dress on and get down there. If you can, without the smaller figure.” 

Thankfully, I am still able to squeeze into the dress, although it is an uncomfortable fit. From all my years as a servant, lifting heavy objects and working long hours, my figure is a little more box-like than the hourglass that is preferred by the court. Damaris manages to tie a ribbon around my waist, synching in my middle, and it allows me to appear thinner at the waist. 

“Thank you,” I say, grabbing onto her and hugging her. I glance over at Vi. “You are both such wonderful friends to me.” 

Vi says nothing, while Damaris lets out a cheer. With their support behind me, I head out of my room and prepare to meet with the Queen and Prince Rion. 
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“HORATIO!” 

My fist hits the hard wood of my bureau, and I bite back a cry of pain as my speciavo appears in the mirror before me. 

His ghostly face has made me glad all these years; even before I punished him, with Hortensia’s help, I was attracted to the strong angle of his chin and the fierce blue of his eyes. He has been with me all these years, ever since he was punished to life as a mirror-slave for rejecting my advances. 

Rejecting the Queen is a threat to her rule, and, as such, the charge of treason seemed only reasonable. For years, he has been cursed to only tell the truth and, as he’s admitted to me the bitterness he carries for the rest of the free world, I have no reason to distrust him. 

I like to think we would be friends, if mirror-slaves and queens could be friends. 

But now, I wonder ... I wonder if he would think of betraying me, too. 

My son had no qualms, and even before him, King Maru had denied me, too. 

“Horatio!” I yell. “Tell me. How is the progress coming for my plans?” 

“It is on schedule, Your Majesty,” he assures me. His youthful, dulcet tone relaxes me, if only a little, and I stand up straight before him. 

“Good,” I say with a huff. “After my patient planning, and all the arrangements Enri and Alfonse have made, I would hate to think this won’t work. You’re sure the Mopana have taken the bait?” 

“Alfonse came last night and he’s on his way to give the message to the prince,” Horatio says. “He should be here before too long.”

I run my hand through my loosened hair. I see more white hair gleam in the small amount of light coming into my room and frown. 

It is bad enough that my first husband died, leaving me all alone in the world, and then Rion and Maru rejected me in favor of Ebony. Did my beauty have to flee from me, too?

Reaching out, I grab some of the magic powder that Hortensia made for me. I touch it to my face and then splatter it through my hair. Instantly, the wrinkles on my face and the black bags under my tired eyes are hidden, and the white in my hair darkens to my former blonde. 

I grab other makeup, too, outlining my eyes with kohl as Horatio continues to tell me Enri’s preparation and the deals he struck with the Mopana. 

“Any idea of when Alfonse will be here?” I ask. “I hate to leave him and his brother on their own for too long. Fools, both of them, and, if they weren’t useful, I’d have had them killed.”

“Just like King Maru?” Horatio asks. 

His voice is innocent enough, but I glare at him. “I’ve told you before, King Maru ate one of my wishing apples. He was content to die and be reunited with his first Queen. That’s not my fault.” 

“Oh, yes.” Horatio smirks. “I’m sure handing him the apple, after you’d had Hortensia prepare it for him was merely a miscalculation on your part.” 

He is not wrong, but I prefer not to think of the incident. King Maru was dead, and he really only had himself to blame for it. When I remind Horatio of that truth, he nods. 

“I understand, Majesty.” Horatio smirks. 

“Then you will understand I don’t want to hear King Maru’s name from your frothy mouth ever again.” 

Horatio was right to call Maru’s death a miscalculation, just as it had been a miscalculation to wed him in the first place. I refuse to admit it to anyone, even Horatio or Hortensia, but I can understand Rion’s obsession with the Maruli and Ebony. Seeing Maru for the first time, and then hearing him sing for his dead wife’s memorial, I had succumbed to a fever of love I never thought I’d feel again. When he’d failed to love me as I wanted, after all the years we’d been together, I gave him a choice: Sing, or eat the apple. 

He did not want to give me the gift of song, so he took my apple instead, saying if it was my desire to give him an apple from the heart of my garden, it was the least he could do to enjoy it. 

He took it and ate it as my gift to him, and as he died, he gave me a kind smile and told me he was sorry he’d disappointed me; the fool didn’t even know as he was dying that it’d been poisoned. 

No, I do not want to hear about King Maru ever again. And especially not from Horatio. 

I narrow my eyes at my mirror-slave again. “Now, tell me. Have you seen Alfonse?” 

“You might not even have to go to the new ship’s christening today.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” I mutter, grabbing another one of Hortensia’s creams. “I’ve been using extra-powerful spells to get me through the time I have to be nice to that Maruli brat.” 

“It’s good that you’ve made your commitment to honoring your son convincing,” Horatio says.

He pauses here for a moment, and I cock my eyebrow at him while I brush rouge along my cheekbones. “Yes?” I say. “You want to say more?” 

“I did warn you that your little tricks wouldn’t succeed,” Horatio says. There is a pleased hint of malice in his words. “Ebony is not likely to trust you entirely, but for Rion’s sake she is giving you the benefit of the doubt.”

“Well, if there’s one good thing about my son’s rebellion, it’s that I can use it to exploit his weakness—and hers, too.” 

I pull out the paint for my lips, ignoring Horatio’s gloating look. 

“It will be easier to catch her off guard when you go to murder her if you didn’t encourage her doubt,” he adds.  

“Enri and Alfonse have assured me they will enjoy killing her, no matter what she’s like,” I say. “Enri is happy to have my word for his social advancement, and Alfonse was easy enough to buy off with the promise of riches and pleasure.” 

“You don’t want to maximize your own pleasure in her death?” 

“I’ll get an added bonus in how sad the countries will be that some poor Colonial Equality League member killed her, angry that she wouldn’t stand up for more Maruli rights under Pommierian law,” I say. 

“The people have mostly embraced her,” Horatio agrees. 

“Good. The sadder other people are, the happier I will be.” 

“Then the happier I will be for you, Majesty.” Horatio nods his head down to me, and I revel in his sadistic thrills. 

“Rion will be devastated, too.” I look carefully over my face one last time. “And that’s for the best. I will finish negotiating his marriage to the Princess of Celtia, and her dowry will allow Hortensia to continue her research into finding the recipe for Elixir of Immortality. Then I will not only be able to be beautiful for the rest of my life, I will live forever as Queen.” 

“If that is your wish,” Horatio says. 

I let out an indignant huff. “Do you think that is truly my wish, Horatio? It is far from my deepest wish, but it’s the only one I have left now. What else could I do?” 

I glance around me, looking at the darkness that has swallowed my bedroom, and even, to some degree, my soul. “This is not the life I’ve always wanted. This is what I’ve been left with, now that there is no one left who will love me.” 

“I might be able to love you,” Horatio says. 

“Yes, thank you,” I reply. “Too bad you didn’t always feel that way, huh? You would never have been cursed to live the rest of your life on the other side of the mirror.” 

“Perhaps Hortensia will allow me to come out one day,” he says. “Under your eternal rule.” 

“Perhaps, but I doubt it.” I smile at him. “Once you are free from the mirror, there is no returning to your body. You are only alive because you are in the mirror, where your soul is kept from its final resting place. If I have Hortensia remove you, you will die.” 

Horatio’s handsome face dims, but I don’t bother with him any longer. 

It is time to go down to the throne room, where Ebony and Rion—and their pain and suffering—await. 

For once, I am truly eager to see them. 
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I STAND AT THE BOTTOM of the stairs for Ebony, waiting for the moment she glides down to take hold of my hand. 

The last two weeks have been nothing short of heaven, knowing she will be my bride and even Mother has accepted her. 

“Rion.” 

Ebony is here at last. I watch her walk toward me, and I am overcome with a sense of awe; I know Ebony is worried about the future, and she is also concerned about my mother. But every time I see her, especially as she looks at me with that smile of hers, I swear I can hear the song she carries in her heart just for me, and I forget everything else. 

Thankfully, most of the news is good. Caryo has sent me weekly reports, and Marula is happy Ebony has been restored to her position; Caryo mentions that there are some who are asking what this means for our Empire, and, for now, thanks to Mother, I can only reply that the future is hopeful, if uncertain. 

God himself tells us to take our lives step by step, and I know he does this to build trust between Himself and those here who would follow Him. I struggle with that, knowing that there are some places one must walk alone, and there are still more places where we will be forced to wait while God goes before us. 

Ebony takes my hand; her palms no longer carry the blisters of hard work, but they still retain her strength. I place a kiss on her knuckles, letting my lips linger long enough to taste her. 

“You look lovely,” I say. 

“Thank you.” She adjusts her skirts. “I didn’t put on the corset, so I hope your mother doesn’t mind.” 

“I’m sure she will, but she’s been good enough lately that she hasn’t said anything.” 

“Well, that can’t last forever,” Ebony retorts, and I let out a small laugh. 

“I’m not going to worry about it,” I say. “She’ll be upset with me soon enough, so she won’t have time to be upset with you.” 

“What is it this time?” Ebony asks. “A team of naval ships to escort the Maruli tribe leaders out to Pommier for the wedding, perhaps? Or maybe a cake made from Espania, with all their rich cream and edible delicacies?”

“Not quite, but close.” I clench my fist behind me, nervous. “I’d like to take you on a honeymoon of sorts throughout Maruli territory. Mother will not be happy with my absence, especially after how long I was there last time, and how delayed I was.” 

“You would do that for me?” Ebony asks, and I wish for a long moment that I could kiss her the way I want to—unabashedly and with blatant passion. I want to hold her against me, kissing her until she’s trembling with longing and senseless with desire. 

Restraining myself for decorum’s sake is a necessary virtue, and she has no idea how high the cost of virtue is for me. Now that I know she loves me, there is nothing I want more than to join myself to her for all eternity. 

And when she looks up at me, with her limpid eyes with their burning topaz, it’s enough to make me senseless.

“Of course,” I reply. “Pommier and Marula should both see you as their future Queen, but I know how much you miss your home.” 

Ebony nods, and I watch as her eyes mist over in daydreams and secret wishes. 

“It must be so different from when I was there last,” Ebony finally says. 

“I’m sure it is,” I agree. Looking at her face, I want to tell her not to worry, but I feel it is not my place. While I am the regent of Marula, I am still Prince of Pommier. She is the princess who has lived outside of her home for so long, I don’t know how she will feel if I describe it to her now, even in the most loving way. 

I have grown up seeing that the world is not fair, but I don’t want to prove it to Ebony right now. 

With the time it took to travel across the seas, and the weeks between my return and now, it has been nearly two months since I left Marula. But I can still remember the embrace of its sunlight and its brisk weather. So much of Ebony reminds me of the freedom and power I’d found there—that risk and comfort, that calling and confiding, that awe and terror. The people there also seemed to reflect that balance of consistent inconsistency, too.

And perhaps that is what Ebony is more worried about; that the people she’d known would change too much before she was able to make it back there to see them. 

“Well, if nothing else,” Ebony says with a playful smile, “that will ease my concerns about an early wedding upsetting your mother.” 

“I am not as easily upset as you might think I am.” 

Ebony and I turn to see Mother as she appears at the other end of the room. She seems to be in brighter spirits today, and her expression only grows brighter as Alfonse comes charging into the room, bearing a letter. 

“Your Majesties,” he says, his voice breathless from his swift pace. “I have some terrible news.” 

“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Mother says. She smirks at Alfonse, and, considering the dark nature of his greeting, it seems odd to me that she’d be so amused by this turn of events.

Alfonse holds out a scrolled message, which I take and read. 

“I have heard from your governor in Marula,” Alfonse says. “There has been an attack on a Pommierian ship. It seems the Mopana is behind it.” 

“That’s awful!” Ebony’s eyes grow wide with shock and horror. 

“From our reports, the Mopana are in talks with the Baobabi. They seem to be aligning against Pommier and the Marula,” Alfonse says. 

“What a shame,” Mother says. Her voice is still calm, and perhaps even a little glad. “I will miss having the Southern Colonies as part of my empire.” 

“We haven’t lost them yet.” 

“Haven’t we, though?” Mother laughs bitterly. “Perhaps your god is not happy with your choice of bride and this is the price we must pay.” 

“That’s rubbish, and beneath you.” I glare at her before I go back to reading the letter. 

By the time I am finished, my hands are shaking. The letter I’ve been given is from Caryo himself, written in the Maruli’s scrawled language. From the shaky letters, I can tell he has been injured and he is rightfully outraged.

“Why would they attack us?” I ask. “This doesn’t make sense.” 

“The Mopana have been fighting for a long time, haven’t they?” Alfonse asks. “They attacked our ship looking for supplies. I talked with several of the traders and their sailors who came back. They expect more issues as long as there is war between the Mopana and the Baobabi, but if there is peace, we might have more trouble as well.” 

“The Mopana and Baobabi have often fought over the riverways,” Ebony says. Her voice is solemn and quiet. “In a dry year, it would be hard for them to resist fighting over the limited water.”

“There are some Maruli men and even women who seemed to have joined with the Mopana,” Alfonse says. 

“That’s unlikely,” I say. “The Maruli have a pact with the Mopana not to get into territorial wars.” 

“Not the entire nation,” Alfonse points out. “And it would be hard for them to agree with this, considering you are in Pommier at the moment, Highness.” 

“My absence should not be an incentive for rebellion,” I insist. I run my hand through my hair, thinking of how things were when I left. All the tribes I’d visited had agreed to my rule, and some even welcomed it after I’d proven my ability, whether through their customs or by helping them or befriending them. It had taken many years of work for me to build a hopeful foundation for the Maruli down there. 

“Well, what can you really expect from natives?” Mother scoffs. “Warmongers, all of them.” 

“My father wasn’t,” Ebony says, gazing furiously at Mother. “He married you to avoid war with Pommier.” 

“Pommier is a different class of enemy,” Mother argues. She puts her hands on her hips. “King Maru was right to give in to my suggestion. But we are not talking about the Maruli, who have become more civilized thanks to Pommier’s influence through trade. It’s your nation’s neighbors that are clearly overeager at the thought of a fight.” 

“Mother,” I say, stepping in front of Ebony before she can further their own ongoing battle. “We should investigate.” 

“Of course.” Mother looks back at Alfonse. “Tell the shipyard captains that all trade is forbidden with Marula until this matter is settled.” 

“You can’t punish Marula for this matter.” I look back at the letter. 

Something about this entire situation doesn’t seem right, but I don’t know exactly what it is. And if Caryo is injured as I suspect, it is more important than ever that I do something. 

“What do you recommend we do then, Prince Rion?” Mother crosses her arms over her chest and juts out her chin. 

I hate it when she calls me “Prince Rion,” as if she is pitting herself against me. 

Ebony looks up at me hopelessly. “What do you think?” she asks. 

She doesn’t know what to do, and now she is looking to me to save her people—and her family. Caryo is already injured, and I didn’t give him any direction for dealing with our warring neighbors.

The timing on this couldn’t have been worse, either. Ebony and I are engaged, but our wedding was meant to be over a year away, according to the usual Pommierian tradition, and even with negotiations, Mother was not going to let it happen anytime soon.

There is still something that doesn’t seem right, but I ...  

I look over at Mother, who is still strangely happy at Alfonse’s interruption. 

“If there is a way you can avoid the war with Mopana, then we should do it,” Alfonse says. 

My hand tightens around Caryo’s letter. “I will have to go investigate and help,” I say. 

There is nothing but silence for a moment, then Ebony nods, and Mother huffs. 

“Oh? You think it’s necessary?” 

“I do.” I look over at Ebony. “I’m sorry for this.” 

“It’s all right,” Ebony says. “We were thinking of going to Marula anyway, right? We can just get married and leave together.”

There’s a hopeful note in her voice, I love this about her. She is determined to make this into a good thing, or to use this uncertain darkness to bring about light. 

I look over at Mother. “I think we can do that, right, Mother—” 

“Absolutely not.” 

“But—”

“No.” Mother shakes her head once, but firmly. “I have already given you plenty on this measure, Rion. I allowed you to choose your bride, despite better offers for the kingdom, and these past few weeks I have done all that you’ve asked and more to prepare Ebony for the future.”  

“But—”

“And haven’t I, despite the past, tried to make everything right between us?” Mother looks over at Ebony now. “Do you feel that I’ve wronged you at all in these last few weeks? Have I not accepted you as my son’s future bride?”

Ebony hesitates slightly, and I am aware she is uncomfortable with all of us—me, Mother, and Alfonse—all looking at her. 

Mother rolls her eyes. “Typical. Ebony doesn’t want to give Pommier the wedding it deserves, does she?” 

“Mother, please.” I shake my head. “The wedding doesn’t matter as much as the people.” 

“It matters plenty,” Mother says. She gestures toward the message in my hand. “You’re right. I did rush my wedding with King Maru. Are these not the fruits of that poorly sown seed?” 

“I hardly think—”

“My son, for the last several weeks, there has been nothing but talk of your wedding to the princess.” Mother’s voice has a hardened edge as she says, “princess,” but I let it slide as she focuses on me. 

“Are you going to deprive them of a proper wedding? We were going to call the Pope,” Mother says. “We were going to decorate and celebrate and feast and make a big show of things—even more than we did for your return ball! The people are expecting a grand wedding, and we, as their leaders, need to be aware of their expectations.” 

She narrows her gaze at Ebony. “Your bride would surely not disagree. This is a boon for your reputation. How can anyone be mad at a prince and princess when they are celebrating their union? At a time when we face possible war with the Mopana and the Baobabi, this is crucial to give the people hope.”

Mother’s demeanor makes me nervous. She is angry and passionate, and where once her pleas were able to make her look prettier than ever, now she just looks older. She looks more like a mother who is waiting for the chance to prove herself to me as much as she is begging me not to forget all I’ve learned about diplomacy. 

“Ebony?” I reach over and take her hand. 

“But if you go, what will happen?” Ebony asks. 

“Nothing will happen that should worry you. I will take some soldiers down to Marula and see what the situation is,” I tell her. “It shouldn’t take more than a month.” 

“A month?” Ebony looks from me to Mother, and then back at me. “But you just got home a few weeks ago.” 

“And I will come back as quickly as possible, I promise.” 

Ebony’s topaz eyes go wide, as if it had only just occurred to her that I could be killed or worse while I am investigating an act of war. She seems so innocent. I feel like the words are being ripped from my soul as I stare at her. I hate that I must break her heart to save her nation, especially since I have to break my own in the process. 

“Please.” I take a step closer to her, putting my hands on her shoulders. “Please, I need to leave, Ebony. I need to make sure our people are safe.” 

“Can’t you send someone else?” 

I don’t want to tell her the unease I feel at this information. It’s hard to tell her that I suspect there is something more that’s going on. How could I explain it to Ebony? And even if I could, how could I tell her that her family members might be in danger because of me? Caryo didn’t admit to his injury, but it is as clear to me from his penmanship as the color of the sky. 

If I am responsible, I need to be there to take care of things. If I am not—and I hope I am not—I need to be there to make the people who are responsible pay, so this kind of event never happens again. 

“But, Rion ... ” Ebony’s voice goes even softer. “What will happen while you’re away?” 

“Why would you even worry about that?” Mother interjects. “I will be here, same as always, and the kingdom will be as safe as ever.” 

Ebony bites her lip. “What about me?” she asks. 

Inspiration strikes. “You can work on how to run the kingdom,” I say. “You can take this time to use it as a practice run for when we are married. Mother will help you, won’t you?” 

Mother’s face twists with revulsion. “I do not share power, Rion.” 

“But I do,” I say. “While I’m gone, Ebony will act as my ambassador, and, that way, she will be safe. And you’ll be able to plan the wedding.” 

“I don’t know,” Ebony says. “I still think that—”

“Oh, Ebony, please,” Mother says. Her voice is saccharine. “We can keep you safe. If you are Rion’s chosen ambassador, you will be fine.” 

Mother turns to me. “I know my past behavior has given you some cause for concern, especially given Ebony’s treatment here in the last few years. But trust me, Rion. I will do my best to make everything up to you, if you will only let me try.” 

We are all quiet until Ebony nods. I can tell from the look on her face she is still uncertain, but I love her more than ever as she proves she will not let Marula suffer, and, if they need me, she will not keep me from them.
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“MISS EBONY, YOU DON’T need to keep doing that now. Fabrice will be upset if you ruin your gown with that polish.” Vi gives me a stern look as I polish the frame of the mirror in my room. 

“It’s all right,” I say. “I don’t need Damaris or one of the other servants to take care of me. Besides ... I’m a little bored.”

“It’s almost bedtime. You don’t need to worry about being bored.” 

“I might not need to worry about it, but I’m bored anyway.” I give Vi a helpless small smile. 

“That’s not like you,” she says. “You at least sing when you’re bored.” 

I glanced back out the windows of my new room. From where I am, no longer in the bowels of the castle, I can glimpse the small, smoky trails of the Northern Lights.

I don’t know if Rion can still see them or not, but I hope he will look up at the starlight and think of me. 

“Miss Ebony?” Vi calls to me, and I return to the task at hand. 

“Perhaps I am too tired to sing,” I say, before I shrug. “Who knew boredom could be so tiring?”  

“Well, I can’t relate to that at all.” Vi’s exaggerated huff makes me giggle, and then I go back to cleaning. 

Even before Rion and I were engaged, I’d try to see my chores in a positive way. I got to know others on the staff better and I was able to keep myself from thinking too much. 

Now that Rion has left Pommier for Marula, the days pass slowly without him here with me. 

Weeks have passed since we said our farewells, and it feels like an eternity. I’d missed him when he went to Marula before, but it was nothing compared to how I felt now. Back then I was only homesick, and now I am lovesick, too. 

Even planning the wedding has become less of a wonder and more of a chore, especially as the Queen leads me around the castle and orders the servants to follow my every direction and never question me. 

This is especially hard on me, given how many of them had been my friends before Rion left. They used to laugh with me, joke with me, and even help me with my work. When Rion made his announcement, declaring us engaged, they had even been happy for me.  

Now as I walk through the palace, they mostly look over at me in silence and wait for me to speak first. 

I tried to befriend them again, but the Queen found out and chastised me, reminding me of their lowly status and how someone like me, even if I used to be in their position, did not need to lower herself any longer. 

“Especially since you will be their ruler one day,” she hisses, as if the very thought of this injects poison into her words. 

Queen Varyes is at least kinder to me than usual. Still, I wish she would not bother me as much as she does. For the last week, I have spent hours in her company, working on the wedding and supposedly learning from her how to be the Queen of Pommier. 

It is nearly insufferable, watching her move throughout the castle. 

If Rion hadn’t made me promise to do my best to get along with her, I would have made every excuse possible not to make contact with her until he returned. 

I pause, putting the cleaning rag down. Vi is gone from the mirror, and I am able to see my reflection. 

My hair is styled formally, in the Pommierian tradition, as Queen Varyes sent me a new hairdresser this morning. My hair is stacked up high and twisted into painful curls. To make them, the hairdresser had to straighten my hair using hot water and pungent oils, and then he’d re-curled them “properly,” as he told me. 

Staring at them now, I frown. Inside my mind, I can already hear Rion telling me that this is not who I am. 

I start to pull my hair down, thinking of Rion’s goodbye.

It was so many weeks ago, but I can still see him standing in his formal armor as he set off on a Pommierian ship. Everything about that moment is burned into my mind’s eye, and I am unable to feel anything but sadness as I remember it. 

Before we said our final farewells, Rion called out to me. 

“Promise me, Ebony.” Rion leaned in close to me, his lips just a breath away from brushing mine. “Promise me you won’t forget the power you have inside you.” 

“If I have such power, why isn’t it enough for me to go with you?” 

Rion faltered, and I knew it was unfair of me to ask him that. I knew he wouldn’t ask me to stay here if he didn’t think I would be safe. 

“Caryo has been injured.” Rion surprised me as he pulled me close. “I left him there, and he’s hurt because of me.” 

“No.” 

The shock of that moment is the hardest to take, even days later. I wanted to tell Rion that my mother’s family is not his responsibility, and that the Mopana and Baobabi are the ones who are responsible. 

“Yes.” Rion brought my hand to his cheek. “Yes, I am, no matter what you might say. I can’t bear the thought of losing you. Not when I’ve finally managed to keep you.” 

My shock turned into surprise as Rion kissed me, hard and passionately, right there on the docks in front of his men and the small farewell party.  

I felt the stares, the eye-rolls, the huffs and scowls that bore into the back of my head as we stood there, locked together in our embrace. But I didn’t let go, not even when Rion reluctantly pulled back from me. 

“I love hearing you sing for me,” he whispered. 

I might have swooned all over again at the love I saw in his eyes, but the Queen sent me a warning glance. 

“Wait.” I grabbed Rion’s hand one last time. “The Queen will not find a way to break your vow?” 

“My vow is my life,” Rion said. “If she does anything to take you away from me, I will die, too.”

Thinking of that now, I can only pray he is safe. If the weather across the seas was favorable, he should be pulling into Marula’s port in the next week.

Vi appears in the mirror again, waking me up from my memories. “You said you were bored,” she says. “It seems that the Queen heard your complaint.” 

I sigh. “I wasn’t really complaining,” I assure Vi, who clears her throat. From the sound she makes, I wonder if she is actually laughing at me.  

“She didn’t really hear you,” Vi says a moment later. “And I didn’t report to her. Horatio just reached out to me and told me to tell you Her Majesty wants you to go out on a day trip tomorrow.” 

“A day trip? You mean out of the castle?”

“Yes.” Vi frowns, even though I am excited for the chance to escape the castle’s walls. 

“She wants you to go visit with the farmers on the other side of Pommierian Orchards. It will be good for them to meet with you. They do provide food and other items such as medicine and herbs to the palace. If you meet with them, it’ll be a nice way to thank them for helping Rion if his soldiers are injured.”

I put my hand over my heart, terrified to think of Rion in pain. “Do you think that’s what will happen?”

Vi tilts her head back and forth, weighing her response. “I don’t know, but it can’t hurt to get more medical supplies to our doctors. If there is war, we will need to make sure we have a good stock.”

“It’s terrible to think like that,” I say. 

“But you need to, don’t you?” Vi looks down at the floor between us. “I know you have always had to deal with the Queen’s harshness, but she is still nothing compared to how cruel the world can be.”  

Her informality and her kind tone make me soften. 

Not only is Vi right, she is being too kind for comfort. In many ways, she’s always reminded me of a mother, but as she speaks to me tonight, I know it’s true. I wonder what happened to her family that made her risk life as a speciava. 

“If you’re cold, you might want to wear an extra petticoat with your dress tomorrow. Winter will be here before we know it.” 

“I hope Rion will return before the winter worsens,” I say. “The water will be rougher to travel through.” 

I hope he will come back soon. He was not originally supposed to be gone for so long after my father’s death. He was expected to be back within a matter of weeks. Several things had gotten in the way of his return, and I could only hope that God would allow him to come back sooner this time. I don’t know what I would do if he was delayed so long. 

Maybe I can find a way to go to him. I don’t think I’ll be able to do that. Queen Varyes would object. 

“The Prince is an experienced sailor, if you’ll recall. Your father taught him,” Vi says. “Really, there’s no need to worry, Ebony.”

“You’re right.” I smile at her, grateful for her kindness as much as her reminder that there was no cause for concern. “Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome, Miss.” 

As Vi fades away from the mirror, I turn back to the night outside the window. The Northern Lights twinkle down at me, and I feel a sense of new courage. A few stars flicker across the sky. 

“Good night, Rion.” The words come out softly, and I can’t say whether it is a cry or a song from my heart. I miss him terribly. 

I can only hope the starlight he sees will carry my love to him. 

In the meantime, I will do my best to take care of us here. 
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AFTER WEEKS ON THE sea, pulling into the main port of Marula is like coming home. In some ways, I expect this overwhelming sensation of home—King Maru was more of a father to me than anyone else, and I had grown to love the land as much as he did—but there is also a bittersweet tug behind my heart. 

Marula is much smaller and less industrious than Pommier, but it still feels like home. 

And now my home has been disrupted by its neighbors, and I have to see to making things right without risking further harm. 

If there is a downside to love, it is that it does not always allow us to anticipate anything more than the moment of joy we feel inside of us the moment it sparks; like a fire roaring to life. We never think of the time when the wood disappears or the wind threatens its liveliness. In the same way, I never thought, in leaving Marula, I would leave it vulnerable. While I’d been here, it had been easy to deter the warring nations from spilling over into our territories. 

What changed? 

During my time on the ship, I wrestled with the idea that something was wrong. The Mopana were a smaller nation than us, as were the Baobabi. They warred with each other along our eastern and southern borders periodically. 

What would cause them to attack a Pommierian ship? 

I could think of a few reasons—a desire for supplies, a need for financial resources, to put on a show for their war. But the timing was still strange. 

“Your Highness.” Caryo’s greeting is the same as Marula’s—it’s warm and open, full of radiance and friendship. As he draws me into a hug with one of his arms, he laughs. “I see you made it safely. Wonderful. Your future bride’s family will be happy to know you are here at last. We, of course, couldn’t be happier with your arrangement.” 

“Thank you. I promise I will be good to her.” I slide out of his grasp but I return his smile. “I am happy to be here, but not from the circumstances.” 

“I’ve been searching to find the answers you asked about in your last letter,” Caryo promises. “There have been some disturbing discoveries, I’m afraid.” 

“And some secrets you’ve been keeping?” I ask, looking pointedly at his wrist. He is wearing thinner robes, but I can still see that there is a bulge from a bandage underneath his sleeves. 

Caryo shrugs. “It’s not anything for you to worry about.” 

“You wrote to me saying a ship was attacked,” I say. “I’m willing to guess you didn’t hurt yourself writing too many letters. Now, tell me what happened.” 

Caryo is not happy I’ve revealed his weakness, but he is a good councilor. He tells me of how the Mopana attacked a Pommierian ship after it pulled into port, and how he and many of the other palace guards ran to try to stop them.

“They were ransacking it and they lit it on fire,” Caryo explains. “While I was running down to the cargo hold, I managed to trip and fall forward. I caught myself, but as you can see, not without some cost.” 

“I know I can trust that you’ve seen to your injuries and the others’ as needed.” 

Talking with Caryo, despite the topic and his condition, is calming and enlightening. He is my advisor, but he is also my friend, and I can see I’ve earned his respect in coming, despite the poor timing and my upcoming nuptials.  

We talk for what feels like minutes, and I am surprised when I look out the windows of the small Maruli palace to see that starlight is blazing through the sky. 

After weeks in Pommier, this place seems more private and quiet, and, despite the reasons for leaving her behind, I wish I’d brought Ebony with me.

There are no Northern Lights—there wouldn’t be, not this far south. But the stars I see light up the night sky with their shining brightness. 

“Shall we continue this tomorrow, Highness?” Caryo nudges me. “I know you’re likely tired after your journey. Your rooms should be ready.” 

“In a little while,” I say. 

“You need to take care of yourself, Prince Rion.” Caryo frowns at me. “The Princess will not be happy if something happens to you.” 

“Neither of us are happy that something bad has happened to our people here.” I give him a small smile. 

“Something bad has happened, yes,” Caryo agrees. “But I don’t think it’s quite what you or I could’ve imagined.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The ship that the Mopana attacked was a slave ship.” 

“Slave ship?” I repeat the words carefully, trying to process their meaning. “But Pommier doesn’t have a slave trade. That’s been outlawed for decades.” 

“That’s the terrifying part,” Caryo says. “If the Mopana hadn’t attacked, we wouldn’t have known about it. There are some Pommierians who are selling slaves from your kingdom.”

“See if you can call for other tribes to send us some troops,” I say. “If that is true, then the ships are coming with the regular trading ships from Pommier. We will have to keep a lookout for those ships coming into harbor.” 

“Yes, Highness.” 

“Please, Caryo.” I give him another smile. “Rion is fine. We are friends. And we will be family soon enough.” 

“That’s true.” He eyes me slyly. “Speaking of which, I do believe that means you owe me some money, don’t you?”

I laugh. “Believe me, I will be happy to pay it. We could use something to celebrate after all this news tonight.” 

“Hopefully these things will look better after you’ve had a good night’s rest,” Caryo says. 

I have to stifle a yawn. “I doubt it. But if nothing else, it will not be a good day for whoever is behind the secret slave trade in Pommier. They will pay for their treachery against my people.” 
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NOT FOR THE FIRST TIME, Vi’s suggestion was a good one; the extra petticoat was a good call. Even though I am wearing a cloak and tucked away in a small carriage, the air is brisk and the sun seems to have all but disappeared today.

“Are you well, Princess?” 

Alfonse is Enri’s brother, and it’s hard not to miss the similarities between them; their faces are practically chiseled into existence, with their hard lines and sharp chins. But Alfonse is the younger one, and his face doesn’t seem as continually puckered as his brother’s. 

I nod to him through the carriage window. “I’m fine,” I assure him, before leaning back and scooting over. 

While they are the Queen’s trusted advisors, and they are acting in accordance with her orders, I don’t like how much Enri and Alfonse are watching over me. They look at me every few moments, and they never take their eyes off the sky. 

Perhaps they are worried about rain. 

It is also possible they are worried about snow, although it seems far too early in the year for that. 

Enri and Alfonse, along with a small company of guards, are accompanying me to several of the Pommierian farmers’ land, so we can collect herbs to send to Rion. This morning, before I left the palace, Queen Varyes mentioned again that it would be best to be prepared for war. 

“After all, even if it doesn’t come, it’s a great deterrent,” she assured me. “And if it does come, we can easily strike back at those who need to be reminded of their place.”

Shivers went down my spine as she said that, and even now, hours later, I wonder if she was talking about me more than the Mopana or the Baobabi. 

Earlier, I decided not to worry about it. I wanted to finish this task with pride. 

This is my chance to show myself to the people who have forgotten about me while the Queen coerced me into cleaning her castle.

“Princess.” Enri calls to me from outside, just as the carriage stops. 

“Yes, Enri?” I ask. Looking around, I see that we are not quite at the next farm. 

“A horse has thrown a shoe, Highness,” he says. “I am sending the guard ahead to see if we can get a replacement horse. For now, you and my brother and I will remain here and wait.” 

“If you’re sure.” Glancing up at the sky, I wonder if this is a good idea. The weather has been growing bleaker by the moment. “Perhaps we can go on to the next stop?” I ask. 

Enri shakes his head. “We have finished our tour for today.” 

No one told me that. 

“Next time, please inform me of our progress,” I say. 

“I would’ve said something, but you were working on organizing the various pouches you’d been given,” Alfonse speaks up. He gestures towards the opposite seat of my carriage, where I have been laying out the different herbs we’d picked up. 

I flush, my cheeks burning. 

I’d been eager to get the different pouches separated into herbs and the surprising additional items we’d been given; I’d remembered that sandal wood and tulsi were good for energy and coughs; the aloe leaves were for burns; I’d forgotten what the turmeric was for, and I was having trouble remembering if it was peppermint or cinnamon that was better for a headache. 

There were plenty of others I was trying to organize, too, in between Enri and Alfonse’s check-ins. 

“The guards have already left,” Enri says. His tone is suddenly much harsher. He points down the road, where I can see the dust kick up from their heels as they run in formation. 

“Thank you.” I look back at Alfonse, who is watching Enri, almost as if he is waiting for some kind of signal. 

“I think I will continue organizing our collection,” I say slowly, before sinking back into the carriage. I glance around to see if there is any way I can lock the doors, but there is not. 

I swallow hard, suddenly nervous.

I don’t know why I feel so strange, but there’s something pressing on me, like the reverse of a prayer, and it’s telling me I need to get out of there. 

“Is that you, God?” I whisper quietly, wondering if I am being overly sensitive or if there really is something wrong here. 

“Let’s get this done, Alfonse.” 

Enri’s voice is menacing this time, and I am suddenly sure: something is not right. I decide not to take any chances. 

Hurriedly, I make a plan. I gather up the herbs and stuff them into the small pockets I have underneath my voluminous skirts. 

“Princess?” 

Enri is knocking on the door, and looking at me. 

“What is it?” I ask, trying to keep the trembling out of my voice. 

“Perhaps you would like to walk back to the previous farm? It looks like rain.” 

“We can do that.” 

Before Enri can stop me, I jump out of the carriage from the other side, and I start running back the way we came. My shoes don’t help me, and I nearly trip a few times before I find a good running rhythm. 

“Princess!” Enri’s anger is much more evident, and I don’t bother to reply; I could call back, telling him I need to find a chamber pot, or that I’m feeling sick. There are any number of lies I could say, but to be on the safe side, I hold off. I was planning on saying something about worrying about the rain, which I had been concerned about earlier, but then I hear Alfonse. 

“She knows!” Alfonse says. “Get her, quick! Before we miss our chance to kill her.” 

Kill me? 

“Oh, do shut your mouth, Alfonse,” Enri snaps, and my fears are confirmed. 

Why would they want to kill me? 

I already know the answer as I head back to the Orchard. 

All the little annoyances and threats I’d felt these past weeks since Rion’s departure were not merely passive-aggressive forms of torture. The Queen wanted me dead, and now she’s sent her most trusted men to take care of me. 

She’d agreed to let Rion marry me because she knew it would never come to pass. 

They are now both running behind me. Thankfully, years of gluttony and slothfulness in the Queen’s court have slowed them down, but I know I have to think quickly if I am going to survive. There’s no way I can outrun them forever, and I don’t know if the farmer from the previous stop will hide me or not. 

Behind me, I hear a small cry, and I turn back just in time to see Enri tumble down onto the dirty road, hitting it hard. There’s a large dust cloud that flowers up around him. Alfonse coughs on the dust, while Enri begins to wail in pain. 

I can’t even feel sorry for him as I focus on running away. 

“Get her!” Enri shouts at Alfonse. “The Queen won’t accept failure.” 

Earlier, I’d thought it was nice that Alfonse was younger; he didn’t seem as cynical or bitter, and his life hadn’t been ruined by his relentless pursuit of pleasures as his brother’s had. But I regret thinking anything positive as Alfonse catches up to me. 

“Got you!” He grabs my cloak as it flutters behind me.

I hurry to unlatch it from me, just as he pulls back on the fabric. I feel the fabric press against my throat, and I start to gasp as tears swell up in my eyes; to my shame, I am not crying over my own view of dust from the road, but from choking fear and desperate sadness. I am already slowing down; my dress is too heavy for me to wear as I run, and as I feel the first drops of a rainstorm, I know things will only get worse. 

Alfonse recovers more quickly than I’d like, and lunges at me again. 

“Come here, you little brat,” he snaps. 

“No!” I duck off to the side of the road, hoping it will be easier to lose my predators in the woods. 

My hope is all folly. 

The second I manage to sneak into the Orchard woods, my hair gets caught on a branch. 

“Oh, no,” I whisper, grabbing at my hair and tugging it, trying to get it free. Several strands snap, but others twist more deeply into the wooden crevices. My headscarf, which I’d worn as a mark of pride, is also caught. 

“I’ll get you yet!” 

Alfonse’s snarl makes me yelp with fear, and I have to breathe deeply as I force my hands to unwind the scarf and my captured hair from the branch. 

Just as I break free, Alfonse appears. I let the branch snap back into place. 

“Ouch!” 

I try not to make any noise as the branch hits Alfonse in the face, allowing me another moment to make a run for it. 

I trip and fall forward, and I’m unlucky enough at this point to end up rolling down a hill. 

As I roll down the hill, surprised by the steepness; I try not to scream, even after finding myself unable to stop. I hope that Enri and Alfonse aren’t able to find me. 

I splash into a small pond at the foot of the hill. Wildly, I flap my arms around. 

“Help—” I start to scream before I remember that the only people who are likely going to hear me are the least interested in helping me. 

I shut my mouth. Seconds later, I realize I am able to stand up in the water, and I slowly creep onto the shore. 

Now that my skirts are wet, and there’s a telltale pain in my leg, I know I am in more danger than ever.

What am I going to do? 

“This way! I heard something over here!” Enri’s voice is loud and stark. 

“Come on, help me,” I whisper. Surely God wouldn’t have gone through all that trouble to make me move out of the carriage just to let me die while I’m trying to finish getting away. 

My knee stings wildly, and I sigh, pulling up my petticoats to see the damage. 

There’s a blistering mark from where my knee has, most likely, hit something on my way down to the pond. Seeing no other choice, I hurry to tear off strips from my outer petticoat. 

That is when inspiration strikes, and I have an idea. 

The petticoats.

It’s hard for me to do it without a maid to help me, but I pull at my outer petticoat. Once the snaps are free, I throw it back down into the pond, and begin to walk as quickly but as quietly as possible, listening for signs of Alfonse and Enri along the way. 

With my headscarf already gone, and now the top skirt of my dress, I can only hope that the men will think I drowned in the pond. 

My skirt is already sinking nicely; not too fast, not too slow, and Alfonse and Enri are getting held up as they argue with each other. 

I slip through the rows of trees, further distancing myself from them. 

Quickly, I glance back as I hear a splash of water. 

I should’ve been watching where I was going instead. My leg trips on another fallen branch, and then I find myself falling once more. 

This time, rather than down a hill, I fall into a dirt pit. 

“Oof!” 

I hurriedly cover my mouth, hoping that Alfonse and Enri haven’t heard me. I glance around, confused. 

What is a hole like this doing out here? 

Is it possible I’ve fallen into an empty grave? Or a hole that had been dug for a new tree? 

It might have even been a trap for servants or larger prey. I am able to recall plenty of information about that from both the Maruli and Pommierian history instruction I’d had. 

Before I can speculate too much, I hear Enri’s voice again. 

“Well, that’s good she’s gone,” Enri says. “I’ll take the Queen her headscarf as a token.” 

“The Queen won’t see it as proof,” Alfonse argues. 

“Do you want to jump into the water and try to drag out the corpse?”  

Enri and Alfonse continue to dispute their ideas as I remain still, keeping as silent as possible. My head drops onto my chest; I am grateful they think I am dead, but I don’t like that they have my headscarf. It was the green and gold one I’d worn when Rion and I met in the High Tower, and it is marked with the colors of my country. It deserves a better fate. 

Of course, I remind myself, so do I. 

“The Queen won’t need to worry about her anymore.” 

“And neither will we,” Alfonse agrees. “Unless, of course, the Prince decides—”

“Prince Rion won’t do anything. Didn’t you see how he looked at her?” Enri scoffs. “He’d go hang the moon for Ebony. And he’s pretty much hanged himself, given that he’s stepped into the Queen’s arrangement with the Mopana.” 

I have to thrust my fist into my mouth not to make any noise, but tears run down my face at last, now that I am unable to move or run away. 

“It’s for the best,” Alfonse says. “No one really wants a world where the Maruli and Pommierians mix blood. Pomarulians are ugly creatures.” 

Pomarulians? 

“I certainly wouldn’t accept their children as my future rulers,” Enri says. “I am still hoping that the Queen will agree to marry me. She still has her monthly courses, despite her advanced age.”  

“I’d accept a mixed-blood ruler before your children.” Alfonse huffs, and then the two of them begin to walk further away. The last echoes of their voices fade to nothingness.

Before I can praise God for his providence and deliverance, it begins to rain. 

The sky crackles with thunder and zings with lightning, and the rain seems to spit at me, as I stand there, in a hole in the ground, one step above being dead.  

I can’t help it anymore; I start to wail and cry out with the storm, as everything hits me. 

The Queen has been setting me up for weeks. She never meant for me to actually get married to Rion. She’d been planning this since Rion managed to arrange our engagement. Queen Varyes had even worked hard to create the illusion that she had reformed herself, and that things were different now. 

But she still hates me. 

Of course, some things are different now. 

Now, I don’t have Rion. I don’t have a way home. I don’t even have a home! 

There’s no place for me to go, and even if there was, there’s no way I can get out of this pit. 

All of this was for nothing, nothing ... 

I sink to my knees, sinking my remaining petticoat into the worm-infested mud while the rain puddles into the small divots of the pit I am in. I curl my arms around myself, trying to keep from freezing. My pockets are still full of the medicine and herbs I’d been given earlier, but it looks like, between the rain and the exposure to the elements, it will all be ruined. 

Just like everything else. A new flood of tears overcomes me as I realize I have no idea what to do. I’m lost and alone, and everything is more terrifying and uncertain than ever. 

So much for being strong. 

My promise to Rion is nothing now. I am nothing now. All the light around me has been extinguished, and even the lightning from the storm is more menace than comfort. 

As the storm rages on through the night, I can only follow after it with my own sadness.  
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THE RAIN USUALLY MAKES me happy, but not tonight. 

Tonight, there’s only one thing that will make me happy, and I won’t rest until I get it. 

I glare back at my mirror, frowning even further when Horatio fails to appear before I call him. In that moment, waiting for him, I get a good look at my reflection. 

There are lines that crinkle at my eyes, giving me a hawkish glare. This close to the dark, my hair is brightening from its golden blonde into the silver-white of an old hag. 

Hortensia has long since retired for the evening, and, in some ways, I envy her. It must be so easy to live the life of a glorified peasant in my kingdom. If she didn’t have any magical skills, she wouldn’t have to worry about serving me at all. 

But she doesn’t have the people’s hearts to lose as I do, and, while my son might’ve said she’d lost her soul, life didn’t cause her to lose her heart, either.

Horatio comes into his mirror, just as I consider putting on more of Hortensia’s beauty elixir. 

“Good evening, Majesty,” he says, bowing his head down to me. Since our last talk, I’ve noticed he is a little more distant than usual. 

Serves him right, really. He had the chance to have a good life, but he wasted it. He choose not to love me as I’d wanted him to, and now he’s sealed his fate. He is a speciavo, and that is that. 

The sooner he gets over it, the sooner he will feel better about all of it. 

“Well?” I put my hands on my hips. “What news do you have?” 

“Your men are on their way up to see you,” Horatio says. “I saw them enter into the palace just a few moments ago.” 

“Is that all?” 

Horatio shrugs. “I do not know what they will tell you, Queen Varyes. I only know they are coming.” 

“You didn’t hear them say anything about whether or not Ebony was dead, then?” 

“If I knew, I would tell you,” Horatio says. “Indeed, it’s part of the curse that Hortensia and her ilk have added to my existence. We are not allowed to lie to our masters.”  

Before I can tell Horatio to stop treating me like a fool, there’s a knock at the door. 

“Come in,” I call. 

One of the guards posted before my room opens the door, and Enri and Alfonse approach me. 

Both of them move to bow. 

“Your Majesty,” Alfonse greets, but I snap my fingers. 

“That’s enough,” I say. “We will forget the formalities today. Just tell me about the casualties—if there are any to report at all.”

Enri and Alfonse hurriedly stand to attention. Alfonse reaches into his pocket and pulls out a disgusting, familiar-looking scarf, while Enri only smiles at me. 

“We are proud to say we have taken care of your princess concerns,” Enri says. 

“Tell me what happened. Everything.” 

I don’t touch the scarf, but I nod to Alfonse, who puts it down on a small table. I will need to make sure that Rion sees it. When his grief is complete, I will be better able to manipulate him.

Enri entertains me with the story of what happened. I can see it all happen as he describes it. 

Ebony, after a long day on the road, is left alone by her guards. She is unconcerned at first, but then as Alfonse and Enri confront her, she is terrified. She runs away and falls off a small cliff, right into a pond, where her gown drags her down to the bottom. Slowly, she suffocates, each breath stretched out as her dark-skinned features are tinged with blue. Her heart starts to slow, her blood grows thick, and her mind is lost to this life as the water pulls her down—down, down, deeper and ever more slowly. 

“Ooh, I love it,” I say. “You two are to be commended.” 

“Thank you,” Enri says. “We weren’t able to recover the body—”

“There’s no worry about that,” I say. “She’s gone.” 

I feel more alive than ever knowing she is dead. I feel like laughing; King Maru’s rejection of me was his error, and now I am alive to see the ugliness he’d caused in my soul to be repaid with his daughter’s flesh and blood. 

I want to look in the mirror at my reflection, to see if I look as young and carefree as I feel. 

But that will have to wait. 

Instead, I turn back to my audience. “Horatio, send out word to all the local aristocrats and the papers, too. Tell them there are suspects, there are people who hate her and the rest of the Maruli. Say anything that will stir up hate and force the Maruli to realize that no matter how much my little prince loves them, they will never be accepted by Pommierian society.” 

“As you wish, Majesty.” Horatio blinks out of the mirror, and then I turn to Enri and Alfonse. 

“Now, you two must go and help spread the word,” I say. “I’ve already sent the word to Rion to let him know of Ebony’s demise, so it’ll be best to give him a more detailed letter. Go and tell everyone in Pommier the news that the Princess of Marula is dead.” 

They bow and leave me to myself, even if I know Enri wants to talk more specifically about how he will be rewarded. The fool forgets that he lives and dies by my command, and even if he fulfills my wishes, my wishes will never truly be granted. 

I will have to break the news to him that he’ll be allowed to keep his miserable existence later. I am too happy, too overwhelmingly joyful, to do anything but laugh and cheer at the demise of my greatest adversary. 
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AT SOME POINT THROUGHOUT the night, despite the cold, the wet, and the hopelessness of everything, I somehow manage to curl up and go to sleep. 

I don’t even realize this has happened until the morning comes, and I can see a small light peeking out from the top of the pit. 

The rain has stopped, and the light is very bright; in the last several years of my life especially, I don’t remember ever sleeping outside. 

I can hear some of the birds chirping, and some bugs have even come to crawl on my skin and buzz in my face. I reluctantly smile at this, knowing that if Enri and Alfonse had followed through on the Queen’s orders properly, I would be dead.

I look down at myself and sigh. While I am more rested, it is a tired sort of rest, where my cares and concerns have continuously crushed me throughout the night.

I look up at the sky. “Well, Lord,” I pray aloud. “What do we do now?” 

There’s no clear, immediate answer, and I shake my head. 

My prayers didn’t seem to be answered of late, and, when I ask for help, things only seem to get worse. 

I fiddle with my remaining petticoats. My slip and other undergarments are still mostly intact, despite the muddy water of the pit I’m in. Even my pockets, with the pouches of medicine, are largely all right, although they will need some time to dry out. 

My stomach rumbles as I consider whether or not to leave the medicines in the pit. I’ll need to get out, and, while I have become stronger over the years of my royal servitude, I’m not sure I’ll be able to climb my way out of here with any amount of extra weight. In the end, I take out a sprig of peppermint and chew on it. 

The fresh taste is welcome against the dullness of my tongue and morning’s foulness, and it helps to settle my stomach as I try, repeatedly, to climb out of the pit. 

It is hard to determine how much time goes by as I attempt to free myself. After several attempts, I finally make it up about three feet from the top when I fall down again, landing hard on a rock. 

“Ouch!” I yelp, as I unceremoniously rub my sore bottom.

My hair, without its scarf, is full of sweat, and the tight curls have fallen flat into a crimpled mess. It’s hard to tell if the sweat is helpful in managing it or not; my hair is able to be slicked down on my head, but it only makes the longer hair stick out more drastically at its ends. 

“I have to get out of here,” I tell myself, standing up once more. 

Mud and clay fall away from the walls of the pit as my palms find their semi-secure handholds. 

I feel a small ledge of dirt and stone start to give way under my foot, and I begin to whimper. “Please, help me, God.” My prayer comes out in a desperate pant, and I wonder if I offend God by my insistence as I fall to the bottom again. 

This time, I fall on my injured knee, and I can tell I’ve reopened the wound from yesterday. 

I slump down in the bottom of the pit. I tell myself I am taking a moment to rest, but I can’t help but feel my heart is ready to give up. 

Perhaps it is better to die in a ditch than try to go back and face Queen Varyes. I put my head in my hands, ignoring the dirt as I press my fingers into my forehead. 

A voice from above suddenly speaks to me. 

“You stuck down there, lady?” 

I flinch and look up. This time, along with the light, there’s also a young Pommierian girl looking down at me. Her hair is curly like mine, although her curls are smoother. Her skin, although light, seems to have been darkened by the sunlight. From the look of her, she must be one of the farmer’s daughters and no more than twelve years old. 

“You stuck or not?” The girl repeats herself, looking me over. “You have to be. You’re a mess.” 

I stand up and do my best to straighten out my skirts. “Yes,” I say. “I fell in by mistake while I was running away from some bad men.” 

“Bad men, huh?” 

“Yes, they were after me.” I don’t want to tell her that they were going to kill me; it seems wrong to impress such horrid details onto such a young child.

“We get a lot of people out here that do that,” the girl says. “My oldest brother and I check these pits for runaways. You’re the first one we’ve had in a while.” 

“Runaways?” 

“Yeah. Servants who steal, and the like,” she says. “I’ll go get him and we’ll get you out of there, and we’ll get you to where you need to go.” 

“Oh, thank you!” I clasp my hands together in thanks. “Thank you so much, Miss.” 

“You can call me Mercy,” the girl says. “As that’s my name. I’ll be back.” 

I am very thankful that Mercy is aptly named; while it takes her some time to reappear, she does, and, this time, her brother is with her. He has sunburned skin and short-cropped dark hair, although he seems older than me. He doesn’t allow me much time to make a proper introduction before he drops a rope down to me and helps pull me out of the pit. 

“There you are, Miss,” he says, tipping his ragged hat to me. He pulls the rope back and hands me a plain, old housedress. “Mercy said you’re in rags, so I thought you’d appreciate something a little nicer.” 

“Yes, thank you.” I blush, realizing that there are holes in my petticoats from my ordeals, and I hurry to put the dress on overtop of everything else. The dress is smaller and tighter than is comfortable, and it makes my pockets full of herbs and plants crush further against my thighs, but I decide it’s better to be modest than comfortable right now. 

“Thank you for the help,” I say. “I will do my best to repay you.” 

“No need,” the man says. “We’ll take you to the docks and you can help us out there.” 

“The docks?” 

“There’s plenty of people looking for work and trade, and Mercy and I are headed thereabouts anyway, Miss.” 

“My name is Ebony,” I say, straightening my shoulders.  

“That’s the name of the Princess of the Colonies,” Mercy says. “Do you know her?”

Mercy’s still young and sweet, but after all my troubles of late, I didn’t really want to hear her tell me I was the Princess of the Colonies. I was Princess of Marula, and we were part of the same empire. And I suppose with the borrowed housedress on and a night in the wild, I am not recognizable as the Princess of Marula. I try to think of something to say, but I’m unable to come up with anything clever or helpful. 

Mercy doesn’t notice. “I heard she died.” 

“What?” I put my hand over my heart, feeling it pump harder and harder as Mercy keeps talking, explaining how it was clearly the fault of the Colonial Equality Movement members, and how the Refugee Return Movement would see an increase in applications going back to Marula. 

The kingdom thinks I’m dead ... already? It’s only been a day! 

Queen Varyes didn’t even wait a day to make sure I was really dead. 

I don’t know why I am not surprised. Now that I know of her intent, I can see all the little jabs she’d made at me in the past weeks had indeed been a practice run, an exercise in my humiliation. She had taken advantage of my goodwill and Rion’s, and I had been fool enough to let her. 

“Mercy, calm down,” her brother says as he offers me his hand. He helps me up into the small cart he has with him, pulled by a single horse that looks older than the sun. “My name is Humble,” he says, as he climbs up next to me and takes the reins. “Come. Let’s just get to the markets this morning, shall we?” 

Mercy hops up behind us, and I feel eternally grateful as we make our way to town. 

The roads are much bumpier and uncomfortable in the cart than they were in my carriage. I am a little grateful for this, since it makes it hard for me to talk. Humble and Mercy are content to chitchat about the weather as we go along. 

“Have you heard anything about Marula?” I ask, as they mention several ships are likely to set sail today, thanks to the wind in the air. 

“What about Marula?” Humble asks. 

“I heard one of our ships was attacked there.” 

“Oh, yes,” Humble says. “One of my acquaintances runs the office that brought in the news. Shame the ship was destroyed, but thankfully the cargo was all out of it before the Mopana officials finished with it.” 

“Why would they attack a ship with no supplies on it?” I ask, confused. 

Humble shrugs. “Who knows? There are all kinds of reasons that men and women do horrible things.” 

“Perhaps they were threatened,” Mercy says.

“That’s terrible,” I say. 

Humble and Mercy exchange glances before she shrugs. “That’s the way of the world, isn’t it?” 

It is more than appalling to hear a child speak on the horrors of life. Her comment shocks me into silence, and, while we near the Pommierian port, I think about what I could do. 

Queen Varyes, if she believes Enri and Alfonse, thinks I’m dead. She already announced it to the kingdom, and it is likely that they believe it, too. 

I could go back to the palace and make my grand reentry, covered in mud and dressed in farmer’s clothes—couldn’t I? 

But then, what would stop her from imprisoning me or even having me killed again? 

What am I going to do? 

And what about Rion? Varyes would be sending a notice out with the post today, especially if there was a trade ship leaving port.

I have to let him know I’m alive. I feel the pouches in my pockets. Was it possible I could pay for a ticket to Marula if I trade the spices for some money? 

If nothing else, I need to send Rion a letter so he’ll know I am not dead. Perhaps then I could trade some of the herbs for room at an inn until he gets back or try to find safe passage to Marula to meet up with him. He would recognize me, even if I am covered in dirt and mud. 

He’d been so worried about me going to Marula because of the uncertainties there, but there was nothing uncertain about the Queen’s desire to kill me. 

What if he’s delayed? 

I could work. I have experience as a maid, don’t I? A small salary, a small room, and the opportunity to send Rion a letter—that is all I need for now, and my idea is much safer than going to the Queen and demanding she stop trying to kill me. 

She’d already proven, thousands upon thousands of times, she won’t listen to anyone if she doesn’t have to. 

Humble drives the cart into the docks, and I am surprised by the amount of activity. People are rushing around, while animals are being herded into different areas. Shoppers carry baskets full of food.

“Humble,” I say, tugging on his well-worn sleeve. “Do you think I could get a job here?” 

“Don’t you worry about a thing, Miss Ebony,” he says. “I’ve got a place ready for you.” 

“You do?” I frown. “But we’ve only just met.” 

“This is what I do,” he says. “Just stay put, and I’ll get you settled into to the Return.” 

“The Return?” 

“Sure. Maruli folk like you all want to go back to Marula, don’t you? Well, I’m part of an organization that pays for your passage there.” 

“You are?” My eyes lit up. “That’s wonderful.” 

“It sure is,” Humble agrees, as we pull up beside an office. 

The words “Refugee Return Movement” are carved into a sign hanging by the office front, and I realize what Humble is talking about. Humble goes inside, and Mercy and I wait with the cart until he returns with a grin on his face. 

The Refugee Return Movement doesn’t want me as Queen here, anyway, I think, remembering Dr. Merlacur’s comments at Rion’s ball. Perhaps they will be my way out of trouble in the end. 

Humble helps me descend from the cart before he leads me to the office. I am not sure what to expect. 

Before I can ask any questions, the office door opens, and Humble forcefully pushes me inside. 

“Here you go. Another runaway for you,” he says, forcing me into a row of mercenaries. 

Humble’s previous kind expression has fallen away, and there is nothing left of the kind stranger who’d helped me out of the mud pit. 

“I found her in the ditch by Pommierian Orchards,” he says. “Maggots always go for the apple trees, don’t they?” 

“Runaway?” Before I can process all the changes around me, I am charged with a list of crimes and a large pair of hands clasp themselves around my shoulders.

“Now, give me my pay,” Humble orders one worker, a burly man with a sack of coins tied to his belt. “I need to stop at the bank while I’m in town.” 

“But I’m not a servant or a slave,” I say. I look over at Mercy as she sneaks in and stands behind her brother. “Tell them.”  

More rancorous laughter erupts from the men in the office.

“The Princess is dead,” Humble says. “So, nice try.” 

“It’s not really a good one,” Mercy says. “It’s more like madness.”

“Where is your mercy for me?” I ask her quietly, and she shrugs. 

There’s no more help she can give me. I turn back to Humble and the other men. 

“You can’t do this,” I say. “Slavery’s been outlawed in Pommier.” 

“Slavery’s been outlawed, has it?” The burly man laughs as he repeats my words in a mocking voice. “Well, it’s a good thing we’re going to sell you to the Mopana then, isn’t it? They especially enjoy Maruli slaves.” 

Another loud man leers at me, looking down my body with his rakish eyes. “They should especially enjoy you. They might not even wait to leave port before they find someone who will buy you.” 

The men laugh cruelly, and I feel sick to my stomach. 

“After all your years trading with Pommier, your nation’s wealth makes them twitch with envy,” the burly man adds.  

My mouth drops open. “But where is my right to a trial?” 

“We’ll give you a trial.” The second man steps forward and runs his hands down my dress; I am grateful for the medicinal herb pouches that keep him from intimately touching me, but I still feel my face burn with shame. If my hands had been free, I would’ve slapped him. 

“By the look of it, it’ll be a real show,” the man says. 

I turn to look at Mercy one last time, pleading with her to help me. “Sorry,” she whispers, taking hold of the small bag of coins they toss in front of her. “But it’s for the best.” 

Humble spits. “Take her to the docks. I know the Return is leaving soon. And hurry. I want my money before the debtors come for me.”

As I’m forced to walk toward the docks to board my ship, Mercy appears beside me. 

“Ebony.” 

I glance down at her from over my shoulder, doing my best not to trip as the Return crew members make me walk towards my doom. 

“Don’t hold this against us. Debtor’s prison is a terrible place,” Mercy tells me. 

“Your creditors can’t give you any more time?” I ask. 

She shakes her head. “With my father dead, if Humble ends up in prison I’ll be forced into an orphanage or the workhouse, and it’s not safe for young girls like me in places like that, where we don’t have any power in determining our fate.”

I have no words to say to her after that. Mercy waves to us, before Humble comes up beside her and gives her a handful of coins; I am left to survive on my own. 

If I can survive at all.  
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“GET A MOVE ON, GIRL.” 

The voice behind me is harsher now. He pushes me, and I fall to the ground, landing hard on my knee. The wound from earlier once more rages with pain, but this time there is no time for me to bandage it up. 

The man tears at my skirt, ripping it and exposing the blood now running down my leg. 

“Stand up and move. Before I tear off more of your clothes.” 

I scramble back from him, seething with quiet rage and trying to hold back my tears. This man would never say such a thing to me if he could see I was truly Princess Ebony. But no one recognizes me as the men escort me through the alleyways behind their office. Poor Maruli and Pommierians alike dismiss me. Dr. Merlacur’s words come back to haunt me. 

He was right. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying not to let my fear and sadness overwhelm me. Dr. Merlacur was right. I don’t know how to help myself now, and if that is any indication, I wouldn’t be able to help rule a nation either.

“Nothing makes women move more than the threat of exposure,” the man says, this time giving me a smirk. “Until I have to hit them, of course.” 

“Hey, don’t damage the goods.” The burly man from the office steps forward, giving me a moment to recover. “We won’t get as much for a slave that’s already beaten.” 

I can’t believe what is happening to me. I really can’t. In the past day, I have gone from being the Princess of Marula and the betrothed of Prince Rion to a runaway slave about to be sold to the Mopana. 

As I walk through the docks, I suddenly wonder if it was the Refugee Return Movement that was behind the attack on the Pommierian ship down in Marula. It makes a sick kind of sense; the Refugee Return Movement is funded by Pommierians who don’t want to live with the Maruli here, so they are further enjoying the profits of selling slaves to the Mopana. And not even the Queen seems to know of it, or it would have been stopped. 

Wouldn’t it? 

I don’t like to think she would be fine with allowing such atrocities happening in her kingdom, but her treatment of me, especially after my father’s death, did nothing to help me feel certain of her objection. 

I see other Maruli lined up by the ship; several of them, like me, are being closely escorted, and some of them even have their hands tied. No one looks twice at them or asks any questions. 

How can I do anything to help them? I can’t even help myself. 

“Please, Lord,” I whisper, before my voice fails me. 

The last time I prayed for deliverance, I was picked up by a deceitful pair of runaway slave traders. 

I don’t have any other hope, though, do I? 

“Help me.” My words barely make a sound; no one hears me as I walk across the docks. I feel like I am drowning in people, in voices crying out. 

“Help me!” Off to the side, a woman is calling out into the crowds. “Where’s the doctor? Where is he?” 

My hand falls to the pouches in my pockets. 

Maybe the woman can use some of my medicines. I reach down slowly, trying to feel for my pockets. There is no reason that we should all be miserable, after all. Dr. Merlacur said that I wasn’t able to help myself, but it isn’t true that I can’t help others. 

Just as I manage to grab onto one of the pocket ties, a man comes running up. He is a Maruli man, wearing a clean jacket and shined shoes. He is not much taller than me, and, from where I am, it’s hard to say if he’s much older than me, too. He walks with a freedom I don’t have, though, as a member of the community who is recognized and eager to partake in the role he’s been given. 

He is carrying a small bag, one he places in both hands as he approaches the screaming woman. I almost smile, to see him scheme his way out of a handshake like that. 

“I’m here,” he grumbles. “If you’d kindly calm down.” 

“Oh, Dr. Bonpette, oh thank the good Lord you’re here. My sister’s only gotten worse since you left yesterday.” 

As I watch him struggle to deal with the hysterical woman, I slow my steps.

I wonder if this Dr. Bonpette will be able to help me, too. I watch as the frantic lady leads him into a small doorway. 

I don’t know if he would care to help me at all. Dr. Merlacur was adamant that I wasn’t going to be able to do anything, and despite Rion’s insistence, there is no power I have here, alone and by myself, that would help me now. 

I could only take a chance. I have a bleeding wound, and I am able to give him some medicinal herbs, too; perhaps that would be enough to bargain for my freedom. 

It was either that or suffer my new fate at the hands of my captors. 

“Promise me you won’t forget your power while I am gone.” 

Rion’s words steady me, allowing me to resolve myself to the risk I am about to take. It is time to prove Dr. Merlacur—and the Queen, and everyone else—that they are wrong about me. 

“Wait!” 

My scream is loud enough that I manage to get the attention of the surrounding crowds, and the men who guard me, after several moments of my obedient silence, are shocked at the sudden change. 

It’s because of this surprise I’m able to break free of them and run after the doctor.

My breath catches as I hurry away. 

“Get her!” My captor is furious as he runs after me. 

At the pain in my knee, I suddenly stop and fall back; the man skids to a stop, but he’s off-balance; I manage to brush past him again, and grab onto the doorknob of the lady’s house. 

I yank it open with surprising ease, and then slam it shut. 

“Over there!” 

I don’t have to lean against the door to hear the screams that follow me, and I don’t have time, as I realize I have a new audience. 

The lady, a Pommierian with wide, blue eyes and graying hair, looks down at me with suspicion. “What are you doing here?” she snaps. 

“I’m here for the doctor,” I say, trying to catch my breath and ignore the throbbing pain in my leg. 

The doctor appears behind the lady. He looks angry at my interruption. 

“What is it?” he asks, his words laced with annoyance and impatience. 

“I’m here for you,” I say. “I got your messages, which is why I am here.”  

“Messages?” Dr. Bonpette frowns. “I didn’t send any messages.” 

“I have some herbs,” I say, pulling out my pockets. “Here. There’s plenty you can use.” 

“I didn’t order any—”

“Can I talk with you in private?” I ask, stepping forward and grabbing his arm. I know I don’t have much time. “Please, it’s a matter of life and death.” 

“It always is,” he grunts, pulling his arm away from me. 

There’s a loud knocking on the door behind us, and I already know that it’s too late. 

My captors are outside, waiting for me. 

The lady looks from me to Dr. Bonpette, who nods to her. “Get the door, Louisa,” he says. “I’ll take care of her back here with your sister.” 

“Be careful,” Louisa says. “I don’t need more Maruli mad-bloods in this house.” 

“I can always leave, if you’d prefer,” Dr. Bonpette says. “I know it’d be a shame if I wasn’t able to treat your family, but I understand how honor and pride are so very important when faced with death.” 

Louisa squeaks out a profuse apology, but Dr. Bonpette ignores her as he goes back into the bedroom. 

There’s an older woman lying on the bed; her forehead glistens with sweat, her lips are dry and cracking. 

“What is it you want?” Dr. Bonpette asks, as he pulls out several instruments from his bag. 

“Please, Doctor, I need your help,” I say. “I can’t explain everything now, but I’m being chased by the Refugee Return Movement’s men.” 

“No need to explain that, then,” Dr. Bonpette scoffs. “Which bar did their hunters pull you out of?” 

“Excuse me?” 

He pulls out a rag and begins wiping lotion of some kind on it. I can smell the mixture from where I am standing, and I wrinkle my nose at its pungency. 

“That sham of a movement has been kidnapping Maruli men and women and even some children for months now,” he explains. “They’ve only gotten away with it since the Queen turns a blind eye to the whole thing.” 

I gulp. I didn’t like that I’d been right. Assuming that he was right, of course. 

“I need help escaping them,” I say, trying not to plead with him as I hear Louisa argue with the men on the other side of the door. “Can you help me?” 

“It’s not my place to mess with them,” Dr. Bonpette says. He takes the sleeping woman’s wrist and begins to take her pulse. 

“How can you say that?” I ask. “Isn’t it better that you attempt justice in this case?” 

“What good does that do, if I am rendered useless to any just cause in return?” He rolls his grey eyes. 

“You will live your life knowing you did the right thing.” 

“For approximately three months, when I’ll die of consumption after getting stuck in the Queen’s dungeon, or even sooner, if I get shipped off to the Mopana.” 

“You’re a doctor, sir,” I say, appalled. “It’s your job to save people’s lives from illness and other terrors. I would think that includes living conditions.” 

“It is my job to attempt to save them,” Dr. Bonpette corrects me. “Some people can’t be saved. And, as for the rest, I can only help save the body. It’s up to someone else to make their lives better.” 

“What if you could help someone like that?” I clasp my hands in front of my torn dress, doing my best to maintain my regal dignity. “Please.” 

“Please what?” 

“Help me, and I can help you, too.” 

He shoots me a disinterested look. “I’m not looking for a lover.” 

“Not that,” I say, blushing furiously. “Here. You can have these herbs. Just tell the men that I’m here to assist you, and that I’m not a runaway.” 

Dr. Bonpette looks over the herbs with some interest; for the first time, I feel tangible hope that I’ve done the right thing. 

“Please,” I say, starting to feel desperate. “I’m the Princess. Princess Ebony. The Queen doesn’t know I’m alive, and it’s for the best since she was the one who wanted me dead. But once Prince Rion gets back from Marula, I’ll be able to do something more for you.” 

Dr. Bonpette scoffs. “Oh, well, now I know for sure you’re hallucinating.” 

“I’m not hallucinating. Here, I can help.” I pulled out the herbs. “She’s got a fever, right? And her heartbeat is slow.” 

“Yes, but—”

“I’ll make some tea with garlic, ginger, and cayenne, and I can sprinkle in some turmeric.” 

The woman on the bed stirs as Dr. Bonpette and I move around her. “Louisa?” 

“No,” I say, taking her hand. “This is Ebony, and your doctor. We’re here to help you.” 

The woman’s eyes remain closed. “Thank you. I just want to sleep right now.” 

“We can help you with that,” I say, as Dr. Bonpette frowns at me. We stare at each other for a long moment, and then he ignores me, going back to his bag. 

I smile brightly, proud I’ve finally won a battle. 

I don’t realize it at first, but I start to hum and then sing as I pull out the necessary herbs. It’s not until I see Dr. Bonpette looking at me, this time with a strange look in his eye that I realize he’s shocked.

“What?” I ask. 

The woman moves again. “Keep singing. I like it.” 

Dr. Bonpette says nothing to me. He’s still staring at me, and I take his silence as his permission. 

I start to sing another song, and the rooms seem to go eerily quiet.  

Well, it’s not the first time people have liked hearing me sing, or that they’re surprised at it. 

I’m grateful the packets of herbs mostly managed to survive last night as I hurry to get some hot water. 

“Wait,” Dr. Bonpette calls after me. 

Stepping out into the other room, I am staring down at the men I’d escaped. 

“Gentlemen, this is the doctor’s assistant,” Louisa says. “Although I didn’t catch her name.” 

“It’s Ebony,” I say, but before anyone can ask me questions, Dr. Bonpette appears beside me. 

“What is keeping you?” he asks me, and then he turns to the other men. “I do believe there is no need for you to crowd this sick lady’s house.” 

“We’re not leaving without the girl. We know you don’t have an assistant,” the one man scoffs. “She’s a runaway.” 

“Is that what she told you?” Dr. Bonpette rolls his eyes. “Well, your little slave hunters would say she is, wouldn’t they? Anything to get their money. I hope you didn’t pay them already.” 

The men bare their teeth, but none of them say anything. 

“Yes. Ebony is my assistant. I’ve taken her on in order to help my mother. You ... gentlemen ... can understand that, I’m sure.”

The men are dumbfounded, and so am I.

He turns to me. “Get on with it, then. You’re not going to be able to help my mother if you’re not able to do basic things.” 

I nod and hurry away, looking for some hot water. Louisa follows me into her small kitchen, where a large pot is boiling. 

“Begging your pardon for earlier,” she says, her voice a little hard. “I’ve been worried for Drusilla for days now, and she just fainted on me.”  

“No need to apologize,” I tell her, scooping up the water into a broken teapot. Through the door, I can see Dr. Bonpette hand the men a small pouch, and, brusquely, they turn and leave the house. 

What was that all about? 

I don’t have the courage to ask as we spend the next several hours checking over Drusilla and tending to her needs. 

It’s only as Dr. Bonpette packs up his stuff that he turns to me. 

“Here.” He hands me a wet rag and a swath of bandages. “For your leg.” 

“Oh.” I’d forgotten about that while I was tending to Drusilla. “Thank you.” 

I work on bandaging my knee up, as carefully and quickly as possible. Dr. Bonpette sits beside me, watching me as I wash my knee and then wrap it. I feel a little immodest with my leg out from underneath my skirt, but I know he is a doctor; he wants to make sure I am well. 

He probably also wants to make sure I know what I am doing, and that’s fair. If he’s going to give me the bandages, I should know how to use them on myself as well as other people. 

“What happened to your family?” he asks as I finish up. 

“I told you,” I say. “I’m Princess Ebony.” 

His face falls into a grimace. “I’d appreciate it if you kept the crazy to a minimum.” 

I don’t know if it’s wise for me to reveal myself as the princess anyway, since Rion is unable to help me now. So I fold my hands together in front of me. 

“Both my parents are dead,” I say. “And, right now, I have no one else in Pommier. But I can promise you I’m not a runaway, no matter what those men said.” 

“It’s not what they say that matters,” Dr. Bonpette says. “It’s the money that matters to them.” 

I look down, recalling the pouch I’d seen him give to the men. “I don’t have any to give them—or you.”

“There’s no need to worry about them now. They’re gone, and they won’t come back, if they know what’s good for them,” he says, nodding toward the door where the Return’s men had left hours before. “I told them I was grateful for them finding my servant, who’d apparently gotten lost on her way back from gathering medical supplies for me.” 

I give him a small smile and a small curtsey. “Thank you for protecting me, Dr. Bonpette.” 

“Since you apparently have nowhere else to go, you can come with me today. I will take you to my mother.” 

“Your mother?” I repeat. 

He nods. “Yes. She is an older lady, and she needs a companion. If you have no place to go, and no family who can take you in, you can help me take care of her until you are ... ”

His voice trails off and he frowns, struggling to find the right descriptor. 

“Until we decide otherwise,” I suggest, and he nods in approval. 

“Yes, until we decide otherwise.”  

It’s only fair. 

There’s an unspoken agreement between us, almost as if he’s reminding me that I could be sold to the Refugee Return Movement and taken to Mopana as a slave. 

I nod. “Yes. Thank you, Dr. Bonpette.” 

“My name is Ruston,” he says. There’s a slight catch in his voice, as if he’s unsure of how to proceed. “And yours is?”

“Ebony.” 

He arches a brow, clearly irritated. “You know, you can drop the princess act now that you’re safe.” 

“My name is Ebony,” I assure him. “I—”

“Fine.” He grunts. “I’ll call you Ebony, but I’m not going to indulge your childish fantasies about being a princess.” 

I feel a painful twang inside my heart. He has a point, and a painful one. Was my life as a princess ever anything more than a just a fantasy? 

“Well?” Ruston asks. “Are we agreed?” 

I bow, letting my head rest on my chest. “We are agreed.”  
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THE MEN IN FRONT OF me drone on and on, and all I can think of is how unbelievably useless this whole interrogation feels.

Caryo sits next to me, fiddling with his sleeves. It’s a hotter day here down in Marula, and with the new bandage on his wrist, he’s more than a little uncomfortable. 

I might not share in his pain regarding his wrist, but there’s plenty we do share when it comes to this meeting. 

The two men before me are the ambassadors to the Mopana and the Baobabi rulers, and both of them are squabbling over their nations’ wants and desires and all the usual justification for their recent violence against each other, even the incidents which include the Maruli. 

And the one that didn’t make sense. 

After all these weeks, from all my work, moving across the Maruli nation, seeking out answers from different tribe members, and interviewing different parties, I am still not able to understand why the Pommierian ship was attacked. It was a slave ship, too, which didn’t seem quite right to me.

Pommier didn’t have a slave trade any more. We had outlawed it, long before even Mother and King Maru were married. There were still some tensions between our two nations—that was to be expected, given our different cultural values and history—but no Pommierian would agree that the Maruli deserved to be slaves; there were plenty who would say they were meant to be social inferiors, but that was still only a minority of Pommierians. 

Beside me, Caryo is listening intently, while I turn back to staring at the blank sheet of paper in front of me. 

Just like last time, I am not sure I want to write to Ebony. I didn’t want to confess my feelings for her over a letter, terrifying her and ruining our goodwill toward each other. Now that I know she loves me, I am happy to write to her of how much I miss her and how I long to see her again soon. 

But I don’t want to tell her that there are slave ships running from Pommier’s port, and I don’t want to tell her that the Mopana have been using our people against the Baobabi. 

And those are only the things I don’t want to explain. There are many other things I can’t explain—such as how a slave ship, a big Pommierian ship—managed to get attacked by the very people buying the slaves on the ship.

Of course, Caryo had said the ship was empty by the time the palace guard had gotten to it. 

Why attack an empty ship, though? That made even less sense than the ship being attacked in the first place, now that we knew there was a trade deal connecting the Mopana and the Pommierians. 

I blot some ink onto the paper, distressed. All these weeks away from Pommier, from Ebony, and I have nothing to show for it. 

I am just about to give up and offer the ambassadors a break for luncheon when I hear a familiar name.  

“Dr. Merlacur wrote to my King, and told him not to concern himself with the cost of our boat, although we would see a rise in price for the slaves,” the representative from Mopana says, and the familiar name catches my attention. 

“Dr. Merlacur?” I ask. 

“Yes. He’s one of the many foreign councilors for my King,” the man replied, before he continued on with how they were not going to stop getting slaves, even if it cost them more.

At the familiar name, everything comes together neatly. 

The Pommierian ship was a Refugee Return Movement ship. They were becoming more frequent traders with the Mopana—bringing them slaves that they’d round up under the guise of a “refugee” movement—and Dr. Merlacur has been using it to profit off the racial tension in Pommier. 

I nod to my other staff members as I call for a break. They escort the ambassadors from Mopana and the Baobabi—as despicable and hateful as they may be—to another royal feast, and I am free of them at last.

“What is it, Prince Rion?” Caryo asks. He knows me well enough to see I am starting to understand what is going on. 

“Dr. Merlacur is behind this,” I say to Caryo. 

“Do I know the fellow?” 

I shook my head. “No, and you should be grateful you don’t. He’s a Maruli man, and he’s selling his own to the Mopana people as slaves. And he destroyed his own ship from Pommier, although I am not sure why he ordered it.” 

“Perhaps he was offered money,” Caryo suggested. 

“What amount of money could buy someone’s honor like that?” I clench my fist. “He was selling his own people a lie, and one that benefited the Mopana, and threatened lives of our people.” 

Caryo pats my arm companionably. “You’ve forgotten, Prince Rion, that our people have lived with slavery longer than the Pommierians have been around. When you outlawed it, such a thing had never been done before. Slavery goes back to the ancient days for us and several of our neighbors. And even today, you say that sin has enslaved those that allow it.” 

“I know,” I say. “But I can’t believe he would do that. It’s so evil, and so wrong.” 

“You might not believe it, but it’s almost certainly true.” Caryo sighs. “Where there is freedom, we have a lot of chance to run into evil. But it is the only way we can truly see good, too. Perhaps that is why your god would allow for it.”

I sigh. “I don’t know. What is man that God is mindful of him, and what is God that man can even begin to comprehend His ways?” 

“We can see some of this,” Caryo says. “Queen Ysaya saw it, when she was alive. She was a cousin of mine, you know, the same as Ebony is. She told me once that freedom was found only in the missionaries’ god, because his love was able to set us free.” 

“I can’t imagine how Ebony would feel, knowing this,” I say. I feel like a failure. 

“God is also the only one who is able to keep us free,” Caryo says quietly. “He offers us freedom, and we must choose it—we must fight for it, and then we must fight to maintain it—by choosing Him.” 

I put my hand on Caryo’s arm, careful not to bruise it further. “I will pray He will give us the wisdom to know what to do in this case,” I say. “While I know Dr. Merlacur and the rest of the Refugee Return Movement is suspect, I still don’t know why they would attack their own ship.” 

“Perhaps we will find out before dinner tonight,” Caryo says with a mischievous grin. “I can get the men here drunk on Maruli wine. The fruit harvest has been very good in recent years.” 

I smile at Caryo. “Let’s not be too hasty. I have a few other ideas I’d like to implement, and then we can worry about the ambassadors.” 

“You are our leader, Prince Rion.” Caryo stands up. “We can make any arrangements you’d like.” 

“It seems simple enough, to have the Mopana give us our people back.” I run through the small ideas I’d had while the representatives were yelling at each other and expecting me to be impressed by it. “In exchange, we can decrease our trade tariffs so they will be able to build better canals for their droughts.” 

“Sounds reasonable.” 

“Yes. That will give them incentive for us to work together.” I grimace at the thought. “In the meantime, send a small pack of guards into Mopana and Baobabi regions and have them collect information on their war prospects and advantages.”

“What are your orders if they are attacked?” Caryo asks.

“I’m hoping they can be discreet enough that it won’t be an issue. But if they are, they’ll have to get away fast.” 

“Understood.” 

“Our people should have quick access to medical supplies. I doubt the Mopana or the Baobabi would attack us, especially after they agreed to meet here with us. But our soldiers should be able to help treat any wounds quickly,” I say. “Keep our supplies in smaller stocks, tucked away, so none of them become a potential target.” 

“You seem to have it all planned out,” Caryo says. 

“There’s one last thing I think we need to do,” I say. “I’ll need to talk to Dr. Merlacur himself. I have a feeling he’s not alone in his dark ambitions.”

Caryo and I exchange a knowing glance. We don’t want to talk about my mother’s possible interference. She had made Ebony into a servant when I was gone before; now that Ebony and I were engaged against her desire, I hated to think what she was doing now. 

I have to get home, and quickly. 

“We need to get this settled, Caryo.” I shake my head. “This is bigger than the matter of one ship and possible war.” 

“I’ll have the guards keep a lookout for Dr. Merlacur,” Caryo says. “As for our quarrelsome guests, I assume you are happy with how I have been keeping them fat and happy while they are here?” 

“Fat and happy and entertained,” I agree with a nod. “Sounds good to me. That might help their people, too.” 

“Politicians have such a hard lot in life.” Caryo laughs, but I fall silent. He is correct, but what he says is also true about royalty and leadership. There is always a price to pay for your leaders, whether they bear it themselves, or their people are the ones who must carry the burdens.  

I pull out the largely blank sheet of paper I’d been making blots on, thinking of Ebony again. 

“Ebony would be pleased with how things are progressing,” Caryo says. His voice is softer and more understanding now, and I have a feeling he knows I am missing her.  

“I hope so.” The thought of Ebony fills me with hope and courage like nothing else. I pray things will soon turn peaceful, so I can go back home to her again.
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RUSTON AND HIS FAMILY live outside of the busy docks, a good hour’s walk from the main port. I have a feeling he usually likes to see if he can ride with one of the other farmers or travelers passing by us on the dirt street, but he is reluctant to draw attention to us. 

In Pommier, it is not proper for a woman like me to travel with a man, not without another’s company. Even now, he’s easily walking five or six steps in front of me, and it would be hard for the average passerby to deduce we are on the same trail together. No one has said anything to us yet, but I have gotten a few strange looks; Ruston has managed to scare those off with his own impressive glower. 

Despite his obvious grumpy disposition, I am grateful for Ruston’s kindness. 

For now, I have a place that will shelter me, and I have a job to work until Rion’s return. I don’t know yet if I will get a chance to send him a letter; I wasn’t able to do anything after Ruston agreed to take me on as his assistant the other day, and I am too worried the Queen might find a way to intercept my letter; there is no telling what she is capable of now.  

It is almost nightfall when Ruston finally slows down and I catch up to him. 

“There’s where I live, with my mother and the rest of our family,” he says, pointing to a small cottage just up around the next bend. 

From where I stand, in the dying light of day, it does look like a very small house. 

“I might be a doctor, but we’re not rich,” Ruston says. “My parents were not welcome in Pommierian society when they first married, and some of my siblings are more accepted than others.” 

“Why?” I ask. 

“You’ll see.” Ruston scoffs at me. “In the meantime, I’ve brought you here to help with my mother. She’s sick.” 

From the way he says it, I know that isn’t the whole truth. It was more likely the woman was dying. 

“I’m sorry,” I say quietly. If he had been Rion or Damaris, or any one of my other friends, I might have reached over and hugged him. But Ruston does not seem to be the kind of man who would appreciate such a gesture, even if we were friends. 

As we approach the cottage, the front door opens up and a woman, clearly one of Ruston’s siblings, appears. 

“Russ, what’s taking you so long?” 

“That’s Verna,” Ruston mutters to me. “She dreams of being a writer, and she can’t be bothered to do any housework.” 

“Ha!” Verna is a tall woman, even taller than me and Ruston, and, as she approaches us, I can see she is wearing a pair of breeches. Her hair, cut as short as it is, makes her look more like a man, but there is no mistaking the femininity of her voice and the delicate build of her hands and face.

“I’ve been at work all day,” Ruston says. “You could at least attempt to clean.” 

“Says the man who gets to leave the house and never has to deal with the people inside it more than a few hours at a time,” Verna shoots back. “Do you know how hard it is to keep something clean that runs over with the Bonpette blood?” 

“Probably not as hard as giving medicine to a mad hatter like yourself,” Ruston argues back. He looks at her with a hard expression in his gaze, but there is no sign of animosity. 

“I’m sure I’ll learn to love her,” I say. 

Ruston snorts. “More likely you’ll learn to hate her.” 

Verna gives him a quick, sisterly peck on the cheek, and then extends her hand to me. “Verna,” she says, introducing herself to me. “Nice to meet you, but just fair warning: If you’re staying for dinner, it’ll be a while, since I have to go cut down more wood for the fireplace.” 

“Again?” Ruston asks with a sigh. “Where’s Dommier?” 

“Dom’s reading with Mama. He says he’s sick, and he’s been sneezing all day, so he just might be. Nothing you can’t fix though, I’m sure,” Verna says. “If you think he’s more apt to swing an ax than I am, you’re the one who’s mad, Brother Russ.” 

“Vagarey?” 

“She’s working on her knitting. We’ll need some more layers come winter, so leave her be.” 

“Birdon?” 

“He’s out hunting and fishing again. You know how he loses track of the time.” 

“He’d lose track of his head if he didn’t have it attached to his body.” 

I giggle. Their family reminds me of Damaris and her loud crowd of siblings, and it’s nice to find some semblance of comfort. 

“So, are you going to tell me who you are?” Verna asks, as she turns to me.  

“I’m Ebony,” I say. “Ruston is taking me on as his assistant for your mother.” 

Verna’s eyes go wide and then she looks at Ruston. 

“I’ll explain later,” he says. “Any chance someone managed to get dinner on the table?” 

Verna shakes her head. “Mama wanted to cook, but I said no. So no one else did it.” 

“I can cook some,” I offer. “If no one else is up for it.”

Ruston shrugs. “Fine with me. I’ll be in the den, Verna. Make Ebony comfortable in the back room, would you?” 

Verna takes me by the hand. “Come on then.” 

Ruston slides into a different part of the house, and Verna takes over. In some ways, she reminds me of Damaris, talking in a bubbly sort of way, as she leads me around the house. 

After growing up in a palace, this place is small; the house itself might even fit entirely in the Queen’s kitchens. As I walk through, I see plenty of messes, with papers and books scattered around, dirty dishes and strange pieces of laundry draped over chairs and hanging off doorknobs. 

Verna knocks on a small door. “Vagarey?” she calls. 

Another girl stands up from behind a tower of yarn. “Here,” she says, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. I notice she has blue eyes, even though her skin is darker than mine. “Oh, I see we have company. Sorry for the mess.”

“How do you do?” I ask, stepping forward. “I’m Ebony.” 

“Oh, that’s sweet,” Vagarey says. “Just like the Princess who died.” 

Verna rolls her eyes, but I feel sick in my gut, as if Vagarey had hit me. 

“I’m going to see Mama,” Verna says. “Ebony’s our new nurse for her.” 

Vagarey lets out a loud laugh. She ends up shaking so hard her glasses fall off, and her hair, tightly balled up in the back of her head, starts to spring loose. 

“Sorry,” Verna says, as she leads me to another room. 

A second before we enter, a younger boy comes bursting out of the door, sneezing, and then he looks at me. 

“Who’re you?” he asks between sniffles. 

The boy is strange; his skin is light, like Rion’s, even though his hair is curly like mine. 

“Hello.” This time I am much more unsure of what to say; he doesn’t seem interested in meeting me, or even being polite about it, as the others were.

“Hello and goodbye,” Verna says, as she pushes the boy away. “You really shouldn’t be in Mama’s room if you’re sick, Dommier.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” He sticks his tongue out at her, and sneezes again. “You think Mama would turn me out? You know I’m her favorite!” 

Verna yells at him, while I smile at their small spat. 

When Verna is finished yelling, she turns to look at me apologetically. “Sorry about that,” she says. “He really should’ve been named ‘Dummier,’ if you ask me.” 

“No one asked you!” Another round of spit and sneezes comes brushing by, and Verna jumps back in disgust. 

I stand there, trying not to laugh, when a new voice calls out from the room Dommier had just left. 

“Verna, what are you doing to your poor brother now?” 

“Nothing he doesn’t deserve, Mama,” Verna replies, as she leads me inside. “And speaking of things that we don’t deserve, Ruston’s brought us a surprise.”

I walk into the room and I’m very aware of the delicate candles that are burning; there is a heavy feeling of sickness that clouds the room, and I have to breathe through my mouth to make sure I don’t gag. 

A woman is lying on a bed, much as Drusilla had been positioned earlier. I see she is a Pommierian woman, with reddish blonde hair that is slowly changing to gray. I can see the blue of her eyes, and the weak, dimming light inside of them, and I almost run over to her and take her hand. 

I’d been right before; she was not merely sick; she was dying. 

“Ebony,” Verna says, “this is my mother, Prudence Bonpette.” 

Verna introduces me to her mother, and then a moment passes before she sits up, pressing against her pillows to see me. 

“I really wish my children would give me some notice when they’re going to be bringing guests into our house,” Prudence says, doing her best to make me laugh. 

I oblige her with a smile. “I’m afraid I’ve always been quite the impolite child myself. I’ve gone wandering into places I know I shouldn’t go.” 

“Well, no wonder Russ brought you home then,” she says. “So I take it you’re going to be my new nurse?” 

“Yes. That’s what Ruston and I agreed on,” I say. “He’s home now, if you’d like to talk to him about it.” 

“What would be the point of that? My son does what he wants, too, Miss Ebony.” 

“Please. Just Ebony is fine.” Hearing her call me “Miss Ebony” reminds me too much of Vi. I glance around her room, suddenly grateful to find there is no mirror around. 

“You must call me Prudence, then.” She grins. “It will help you remember to keep yourself moving as you work through this house. There are a lot of people underfoot or underway, and it’s best to anticipate trouble so you can work around it.” 

“Your philosophy seems prudent,” I agree, and Verna smiles at me when her mother laughs. 

She starts coughing less than a second later; her cough is loud, a hacking sound that rumbles deep within her chest. For a moment, I forget I am supposed to be the nursing assistant, and I just look around in terror as Verna grabs her mother’s hand and holds her through the spell. 

“We’ll get you some tea,” Verna promises her, as she pulls me out of the room. “I’ll show Ebony where all the cleaning supplies are, too.” 

Prudence shuffles into her quilt in response, and Verna quietly shuts the door.

“That’s Mama,” she says. “If Ruston’s brought you here to help, we can only be grateful. Mama is the one who makes us a family, and before she started to get ill she would make sure we were a clean, organized family.” 

I look around the house, seeing the mess and the obvious love around. My heart aches for them, even though it is troubled for my own reasons. For a long moment, I hold onto Verna’s arm, and she puts her other hand over mine as we comfort each other. 

That is how kinship is born; it is born of the same troubles, but also of the same blessings. 

As a child, I knew the pain that came with losing a mother; I had my father’s light to keep me warm. Now, as I watch Verna’s face tighten with stress and love, I know I am here to be a light to someone else now. 

“Well, thank you for introducing me to her.” I roll up my sleeves and grab hold of an apron that’s half-hanging on the back of a nearby chair. “Can you show me where the kitchen is? I’ll be able to start dinner.” 
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IT TAKES DAYS FOR THE Mopana and the Baobabi to make an agreement with each other and Marula, but when it is over, I feel as though a lifetime has passed. 

I sit at the head of the dining room table in the Maruli palace, checking through the various lists of things to do. 

“Don’t get too caught up in what needs to be done that you forget to do them,” Caryo warns me as he walks into the room. 

“Ha.” I sit back in my chair. “There’s no need to worry about doing things that are already done.” 

“I couldn’t agree more,” Caryo says, handing me a pile of letters. “Final drafts of the treaties are signed and sent out, several of our soldiers are still seeking out the Maruli slaves from Mopana territory.”

“Discreetly?” 

Caryo nods. “Discreetly. If there’s any trouble, I’ve put some men in position to handle it.” 

“Thank you.” I slump forward on my elbows. “I am grateful for your help, as always, Caryo.” 

“The tribal leaders wish to thank you,” Caryo says. “In the past, war has always been the easier answer, for some reason. It’s good that you’ve come to investigate.” 

“I still don’t have all the answers,” I say quietly. I don’t like to admit my failures, but if there is anyone I can admit them to, it’s Caryo. He is old enough and wise enough not to hold it against me. 

“We might be able to do something about that,” Caryo says. “In addition to the mail, I have brought you one of the Mopana soldiers who was responsible for attacking the Pommierian ship.” 

“You have?”

He nods. “If you’re ready, I’ll go and retrieve him. He insisted on making some trouble, so the guards have him.” 

“I’ll see him.” I look through the piles of letters, searching for any sign of important messages. There were several from different tribes, asking for assistance for different projects or offering their congratulations for my decision to marry Ebony. Several of them welcome me into their families—usually the same ones asking for something—and I can’t stop myself from smiling. 

Now that I have to speak with Dr. Merlacur and things here have been mostly taken care of, I can go home to Ebony. 

I decide, as I reach for Mother’s latest letter, that I will marry her the day I get back. I can tell Mother it’s a matter of war and diplomacy, and she’ll have to get over her big fancy wedding. 

Mother can organize the wedding celebration for another day, and welcome everyone from the kingdom into the palace at another time. 

All I want is to go back home and be with Ebony. I want to see her and go on adventures with her, from sneaking into Mother’s garden to sailing with her back here. The nights here are too lonely without her near. Even the twinkling stars are nothing for me, the ones that echo the song in my heart that sings only for her.

If being away from her now has taught me anything, it’s that there’s nothing that should come between love, not even time. 

I pull out Mother’s letter just as Caryo returns with a large Mopana man in tow. 

The man is dressed in the informal leather attire of a soldier; he comes forward and gives me a quick bow, and I watch him carefully as Caryo stands next to him. 

“Your Highness,” he says. “My name is Kirus. I understand you are interested in learning about the Mopana attack on your ship.” 

“Yes ,” I say. “I would like to ask you a few questions. You shall be rewarded for your time and honesty.” 

Kirus answers my questions; I ask him about things I already know the answers to in order to see if he is honest. From the reports Caryo and my other advisors have been able to give me, I have a good understanding of what happened. 

Kirus doesn’t stumble at all, and he confirms a lot of my reports; there are a few where it isn’t likely he would know the exact happenings, but by the time I ask him the question I really want to know, I am more confident I will get the truth. 

“Kirus,” I say. “Can you tell me why the ship was attacked after it was emptied of cargo?” 

“We had orders from our leaders to do it,” Kirus explains. “The Mopana have stopped the slave trade for now, while we are in negotiations with you. But once they were safe, we were told to torch the ship and cause as much of an upset for Marula’s main port as we could.” 

“Do you know why you were ordered to do this?” 

“No.” Kirus shrugs. “It is not my place to assume what goes on in the minds of my betters, Highness.” 

“It might not be your place to do so here,” I say carefully, holding back a smile. “But I would like your thoughts on the matter.” 

Kirus straightens. “My men have been fighting the Baobabi for many years over the water supply, among other things. We are tired of circles of fighting, but it is against our cultural values to admit defeat. If we went to war with Pommier, we would not last; but Pommier is not held to the same values as we are. If I had to guess, we were given the orders to bring you into the war in order to help stop it.” 

I don’t think he is quite right about that. Why would they allow us to find out about a slave ship? The Mopana were getting more men; but then, they would be at war longer. 

Kirus shrugs again. “I guess some of it depends on what you would see as a benefit. I see nothing but good things for my country, and yours, too, even if you had to come here to solve it.” 

I don’t know what to say to that. There are likely no quick and easy answers to these sorts of questions, but something about his response makes me pause.

“Highness?” Caryo asks. “Do you have any other questions?” 

“What can you tell me about Dr. Merlacur?” I ask. “He’s the one who owned the ship.”

“He’s close with Queen Varyes,” Kirus says. “I am sure he will find a way to recoup his loss.”  

Mother. 

An idea begins to take shape inside my mind, and, as terrible as it is, I can’t put it to the side just yet. 

“Thank you, Kirus,” I say. “Please give Caryo here your direction, so I may write to you in the future.” 

“Certainly, Highness.” He bows to me again, and I excuse him. 

Just as he’s about to leave, I call him back. 

“Kirus, do you think the Maruli and the Mopana will be able to avoid war in the future?” 

Kirus gives me a grin. “Isn’t that the point of war, Highness? To avoid it?” 

I chuckle in response, knowing he is right, but there is still no certain answer. When I say so, he is quick to agree. 

“We must hope this is the last time,” Kirus says. “But only time will tell.” 

Caryo escorts him out of the room, and I am left with my letters to answer, and my return to Pommier to plan.

I pull out my Mother’s letter again. I need to write a response to her anyway, and while I am working on leaving Marula, I can make sure she is happy—or as happy as she will ever be—that I’ve come home after doing my best to settle things. 

Not that things will be settled. There is still Dr. Merlacur to find. 

I glance over Mother’s letter, only half-reading her careful script—until I start reading more carefully, and then rereading, and then reading it again, as my vision starts to blur with tears. 

“Caryo!” 

All my plans are forgotten. Everything else will have to wait. 

“What is it, Prince Rion?” Caryo comes into the doorway, and I can tell from the expression on his face he is more than worried. 

“I have to go home to Pommier.” I can barely say the words. “Something’s happened ... to Ebony.” 

I am already moving as Caryo assures me he will take care of things until I get back. I tell him to look for my letters, muttering any number of other things as I reread Mother’s letter, hoping it will say something else every time I look at the words. But it doesn’t; it is always the same: Ebony is dead, likely thanks to a Colonial Equality League member. 

She can’t be dead. 

I reread the letter again, and I don’t believe it for a second. Any of it. 

Especially since Mother is quick to assure me she is working on a new marriage arrangement for me, all so the Pommierian people won’t be disappointed.

“I’m sure I will be able to handle things here,” Caryo says behind me, doing his best to match my pace. “Be safe, Prince Rion.” 

I barely hear him; my heart thumps loudly and painfully in my chest. 

“Something is wrong,” I say. That’s all I can say right now. “She can’t be gone. She just can’t be.” 

Please, God. Please, don’t let this be true. 

“I’ll see to the Mopana and the Baobabi,” Caryo says. “Go.”  

My fingers clench into a fist. The earlier suspicion I’d felt is growing, fast and furious, until I have to grit my teeth to stop myself from screaming. 

“Prince Rion?” Caryo’s voice is deep with concern. 

“This is all my fault.” I crumple the letter in my hand. “I shouldn’t have listened to my mother.” 
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THE BONPETTE FAMILY is a family unlike any I’ve ever known. For some reason, they give me hope, even as they bicker with each other, fail to do what they say they will, and – other than Ruston – can’t seem to keep to a strict schedule. As the days and weeks go by, and I clean their house, do their laundry, and cook their meals, I see them more as an extension of my own family than anything else. 

It’s hard to tell if the feeling is mutual. 

Verna and Vagarey largely keep to themselves, tending to their contributions to the house as much as they will allow themselves; now that I am here, I’ve noticed that they enjoy talking to me as I do the work for them. It would be a little frustrating, if it didn’t remind me so much of Damaris. 

Verna is indeed a writer, but she acts more like a reader. She has a large collection of books, and she consistently assures me I don’t have to attempt to clean her room. It’s a little amusing to me that such a brash woman becomes so shy and quiet when it’s a matter of her work. Vagarey is much more calm in her work. She is teaching me how to cross-stitch and even seems to enjoy the task. I wasn’t surprised to learn she liked to teach the Sunday School at one of the churches nearby. 

Dommier is the youngest, and, while he is only twelve, he looks older. He sits and reads for hours, and while he is in the room he shares with the other men, he likes to build models and carve wood. He is still very attached to his mother; I’ve found his carvings tucked away under his mother’s pillow, and I leave them there for both their sakes. 

Birdon has only met me a few times, and the first time I saw him, his light complexion blistered over in crimson and purple. He sustained quite a bit of teasing from Dommier and his sisters before returning to the woods. So I think he likes me.

Of all the Bonpette family, Ruston is the one who seems to voice his disproval the most, although he has accepted me. Sometimes, I wonder if he’s forgotten this, but there are times when he will come home, sit in front of the fire, and fall asleep there. I’ll bring him tea and some food, and he’ll insist I’m bothering him and I need to stop. But the food is always eaten and the tea is always finished less than an hour later. 

Ruston works with me infrequently, as he heads down to the port and into the city. His days are scattered, but his eye for neatness is not. It doesn’t matter how late he comes home; now that I am here, I can see he runs his eye over the fireplace mantle, the bookshelves, and the countertops. When he has a few moments, he teaches me how to take care of his mother. There are a wide range of things he wants me to do.

I am grateful for him, really. I have a feeling as he watches me work and learn that if I was doing the same things at the palace, I would feel a lot more pained and degraded. Queen Varyes always wanted me to work for her, and working for Ruston and his family should have been just as hard on my pride. But it was actually a relief, and while I didn’t actually enjoy doing the work, I was still able to do it and gain something profoundly satisfying from it.  

Prudence, for her part, is a joy. While I work with Ruston, she sits patiently through all the times I try to feed her, bathe her, dress her, and even give her medication; but the moment he’s gone, she insists on doing what she wants, and if I am not cunning, coaxing, or careful enough to get my way anyway, she’ll blame me when Ruston gets home. It’s almost like a game between us now, and while I don’t like disappointing Ruston after all his kindness, I am thankful for Prudence’s distraction.  

“There’s no need to threaten me with tears,” she says as she crawls into her bed for her midmorning nap. 

Prudence is an older lady, with a bad cough that comes with old age. She frequently gets fevers, and she can’t stay awake more than a few hours at a time. While Ruston is certain that she has something incurable, Prudence was the first one to assure me that being born was always a matter of life and death, and her son, for all his training and work as a doctor, refused to see her as anything but an actual patient. 

“Ruston is the one who will deal with you if he’s not happy with my progress, but I suppose you shouldn’t be worried,” she says one morning, after our now-habitual battle of wits and fits. “He’s not the kind of man who will make a woman cry.”

“What if I am just so very sensitive?” I ask as I pull up her bed covers. 

“But you’re not,” Prudence replies, with a conviction that makes me laugh as much as it makes me tremble. “What’s the advantage in appearing weaker than we are?” 

“Maybe I should ask you that,” I say, holding up a warm, empty plate I find sticking out from under the bed. “Can you tell me how this got under here?” 

“Don’t be silly, dear. I can’t possibly go to the kitchen, get the bread out of the oven, and go down to the cellar for jam, and then come back in here, all while you’re working on the laundry.” Prudence dismisses me from her room with a shake of her wrist, but there’s a glitter in her eye. “Even saying all that has made me exhausted. No, go and see the rest of my brood, would you?” 

I smile and nod, backing up and curtseying out of the room. My smile grows when I can hear a small rumble in her chest. “It would be my pleasure—”

Before I close the door, several plops splash over the front of the house. 

“Oh, dear.” I hear Prudence stir. “Not again. I was rather hoping they’d stop that.” 

“What is it?”

Prudence tries to give me a small smile, but it comes out as a pained one. “Just more work for you, dear.” 

“I’ll get it then,” I say, trying to reassure her before I went to investigate. 

“Be careful.” 

The small crackling sound repeats itself, and it is then I see the slime of the broken yolk flash across the front windows.

Anger flashes through me, and I hurry to the front door, just in time to see some kids run into the safety of the woods. 

“Hey!” I call after them, but they are too busy laughing. 

“Shut up, Pomaruli,” one of them calls back. Their giggles increase, but now they are out of sight. 

There is that word again, I think. “Pomaruli?”

Verna appears beside me. “Surely you’ve noticed. My brothers and sisters and I are Pomaruli, children who have a mix of Pommierian and Maruli blood.” 

“I did,” I admit. “But I didn’t know that’s what it was referred to as.” 

“It’s supposed to be derogatory, but it works as a good description,” Verna says with a shrug. “You can’t tell all the time from just looking at one of us. Birdon’s whiter than a dove’s tail, and Vagarey is darker than charcoal. Ruston and I are average Maruli, and then Dommier has the hair of a Maruli and the skin of a Pommierian.” 

I thought of my own love for Rion, with his Pommierian blood and his flaxen hair and green eyes. I knew we were different, but he was just as the apples and other fruits in his mother’s garden, while I was a Maruli fruit. “I didn’t realize ... ”

“Some people don’t like mixed-bloods,” Prudence explains quietly. 

I wince at her appearance. “You should be in bed, Prudence.” 

“If you’re going to start cleaning, I’ll be sure to head there,” Prudence says with a small smile, as she turns away from the egg-splattered window. “The worst part is cleaning up the mess.” 

“You’re not offended by their prejudice?” 

“Some people insist on making the world an ugly place.” Prudence scoffs. “I’m honestly surprised some still care after all this time. Ruston is nearly in his thirties, and my youngest just turned twelve this last summer.”

“I’ll clean it,” I say, and Prudence nods. 

“Thank you, dear,” she says. “Some people make the world ugly, but it’s good to know you’re here. You have the power to make the world brighter, Ebony.”

I watch her leave. I don’t offer to help her, knowing she would be insulted and she would refuse, but as she almost slips, I hold my breath. I exhale once I see her enter her room and I hear her sit on her bed again. 

After that, I am better able to attend to egg yolks. 

“Mama likes you,” Verna says as I pull out some wash rags from a bucket of water.  

“She is a very lovely lady.” I want to tell Verna that I never had a mother at her age, so it was strange to think of her dying. But Verna has a story she wants to tell, and she continues on without any persuasion from me. 

“She was a real one, you know. A real lady.” Verna crosses her arms over her chest and leans into the doorway. “Her family disowned her when she married my father.” 

“I’ve heard that happens when a Maruli and a Pommierian marry,” I say quietly. 

“Yes, many Pomaruli children have an issue with that.” Verna sighs. “We understand better than most why so many Maruli want to leave and go back to Marula. It’s painful to live in a world where you have no home.” 

I wipe off more of the yolk, grimacing as the persistent slime falls over my hands. “My mother learned from the missionaries in Marula,” I tell her. “Heaven is supposed to be our home.” 

“But you’ve probably wanted to go back to Marula,” Verna presses. “Isn’t that what you want?” 

I think about my answer carefully. I’ve wanted to go back to Marula, it was true. I wanted to see the land of my birth and the people there. There is a small part of my heart that yearns for it, as much as the rest of it longs to see Rion again. 

But I don’t know if I would be able to truly go back. It’s not that Pommier has become my home. It was a part of me, but it was not the whole of me. Marula is my roots, and Pommier is my branches. I couldn’t choose one or the other. 

“I’d like to go back,” I finally say. “But I already know my mother is not there, so I am sure, as much as I miss its rivers and the plains, the beaches and the wildlife and the people there, it would not be the home I once knew.” 

Verna nods. “I worry that’s how this place will feel one day,” she says quietly. 

I know what she means. She is worried the world will be less of a home once her mother passes on, and I can’t blame her for thinking it will. I am grateful that God gave me my father to help me adjust to her loss, and then Rion to help me grow a new life. 

I want to tell Verna of my own past, but she is done talking to me for now. I think the eggs have made her sad. She heads over to a small stone and sits down beside it, running her hands over the grass as she stares off into the distance.

I let her mourn, but I keep an eye on her. It is only when she heads inside that I notice the stone she was sitting beside isn’t a regular stone. 

It is a small gravestone, with the word, “Joy,” carefully carved into it. I recognize Dommier’s style, and while I am certain it is there to honor a person, the sight of it, so close to the front of the house, where eggs and insults had been thrown, makes me shiver. 

“Rion,” I whisper, looking up into the sky. “Where are you?” 
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“THANK YOU, BIRDON,” I say to the tall, gentle giant who helps me with another load of firewood. 

He nods, muttering something that sounds like, “You’re welcome,” but it’s hard to know for sure what he’s saying. 

“Do you need any for yourself?” I ask. “I know your hunting grounds are quite a bit of a walk from here, but you can still take some if you think you’ll need it.” 

Birdon shakes his head and starts to stack up the logs. 

When we finish our task, he quickly takes my hand, kisses the back of it, and then hurries away. 

“You’d better be careful,” Ruston says from behind me, where he’s sitting on his chair. “Birdon’s getting attached to you.” 

“He’s a very sweet man,” I say. I give Ruston a teasing look. “But don’t fret about his heart. He knows Prince Rion is my intended.” 

Ruston rolls his eyes. “I can’t believe he thinks you’re serious. The Queen wouldn’t let you or any Maruli marry her precious son. After King Maru died, and even before he did, she started hating the Maruli, and it’s only gotten worse. I heard she tried to give a memorial for the Princess, and she had to leave because she was unable to contain herself.” 

“She was upset?” I ask.  

“No.” Ruston snorts. “She was too happy. It was a little disruptive for what was supposed to be a funeral. She knew she didn’t look good.” 

“I’m sure she looked good,” I say, thinking of all her regal robes and her rigorous beauty regime from her shaman witch. 

“She just gets uglier every time I see her,” Ruston says, which makes me laugh. 

Ruston is surprised by my reaction, and it’s encouraging to me when he stares at me. It reminds me of the time he allowed me to become his assistant in Drusilla’s house. His expression is one of world-weary wonder, as if he’s forgotten what it is to have fun and be free in this world. 

I use the fireplace poker to stir the fire again. “Have you seen her lately? The Queen, I mean.” 

“She came down to the office at the docks herself the other day,” he tells me. “She is trying to clean up the port now that Prince Rion’s new bride is supposedly coming.” 

“New bride?” 

His words hit me hard, and I feel as though my heart is being squeezed to a stop. Nothing improves as Ruston tells me the Princess of Celtia and her household are expected to come shortly, so the Queen can prepare a wedding for her son.

“She probably doesn’t want him to argue with her,” Ruston says. “Makes sense to me, considering he likely went around her to orchestrate his own engagement to Princess Ebony. It wouldn’t have happened any other way. I’ll say that for the Prince. He must’ve fooled her good for the Queen to be this happy.” 

“He did,” I say. My voice is still and small, and my breathing constricts. 

“The world has never had a welcoming history of two people trying to mesh their tribes,” Ruston says. “Look at Mopana and Marula. They are neighbors on the same continent, but they can’t even get along without fighting. And there’s the Baobabi, and the other nations nearby. What makes anyone think that the Maruli and the Pommierians can successfully mix together?” 

Ruston doesn’t see the tears falling down my face, and he fails to realize how much he is hurting me. He is a product of a union between a Pommierian and a Maruli man, and he’s saying these things. How can this be? 

That is it; I need to get out of the house, and fast. “Excuse me.”

Ruston blinks as I hurriedly stand up and head out; perhaps he’s shocked I was listening at all, or perhaps he might even be sorry I’ve left. I can’t seem to care much either way. 

All I want is the starlight. 

The nighttime envelopes me like a cloak of despair as I step outside, and I find my way to the front of the house. It seems more than appropriate I almost stumble over the “Joy,” the gravestone that’s becoming buried more each day by the last remnants of the fallen leaves. 

At that, I sit down and allow myself to cry.  

Rion is gone, my future is gone. My heart is broken and my body is worn out. I don’t know if I have the power to keep hoping that things will turn around, especially while Queen Varyes reins, and she has won. 

If anyone were to ask me, I would have said there is plenty to cry over. Even the stars seem to agree with me; they are hidden behind a broken batch of clouds, and even the ones I can see don’t want to shine for me. 

The song I long to hear has gone silent, and all I can do is sit there. My heart is broken, and so am I. 

Some time passes before I hear footsteps beside me, and a hand brushes over my forehead. 

Prudence.  

“What’s troubling you, dear?” 

“Nothing.” I wipe my eyes with my arm, and then try to hide my sadness. 

Prudence, like any good mother, is not fooled by my assertion. 

“Tell me,” she says, taking my hand. 

It takes me a few moments, but I finally admit what is bothering me. 

“I’m worried for the future,” I say. 

“The future is a tricky thing,” Prudence says. “You don’t actually know what it is you’re worried about, do you?” 

“No, I guess not.” I try to give her a smile, but she shakes her head. 

“There’s no need to patronize me,” she says, before she puts her hand on the stone beside me. “But if you’re worried about the future, my best advice is to think about the past.” 

“The past?” 

“This is my daughter, Joy,” Prudence says. “She was born before Dommier, just after Vagarey.” 

I listen as Prudence tells me about her daughter. I’ve always seen my grief from my own perspective; I’ve been a daughter who’s lost her mother, and I never think of how a mother might feel in losing her daughter. 

“I loved her with every ounce of my being, but we both know that’s not always enough,” Prudence says. “She got sick one day, and there wasn’t a doctor around to help. Her fever grew, and I was frantically trying to do everything I could. I gave her some salts for her stomach.” 

Prudence’s voice breaks a little as she tells me that her daughter’s appendix had ruptured, and it had been the salts that ended up killing her. 

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper. 

“Me, too,” Prudence says. “Ruston saw the whole thing, and I think he still carries her loss.” 

“I’ve noticed his dedication.” 

“Because of him, though, so many of the children who live around us have been helped, and so many others have lived, too,” Prudence says. “I’m not happy over her fate, but Joy has managed to bless so many people with her life. She is still here, and because of that, she has a future with us.” 

I feel bad, because I know she’s trying to help. But part of me wants to point out that Joy isn’t the one who has to worry about her future anymore. 

Prudence reaches down now and hugs me. “I’ve seen how you take care of my family for me,” she says. “The world is hostile to love, Ebony, but while you’re here, you will always find it.” 

She gives me a pointed look. “And that means you should take care of yourself, too.” 

I blush a little, realizing she has been watching me work. 

“Thank you for giving me your trust,” I say. “This isn’t the home I’d pictured for myself, but I am glad Ruston brought me here.” 

Prudence tightens herself around me. “There is no place here for any of us, Ebony,” she says. “When God cast Adam and Eve out of Eden, he gave them clothes, but not a house. But they made a home—with each other, with their children. The future is built minute by minute, and it can be destroyed in seconds. You don’t need to find your place. You need to make it, and you need to make it strong so it will last.” 

She looks out into the night, sitting beside me. “If my marriage and family have taught me nothing else, it’s that family is the home we make while we are here, and that love can give us great power to shoulder things we think are unbearable.” 

Her hand, wrinkled, with its paperlike skin and weak grip, reaches out and takes hold of mine. “I enjoy having you as part of my family.” 

“Mother, what are you doing out here?” Ruston’s voice calls out sharply from the doorway. “Ebony, you should know better than to let her do this. She’ll catch a cold.” 

“Oh, Ruston,” Prudence says with a laugh. “Why should I only try to catch one cold? Perhaps I’d like a collection, hmm?” 

Ruston frowns while I hold back a giggle. Prudence and I head back inside while he continues to berate both of us. 

Once Prudence is back in her room and tucked into her covers, I head back out to the living room, where Ruston is back to sitting in his favorite chair.  

“She’s back in bed?” he asks. 

“Yes.” I should apologize to Ruston, and I tell him so. “I’m sorry for that. I didn’t realize she’d followed me out of the house. I will be sure to return her sooner in the future.” 

Ruston nods. “See that you do. She would be upset if you got worried for her, if she were to get sick.” 

“I can believe that,” I agree, thinking of her kindness to me. 

“She was coughing last night.” Ruston doesn’t look at me. “Much harder than usual. I stayed up with her for a few hours.” 

“I didn’t hear her. I’m sorry.” I am just about to assure him I will listen for her tonight when he reaches over and grabs his bag. 

“That reminds me,” he says. “Here.” 

He holds out a flower to me, a dark red flower with a golden center. There’s a brisk smell to the petals, which are slightly smooshed from being in Ruston’s bag. 

“It’s lovely,” I say. “Thank you.” 

Ruston looks over at me. His face remains stubbornly stoic, but I wonder if he finally respects me, if he’s grown to accept me as part of his family as his mother has. 

He finally turns away a moment later, and I smile. If he does accept me, I doubt Ruston would say so. I know he is not comfortable with the softer emotions. He has to be prepared night and day to tell the worst news to his patients and their families. 

I clear my throat. “Well, I am going to head up to bed—”

“Do you like being my assistant?” Ruston asks abruptly. “Verna’s said you’re a big help here, and the others seem to like you, too.” 

“I do like helping here,” I reply. “I’m not sure I would say I’m your assistant, though. I don’t really help you, after all.” 

“Don’t say that.” Ruston sniffs. “You help me a great deal.” 

I flush with pride. “Well, the feeling is mutual. I can’t thank you enough for saving me that day we met, down at the port.” 

“Yes, um .... well. You’re welcome.” 

As I fiddle with the flower’s petals, I get the feeling Ruston is not comfortable with being thanked. From his bouts and the information I’d heard about some of his work, I suppose it is just as hard to give the bad news to a patient as it is to hear the patient’s family blame you for what happens. 

“Would you like to go with me down to the port tomorrow?” 

I look up in surprise. “Sure. I’d be happy to go with you. If you think that’ll be fine, for your mother and the others.” 

“They can let me have a day with you,” Ruston says. He leans back in his chair. “Miss Drusilla and Louisa have been wanting a follow-up appointment, and they are more comfortable with a woman present.”

I laugh. “I suppose they have a point.”  

“You have enough experience with my mother that you should be able to handle it.” 

“Yes, Ruston.” I smile and look down at the flower again. 

“Be ready to go in the morning.” He shifts uncomfortably in his chair. “Good night.” 

As I head to my room, excited about the new adventure, I realize that Prudence is right, and maybe Rion was right about me, too. I do have power—the power to make a house into a home, and that’s what I have been making here with the Bonpette family. 

And that’s why I can’t give up on Rion just yet. He’d managed to find a way to betroth himself to me before, and I know he’ll come back for me this time. And when he comes back, I will be able to rule with pride and certainty because of his love, but also because of my own love, too. 
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THE MORNING COMES QUICKER than I think, and part of that is because tonight I can hear Prudence coughing in her bedroom. I can also hear Ruston moving around, but the one time I peek in to see if he needs any help, he shakes his head. 

He doesn’t want to say that he’s worried for her, and I know Ruston well enough after all these weeks to see he doesn’t want to seem weak in front of me. 

It is, after all, hard enough for Ruston to admit it to himself. 

Hours pass while I lie on my small cot, falling in and out of sleep while Prudence struggles with her health. 

By the time the sun peeks up from the horizon, I wonder if Ruston will postpone our trip to Pommier’s port, but later on, I see him come out of her room and he tells me to get dressed in better clothes. 

We walk back toward the busy port in silence, but this time, Ruston walks beside me, and I take comfort in his closeness. I don’t know what would happen with my future, but Prudence was right. God has always given me a light in the past, and he has given me several now in the Bonpette family. I can also see more clearly than ever that I am one of his lights, and it is my job to shine into the darkness. 

“Oh, Miss, it’s wonderful to see you again.” Drucilla is up and moving this time. She seems much more spritely than the last time I saw her, about a month ago. “Dr. Bonpette is a nice man, but it’s always a relief to be in the company of someone who knows how to properly make tea.” 

“I happen to agree,” I say with a chuckle. “But Ruston seems to know so much about medicine, I think it’s only fair we allow him a shortcoming in this area.” 

Louisa chokes back a snicker as she looks at me. She is still a little standoffish, but from what Ruston’s told me, she is not comfortable with Maruli people in general. I don’t take it personally. I know very little of the pain that Ruston and his family have experienced, considering all the time I’ve been in the palace, but I also know that I wouldn’t be able to change Louisa’s mind or set her at ease if I stepped back from her. It is my job to be forgiving to others, even if they don’t know what they do. 

“More tea, Miss Louisa?” I ask, holding out the fresh pot. 

“Yes, thank you.” Her voice is calculated and somewhat strained, but Ruston has finished his examination of both her and her sister. We will be leaving soon. 

“You know,” Louisa says after a moment. “You look very familiar to me.” 

Ruston appears in the doorway to the living room. “I’ve made a bit of a mess in your washroom, Miss Louisa,” he says. “Some of the peppermint oil has spilled.” 

“You know,” Drucilla says, “Louisa is right. You look a lot like Princess Ebony, King Maru’s daughter.” 

I blush. “Thank you,” I say. It’s hard for me to keep it to myself, that I am the Princess, but I know these women wouldn’t appreciate it. They have been sick while I am here, and they would either be embarrassed that I showed up at all in their house, or they would hate it that a Maruli like me had deceived them in some way. 

Ruston clears his throat. “Miss Ebony?” he says. “I need you to clean up in the washroom for me.” 

I nod. “Sure.” 

I put down the tea and listen as the women begin to talk of Prince Rion, and the news of Maruli now that I was supposedly dead and not able to marry him. 

I try not to let it bother me, but I still strain my ears as I walk into the small bathroom just down the hall. I see the mess and work to clean it. 

It takes me a moment, as I am wiping the remnants of the oil, to realize I am standing in front of a mirror. 

I look at my reflection carefully, wondering if I still look like my old self. There are no mirrors in Ruston’s house; Prudence once explained to me that mirrors only showed what we looked like, and that was not a true assessment of who we were or what we were capable of. She then also told me she hated to see how her own reflection seemed to deteriorate every time she looked at it, so eventually she just had Verna sell them down at the market. 

While I appreciated Prudence’s take, I am glad to see myself again; it’s a relief to see I haven’t worked myself into ruins. I touch my face on the mirror, and then I smile. 

“Hello again,” I tell myself. 

I am not expecting an answer, but Vi’s face appears a second later. 

“Miss Ebony!” she gasps. “It’s you!” 

“Vi!” 

“I didn’t believe it when I felt your summons,” she says.

“Oh, Vi.” I reach out and hug the mirror. Apparently, I am still recognizable as myself, I think with a laugh. “It’s you!”

“Where have you been?” Viola asks, before she shakes her wispy face. “No, no, actually, don’t tell me. I don’t want her to find out where you are.” 

“The Queen?” 

Vi frantically nods. “Shhh ... I’m not allowed to lie to her,” she reminds me. “I’m not allowed to lie to you, but at least you allow me to remain silent if I wish.” 

“Oh, Vi. I’m sorry,” I say, putting my hand up on her cheek. “I didn’t mean to make you sad.” 

“You never do,” Vi assures me. “But Horatio has enjoyed lording it over me, since my status has been lowered since your death.”

“I’ve never liked Horatio,” I mutter, thinking of how unkind I knew him to be. 

“He’s not all bad,” Vi says with a sigh. “Or at least, he didn’t use to be. He was always very kind to his mother as a child, and I know she misses him more than life itself.” 

I look carefully at Vi, who looks away. 

“It’s just more terrible I have to deal with his awful side since I’ve been reassigned.” 

“What do you mean?” I ask. 

“I’ve been given to the Queen’s advisor, Enri,” she says. “He’s a horrid man. He was bragging about killing you. And his brother is no better. He was also quite enthusiastic about the whole ordeal. Horatio enjoys checking in on me to make sure I know what they’re up to.”  

It seems like a lifetime has passed since Enri and Alfonse attacked me and thought I’d drowned to death. I have trouble picturing that day of my life, as if I’d blocked it out to keep myself from remembering that dark pit of despair and hopelessness. 

“Well, I’m safe now,” I say, remembering Prudence and Ruston and the other Bonpette family members who’d welcomed me into their home.  

“Have you heard from the Prince?” Vi asks. “He’s on his way here. Horatio says he’s supposed to be at the docks now, since a ship from Marula pulled into port last night.” 

“He’s here?” 

Louisa and Drucilla live just above the docks. I glance back out the door, wondering if I would be able to see Rion’s ship from their house. 

“I have to find him,” I say. I quickly put down the rag I’ve been using to mop up Ruston’s mess. “I have to see him and tell him what’s happened. If I know the Queen like I do, he might already think I’m dead.” 

“Everyone thinks you are,” Vi says. “The Queen has been making arrangements for him to marry another princess. 

“I heard,” I say. “Please, Vi, please, go and find Damaris. Tell her I’m alive, and if I can’t find Rion near the docks, I’ll need you to get him to come and find me.” 

“Don’t tell me!” Vi scolds me. “If you say it, the Queen will be able to find you, too, and you know how she is, Ebony.”

“Ebony? What are you doing in there?” Louisa’s voice comes from the other side of the door as she knocks. “Dr. Bonpette says he needs you.”  

“No!” Vi cries out, doing her best not to listen. I can see her ghostly hand appear as she tries to shut her ears off from sound. 

“Go,” I whisper. “I will do my best to see you again soon.” 

I don’t have to tell Vi a second time. She disappears from the other side of the mirror just as Louisa opens the door. 

“Are you coming or not?” she asks. “I’ve heard the Maruli are lazy, not deaf.” 

“Just trying to make sure the room is all clean for you, Miss Louisa,” I say, doing my best not to snap at her. 

I follow her out to the living room, where Verna is talking with Ruston. She is here, and she is in her pants and shirt; the laces on her shoes are untied, and from Drucilla’s sickened expression, she has come quickly. 

“I was rather hoping that these bursts of strange guests would discontinue,” she explains to me and Louisa as we approach. 

“What’s wrong?” I ask. “Verna, why are you—”

“It’s Mama,” Verna says. There are tears in her eyes, and I realize now why she looks so disheveled. 

“I was calling for you,” Ruston says to me. “We need to leave now.” 

His voice breaks as he says, “Now,” and I know it’s serious. I think of Prudence and how she spent the night coughing. 

I also think of Rion, and his ship. He may be here, right in the port, right now. 

But as I look at Ruston’s eyes—glassy and hard—and Verna’s shaken expression, I know I have to return to Prudence. 

“Let’s go,” I say. “Excuse us, ladies.” 

It’s easy for me to leave Louisa and Drucilla, but it’s harder for me not to look back over my shoulder as Ruston and Verna lead me back to their cottage. I wonder if Rion is here yet, even though I don’t see his ship, and I hope that I will get a chance to reunite with him soon. 

As we near the house, I catch sight of Dommier and Birdon. They are both outside, and, from their quiet expressions, I worry that we are too late. 

Vagarey comes out to see us and waves us inside. 

“She wants you to come in and say goodbye,” she told me softly, as she and Verna move to stand beside their brothers.

“No,” I say, pushing past everyone else. Ruston follows me, more slowly. I almost want to scream at him, telling him to move on, but I have a feeling he knew this was coming, too. 

Prudence is coughing up blood as I come in and sit beside her on the bed. 

“Prudence,” I whisper, reaching out and holding onto her. 

“I’m very lucky you made it,” she whispers back, embracing me. “I was beginning to think I would miss you.” 

“That’s all I’ll ever do for you,” I tell her, unable to stop myself from crying. 

I haven’t known Prudence long, but the amount of pain I feel is raw and deadly. I feel like her absence would create a vacuum in this world, one that would take a piece of me along with her as she died. 

“Oh, Ruston, how I love you,” Prudence says, as she reaches out and takes his hand, still cradling me next to her weakened breast. “I’ve been so very blessed to have you as my son. I hope you will learn to be happy for me, instead of sad for yourself.” 

“You’ve given me a very poor choice in that regard, Mama,” Ruston tells her, which makes her laugh. 

I can tell it pains her, and I hurry to crawl back from her. 

“It’s all right,” she tells me. “We all suffer for those we love, don’t we?” 

“Then I am suffering more than you,” I tell her.  

“Your love gives you great power,” Prudence tells me. “Now, my sweet princess, won’t you sing for me?”

Ruston falls down beside her, kissing her forehead, while I barely manage to hum out a song. 

Prudence doesn’t seem to mind; she is still smiling, moments later, as she takes her last breath.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




*26*

Varyes

[image: image]


◊
[image: image]


I LOVE THE WINTERTIME. There is something fascinatingly beautiful about the slow death of the living world. As the first snow of the year falls on my kingdom, I feel like it is not an end to the year, but the beginning of a new life for me. Looking out the window, with my gaze trained on the port where my son is reported to have just landed, I smile and take a sip from my teacup. 

There is an extra-bitter taste to it, but I can ignore it. Hortensia has been making me drink a special tea that will help my skin look decades younger, and I can’t say I wouldn’t enjoy that more. 

“Your Majesty.” 

Horatio’s voice, even in its melodic manner, scratches against my nerves as I turn from my window. 

He’s not supposed to interrupt me, but because he is adorable in that way—or at least, he once was, before he rejected me as a lover—I decide I will allow him to keep on living. 

In some ways, that’s the better choice anyway. If he dies, he’ll just put an end to his suffering, and it’s worth any suffering on my part to keep him in his place. 

“What is it, Horatio?” I ask as I stir the tea inside its cup. “This had better be good.” 

“I regret to inform you, Majesty, that it seems Princess Ebony is alive.” 

The teacup drops from my hands and shatters to the ground, and I whirl around to face my mirror-slave. 

“Tell me this is a terrible jest,” I order him. 

“I am not able to lie to you, Majesty,” he reminds me. “I don’t think I’m allowed to make such jests, either.” 

“Oh, shut up,” I snap. I call for my guards. “Bring me Enri and Alfonse. Now!” 

The guards, seeing my seething rage, can’t stumble over their own feet fast enough. I let out a scream, before I reach for Ebony’s headscarf. 

It is supposed to be my prize. My proof she is dead and gone, both from my life and from this world. 

“How dare they mislead me,” I hiss. My hands begin to smoke, and I toss Ebony’s silly, ugly scarf onto the floor in a fit of rage. 

When Enri and Alfonse appear with my guards, I don’t waste any time. 

“You’re here,” I snap. “So I can hear from your own lips why you would betray me.” 

“Betray you?” Alfonse is confused, while Enri is outraged. 

“I know Prince Rion is coming to see you soon,” Enri says, “but there’s no need to pretend we weren’t just following your orders, Queen Varyes.” 

He eyes the guards around us carefully, as if to remind me that our plan is supposed to be a secret. Prince Rion was bound to have his own investigation when he came back, and Enri thinks he will use this leverage to keep himself safe. 

Rather, I think it is best to use this as his undoing. 

“Guards.” I pound my fist on my palm. “Take these men to the dungeon and execute them at once. They are the ones who killed Princess Ebony, and you can sentence them to death for treason against the crown.” 

“What?” Alfonse objects. 

“Gag them, too,” I order the guards, who uneasily comply. “I wouldn’t want your ears to be burdened with their lies, as mine have been, nor would I want your heart to become softened to murderers. They’ve already killed Ebony, and there’s no way to be certain how many other crimes they’ve committed and who they will blame for it.” 

Enri and Alfonse try to fight off my guards, but they do not succeed. It is my greatest joy to see them dragged out of my room and headed toward their deaths.

As Ebony should be. 

I glance at the clock. Rion is supposed to come and see me today, now that his ship has pulled into the dock. I am surprised he is not here already, but then, he is getting more and more prone to disappointing me of late. 

I turn back to Horatio. “Now, tell me what you know. Where is Ebony?” 

“She is living near the docks,” he says. “There is a house she has visited with a Dr. Bonpette.” 

“I see. Come with me, to my garden shed, and see if Prince Rion is nearby as you do so,” I say. “Enough is enough. I will have to kill Ebony myself.” 

Horatio disappears from the mirror, and I call for Hortensia. She comes at once, and I am gratified. My Maruli shaman is the only Maruli I will trust anymore. 

“You called, Majesty?” she asks. Her eyes are blacker than usual, as if she senses the great amount of rage and determination I feel. 

“Yes,” I say. “I need you to help me. I need a disguise. Ebony is alive, and it seems it is up to me to kill her.” 

Hortensia smiles softly. “That should be easy, Majesty,” she says, pulling out a small bottle that’s on a chain around her neck. “Here.”

She gives me the tiny bottle, and I inspect it carefully. There’s nothing about it that impresses me.

“What’s this for?” I ask. “Can it make me look like an entirely different person?” 

“Absolutely,” she says. “You just have to drink it, and then it’ll change you as it moves through your body.” 

“It’s so small.” 

“So is a single drop of blood, but that alone is enough to mar a perfectly white sheet.” Hortensia gives me a wicked smile. “You will be surprised at what you see when it’s done working its magic.”

Easy enough. 

I open the bottle and throw back the acidic liquid. It burns into me, and I begin to feel a painful sensation in my stomach. From there, all at once, I feel the change as it moves through me. 

My hair falls down behind me in clusters of bristled silver; my cheeks fall, and my face goes limp with saggy skin. My sight dims, but I can still see my hands wrinkle twice over; my veins bulge and age spots speckle my skin. My waist even feels heavier, and my back hunches over.

I glance back in the mirror, only to see an old hag in the mirror. 

“Oh, Hortensia, this is perfect,” I say, patting my dry chin, where bristles of white have appeared. “That potion has a lot of power to it.” 

“It should,” Hortensia says. “It was designed to remove all magic from the person who consumes it.”

My heart thumps once in pure shock. This is my real face, I realize, staring into the mirror. As I watch, I frown, which pulls my face down into an even more twisted, ugly form. 

My hands fall flat on the mirror; my own magic, which is young compared to Hortensia’s, flares up, and my hands leak smoke at my outrage and despair. 

“No matter,” I finally say. “I’ll just make a new potion to restore my beauty once I get back from killing Ebony. If this is who I am, it is time to embrace it.”

Hortensia says nothing else, only bowing as I head out of the room. 

“Your Majesty,” Horatio’s voice calls back to me from the mirror.

I turn and look at him, and he visibly retches. 

“It’s me,” I say, realizing my voice is much deeper than it used to be. 

“I know,” he says, but when he sees my hand ball into a fist, he quickly changes the subject. “I’ve only come to tell you that Prince Rion is in the palace. I saw him coming down from the High Tower earlier. He is headed to the front hall.” 

“Hmm.” I don’t want to confront Rion until Ebony is dead, and I am back to my usual self. “You keep a watch on him, Horatio. I’ve got to go to my garden, and I’ll take care of Ebony. Then I will see to Rion’s future.”
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HOURS HAVE PASSED SINCE sunrise when I finally make the long trek down from the High Tower. Ebony did not come to me, and I worry more than ever that she is truly gone. 

I’d heard the whispers that Mother’s advisors were the ones who murdered Ebony, and I feel like dying myself. 

I’d hoped that, in coming to the High Tower, I would find some relief—that I would find Ebony waiting for me, just as she had before. 

Leaving the High Tower is difficult. Each step I take feels like I am stepping further into hell, and I cringe to think that foreshadows a life without Ebony. 

I pass by a mirror and see myself—I’m tired – beyond tired – and my sadness is only starting to consume me. 

“Prince Rion!” 

A voice calls to me, and I see a maid hopping toward me with a frantic energy I almost envy. There is something familiar about her, and I realize she is one of Ebony’s maids—or at least, she was. I don’t know if I want to talk to her at all; she is so young, and I don’t want her to be the one who sees my heart and soul break completely if Ebony is really dead. 

“Prince Rion,” she calls again, and I prepare myself for the worst. 

“Yes?” I ask. 

The maid seems to remember her place as she reaches me, and I am just about to remember her name, as she hurriedly bows.

“Prince Rion, I have a message for you,” she says. “Ebony is alive.”  

I don’t know if I should believe her or not. “How do you know?” I ask tentatively, before I hold my breath. 

“Viola, Ebony’s speciava, wants you to know Ebony’s alive.”  

“She’s really alive?” All the tension drains out of my body, and all the dead weight I’d felt only moments ago disappears, transformed into new life. 

“Yes, she’s been living close to the docks for the past couple of months,” Damaris says. “She’s looking for you.”

“You know this is true?” Despite my skepticism, I nearly laugh with relief and wonder and excitement. “I can’t believe this.” 

“Vi told me just a little while ago,” the maid says. “Call her, if you don’t believe me—”

A white light glimmers in the mirror I’d just passed. “Prince Rion,” she says. “I am here to tell you it’s true what Damaris is saying.” 

She nods down to the maid in front of me, and I remember Damaris’ name. Damaris begins to shake her auburn hair fiercely in agreement. 

“I saw Ebony earlier. She says she will look for you down by the docks.” 

“Wonderful,” I say. “I’ll go and find her right away.”  

There’s a small movement behind us, but I am too eager to find Ebony to worry about the looming shadow down the hall. I glance over at it once, and, seeing no real movement, I dismiss my worry and focus on my joy. 

“I knew it,” I say, nearly breathless with excitement. “I knew she wasn’t dead.” 

“Go get her then,” Damaris tells me. “I need you to bring her back for my sake, too!”

“I will,” I promise, as I turn to Viola. “Thank you. I know there will be repercussions for you.” 

Viola juts her chin out. “I will do the right thing for my mistress,” she says. 

“And I will see that you are rewarded.” I clasp my hands together. “I owe you so much for this.” 

“I agree with Damaris,” she says. “But there is something you might be able to do for me. And my son, too.” 

“I will see to it the moment I get back with Ebony,” I promise, quickly excusing myself and heading down the hall. 

I am just about to turn down the hallway when I hear a strangled cry. My heels dig into the floor, and I turn to see a shocking sight. 

There’s an old woman, in a black robe, who is gripping the mirror where Viola is. As I watch, the robed lady pulls Viola’s essence out of the mirror. 

I watch, horrified, as the ghostly white wisps I’d seen in Viola’s face turn solid; she is almost like a clay version of a human, with little patches of once-vibrant hair falling around her face. She is an older woman, made older by the resurgence of human life against her spirit. 

“Viola!” I hear myself cry as I hurry forward. 

The old hag sees me and hisses, spitting down at Viola before fleeing. I want to chase her down, but I know shaman magic when I see it; she is a practitioner, and there aren’t many in my kingdom. I will be able to find her fairly easily, too, giving the old hag’s raspy breathing as she hurries away. 

In the meantime, Viola is dying. I kneel down before her. 

“I’m so sorry,” I say, carefully touching her forehead. I know there is nothing I can do now but sit here and watch her die. 

Viola sighs. “Horatio.” 

“Do you want me to call for him?” I ask, but Horatio appears in the mirror behind us before Viola can answer. 

“Serves her right,” Horatio says. “She betrayed the Queen.” 

“How is that deserving of death?” I snap, my voice fierce and harsh against his flippancy. “And shouldn’t you be on the lookout for a mirror-slave murderer?” 

“That’s not my job,” Horatio tells me. “Nor is it my job to listen to you, Prince Rion.”

“You should know better than to speak to your Prince that way,” Vi says, turning her maudlin figure toward the mirror. “After all, I am the one who raised you, my son.” 

Horatio goes quiet as I lean down next to her. Viola’s breathing is weak, and she’s fading fast. 

“I’ve always loved you, Horatio,” Viola whispers. “I just wanted to watch over you, after the Queen sentenced you to your fate.”

Horatio and I are still so quiet. 

“I will have to watch over you from Heaven now,” Viola continues. “Assuming the good Lord will take a wretched speciava like me.” 

“You, of all people, know the love of God,” I tell her. “He is our Father in Heaven, and he died to provide for his children, too.” 

Damaris appears beside us. “I’ll watch over him for you,” she promises, cradling Viola’s broken half-body. “And I’ll get my Pa’s priest to bury you. I’ll tell him you went out singing praises, as our Ebony would want.” 

“Thank you,” Vi whispers. She turns to me, as her body begins to disappear into dust. “Now, go and find Ebony.” 

“I will,” I promise. 

“Find her,” Vi says to me once more, before she shuts her eyes and dies. Her body fades away in its entirety less than a moment later. 

“Mother!” Horatio’s ragged cry cuts through the air around us. 

Damaris is crying, while I am still in shock, but we both look over at Horatio, to see his eyes, no longer quite so dark. He is staring at the spot where his mother had been. 

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I tell him, but he just shakes his head. 

“I was lost a long time ago,” he whispers, and there seems to be a ghostly glow as tears fill his eyes but don’t leave them. “Prince Rion, your mother has gone to find Ebony, too. She was the one who killed my mother.”

I picture the old hag I saw drag Viola’s ghostly form out of the mirror. 

Could that really be ... ? 

Horatio is still quiet. His expression has gone solemn, and I wonder if, like Viola, he’s forgotten just how painful living is, and how paralyzing it can be to constantly be faced with such harshness. 

For the first time, I feel bad for Horatio. My mother was the one who made him a slave, and he became a beast in return. 

“I will see about freeing you, if you’d like, when I get back with Ebony and I am finished dealing with Mother,” I tell him. “I think that’s what your mother would have wanted. I can issue a full pardon.” 

“Only the Queen has such power, as the ruler in the land,” Horatio says. His voice is dull and mechanical as he talks. 

“She has no right to power that leads to this kind of terror,” I say. “I will go after her with the palace guards and arrest her.” 

“You don’t have enough proof,” Horatio says. 

“Perhaps you would be willing to help?” I ask. “Tell me where she’s going. I have Dr. Merlacur to question about her involvement in the Pommierian ship and the slave traders running the Refugee Return Movement. After killing your mother, there’s no telling what else she is going to do. I need to stop her before she finds Ebony.” 

“I am not allowed to betray my owner,” Horatio says. “Not without consequence.” 

“Freedom will be your consequence.” 

“I will die if I am given freedom, as my mother did,” he says, glancing down at the empty spot where Viola had been. 

“What about honor, then?” I ask. “Surely you should have the freedom to choose honor.” 

Horatio goes quiet again, before he shakes his head. “Perhaps one day, Highness. But not today. As it is though, you should have enough proof from Dr. Merlacur to secure her arrest and sentence her.” 

“She’s taken your mother’s life, and she’s ruining Ebony’s while she’s dictating mine. I think it’s time to remind her that power comes with a price as well as its own demands.” 
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IT IS A FEW HOURS BEFORE evening when we finish burying Prudence. 

Birdon and Verna both carefully dug the grave, while Vagarey dressed her mother in a finely stitched gown, and Ruston and I organized everything else. At the service, Dommier read a small

poem he’d written for his mother, and then he went to his room and cried himself to sleep. Ruston went to look in on him while I worked along with Verna and Birdon. 

“It looks lovely,” Verna says, as she pats down the dirt mound. “Pity winter’s nearly here. The ground’s not going to give us any flowers till springtime.” 

“I’m sure she’ll be happy when that happens,” I say. 

“Mama should be happy, being next to Joy.” 

I put a small bouquet on top of Joy’s headstone, and then a matching one on the one now marked “Prudence.” It was a simple action, but one that took me an enormous amount of strength. 

Verna relaxes a little as she holds onto her shovel. “It is nice we were able to take care of her so quickly.” 

“I’m sorry we didn’t have a proper wake.” I glance back at the front of the house, where those nasty people had thrown eggs just last week. Perhaps it was better we didn’t, since that meant that there wouldn’t be cause for trouble. 

“Mama is happy to be next to Joy, but she’ll also be happy to be with my father again,” Verna says. “He was lost at sea shortly after Joy died.” 

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I tell her. I want to tell her I feel unworthy to be a part of her life here at the cottage, and that Ruston and all her brothers and sisters have made my time so much better since I came. “Your mother was a light.” 

“A light?” Verna smiles. “She’d like that.” 

“God has always given me a light in the dark times of my life,” I try to explain. “She was one of them.” 

“She is one of them,” Verna corrects me. “The people we love always have power, and it’s a power that can’t be stopped by death, even if we can choose whether or not to use it.” 

“That’s what Rion says about me,” I tell her. “I didn’t really believe it, but you and your family have helped me see it more.” 

“Rion?” Verna asks, before she gives me a funny look. “Like the Prince?” 

I shrug. “I know Ruston doesn’t really believe me,” I say. “But I am the Princess of Marula. Or at least, I was.” 

I think about Rion, and how he may be near even now. 

“Well, Brother Russ will be sad to hear the news you’re really real,” Verna says with a small laugh. “Mama’s gone, but he’d like it for you to stay with us.” 

“I’ll be happy to stay as long as you’ll have me,” I say, but even as I say it, I feel my heart start to rip. I want to stay with the Bonpette family. But what happens if Rion does come for me? 

“My brother is a hard man,” Verna says. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted to marry you.” 

“I couldn’t do that,” I reply. I don’t want to make Verna feel bad. It seemed almost cruel or flippant to say that as nice as her brother was, my heart belonged to Rion.  

Verna shakes her head and smiles at me. “Just remember, if you find your prince again, that we won’t be paid back with your money or any fine grand houses. We just want your love, Ebony.” 

“You already have it.” 

It’s not long before Verna gives in to her grief and she heads to bed. I walk inside the house and get to work in the kitchen, making sure there are a few days’ worth of snacks and drinks ready for the family. They are in mourning, and I remember even when I was a child, how others came prepared with food and other basic needs after my mother died. It didn’t erase my grief, but those acts of kindness allowed me to survive those weeks following her death. 

As I finish up, I notice Ruston is sitting in his chair again. 

“Are you hungry?” I ask, heading over to him with his usual cup of tea. I set it down beside him. 

“No,” he says. This time, he doesn’t touch the cup, but instead he reaches for my hand. “Thank you, Ebony.” 

I grasp his hand. “I’m the one who should be thanking you,” I say, pressing a small kiss to his forehead. “You’ve done so much for me, and so has your family.” 

“We love you.” 

“The feeling is mutual,” I assure him. “Your family has given me more than a home while I’ve been here.” 

He shifts uncomfortably in his chair again. “I know I am a hard man, Ebony. I treat people who are dying all around me, and it’s hard knowing you can’t save everybody.” 

I kneel down next to him, squeezing his hand in comfort. He doesn’t have to say it, but I know he is upset that the one person he couldn’t save was his mother. 

“My mother wanted me to learn to be happy again,” he says. “I don’t know if that’s true at the moment, but with you around, I like to believe it’s possible.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I knew when I heard you sing you deserved a prince among men. I know I’m nothing close to that.” He shifts in his chair again. “If you ever want more from us, I will be happy to give it to you. Marriage, children, you know. All that.” 

Tenderly, I pat his hand. “I’ll settle for your brotherly love,” I say carefully. “You told me that you can believe that better times are possible because of me, and I can’t thank you enough for that. I believe better things are coming because I love Rion, and I know he’ll come for me one day.” 

Ruston gives me a very small, almost reluctant smile.  “Your prince will come, Ebony. He’d be a fool and more than unworthy of you if he doesn’t.” 

Ruston turns his gaze back to the fireplace. I stand up and leave him to his thoughts; Ruston is a good man, with a good heart, even if he’s become hard because of it. 

But he isn’t alone in that regard, I think. I recall the people who have been my lights, and I wonder if they had to be burned by the light’s goodness and harshness in order to offer that warm comfort to others. 

I walk out the door, allowing myself to blend into the quiet again. In the last hour of daylight, I pass Prudence’s grave, and Joy’s as well. It is just past sundown, but the moon is full tonight. 

After seeing its brightness, I head into the woods; there’s enough light, I can walk without worry. 

I look up to the sky. There is no longer any trace of the Northern Lights, especially not the ones that I’d seen that night Rion had confessed his love for me, and we’d shared our first kiss under the stars. 

Maybe it’s too early for them to show. 

It’s hard not to wish that is true. 

Beyond the woods, I can see some lights scattered out in the distance, no doubt from the port. Even at night, there are plenty of sailors looking for some enjoyment, and there are official matters to attend to. The evening is young yet. 

There’s a light that flickers off to my side, but I ignore it as I gaze up at the stars again. 

As I watch them, I start to sing. Rion wanted me to sing for him, didn’t he? And now, when my heart is heavy, all I want to do is find him again. 

A branch snaps behind me, and I turn to see an older woman behind me. I take a step back in surprise, and quickly apologize. 

“That’s a lovely song,” she says, cackling as I look at her. 

In some ways, she is familiar to me, and in others, she is completely foreign. 

“Thank you,” I reply breathlessly. 

“You sing from your heart,” she continues. “And it sounds like your heart is broken. I suppose you are waiting for your prince to come and rescue you from your sadness?” 

Her guess is too close to the truth for comfort. I look back toward the house. “I lost a dear friend today.” 

“Oh, really?” The old woman is hard to look upon. She seems happy at my admission of sadness, but it’s strange to think why she would react this way. 

“Do I know you?” I ask. “Oh. Are you a friend of Prudence’s, perhaps?” 

“Oh, yes, of course.” The woman straightens up as best she can, with her back curved as it is. “My name is Madame Rouge, and I’m certain dear old Prudence has mentioned me before.” 

“I don’t know if she has to the rest of the family, but I’ve never heard of you,” I say. “Can I walk with you to her grave so you can pay your respects?” 

The woman cackles again, and a chill runs through me. 

“I can best pay her back by helping you,” she says. “Here you are, dear.”

She reaches into the basket she’s carrying and draws out an object. She fumbles with it in her hands, before she tosses it to me. 

I catch it on instinct; As I look at it, all I want to do is cry. It’s an apple. Nearly identical to the one Rion tossed to me in Queen Varyes’ forbidden garden, all those long months ago, right down to the scarlet shine. 

“I’m sorry,” I say, holding the apple back to the woman. “I don’t eat red apples.” 

“Oh, one of those superstitious folk, are you?” Madame Rouge lets out another snicker. “You’ve heard the tales of the wishing apples, I suppose.” 

“I’ve seen them.” I shake my head. 

“But if you never eat the red ones, you don’t know if it’s really true or not.” Her eyes glimmer at me. “Or perhaps you aren’t really wishing for a prince at all? Perhaps there is another you love?” 

The long day finally catches up to me as the woman moves closer. I feel tired, weary, and worn, and even a little hopeless. Prudence is gone, my newfound family is suffering, and I am not sure if Rion really is here or not. I look back at the house, watching the chimney smoke fade into the clouds. 

“There is another who could’ve loved me,” I agree, my voice soft as I think of Ruston’s kindness and his begrudging affection. “But even if he thinks differently, freedom is the better gift. He promised to take care of me, but he’s already fulfilled that promise, thanks to his family. Even if he wanted to love and care for me for the rest of his life, it was a kinder pain to break his heart now. I would’ve only broken it more if I’d stayed.” 

Ruston is a good man, but he will never be able to stay a good man if I can’t give him the full amount of my heart’s love—and the song in my heart only sings for Rion. 

I look up at the stars and wonder at them, looking for any hints of the Northern Lights, thinking of that night Rion kissed me, how he claimed me as his. 

I belong to Rion.

Isn’t my singing proof of that? 

I look at the apple in my hand again, letting my fingers move over it affectionately. It’s been a long day, and I have not eaten yet. My stomach rumbles, but it’s the hunger in my heart that’s more persistent. 

“I can see you still want something,” Madame Rouge says. “Is it that you believe you don’t deserve your wish?” 

I smile ruefully. “Could I ever deserve the heart of the prince? And even if I do, I’d rather not compel him to love me with a wish.” 

“Well, what about finding you?” Madame says with a huff. “Surely you deserve to be rescued, especially after you’ve tended to the loss of your friend.” 

I smile at her as I look back up at the night sky. The moon is higher in the sky now. “I am already found,” I say. “God has not left me without hope. It’s only a matter of waiting for Rion now. But thank you for your kindness.” 

Before I can hand the apple back to her, she coughs loudly and harshly, her chest bouncing back and forth. 

“Oh, no,” I say. “Are you well? I might have some medicine in the house for you.” 

“No, no,” she says. “Please, just grant me one last wish, and take my gift. There’s no shame in taking care of yourself, is there? An old hag like me can still do something for you, can’t I?” 

Her words, so close to Prudence’s, finally break me. To make her happy, I take a quick bite of the apple. The fruit breaks easily under my teeth, and I feel the slick juice of it run over my tongue. 

“There,” I say. “Now, let me get you some medicine for your cough.” 

I take her arm, but as I try to lead her back to Ruston for some medicine, the world starts to spin. 

The stars all appear to shine more brightly than ever, as several strands of the Northern Lights appear behind them. 

Rion’s music. 

I blink and pause, trying to focus on what is happening, before I look down at the apple again. 

“Oh, no.” 

I look back at the old hag before me. Her face is lit up with smoky darkness, but I can see her for her true self now. 

It’s Queen Varyes. She’s found me. 

She’s found me, and she’s found my weakness, too. 
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I WATCH AS EBONY TAKES the bite, and I can’t stop myself from laughing as she begins to cough. She’s still begging me to come in and get some help, but I couldn’t care less. I enjoy watching her fight off the onslaught of sleeping death. 

In many ways, she is drowning without water. Her breath begins to pant, and she looks at me and then the bite of her apple. 

“This is one of the Queen’s apples,” she whispers hoarsely, as the spark of recognition finally lights up her eyes. 

“Yes, it is,” I say. “And just like Eden’s, it’s better for you to have left it alone.” 

A new voice calls out. “Ebony?” 

There’s man at the door of a nearby cottage. As Ebony falls to her knees, I cannot stop my laughter again. 

“It’s too late,” I say, reveling in my victory.

“Ruston!” Ebony calls. Her voice is weak as she falls to the ground, still holding my magic wishing apple. 

The man seems to hear her. “Ebony?” This time, his voice is full of uncertainty, bordering on panic. 

Ooh, I love it. 

I revel in his misery, enjoying the rush I feel as he comes out and sees Ebony at last. 

“Ebony!” He hurries over to her and inspects her. He calls her name, but she is unable to stir. The man turns to glare at me in the moonlight. 

“What did you do to her?” he demands to know, and I just laugh. 

“Nothing,” I tell him. “She’s damned herself, in all her weakness, and she deserves the fate she’s chosen.” 

“Ruston? What’s going on?” A lady’s voice calls out this time, although it sounds a little sleepy. 

“This witch has attacked Ebony,” the man calls back, pointing to me. 

“A witch?” 

I don’t like the tone she uses, and I especially don’t like it when she calls for her other siblings. 

“Birdon! Dommier! Vagarey! Ebony’s hurt!” 

A small rumble hits the ground, and it’s time for me to go. I turn and hurry down the leaf-covered lane I’d used in getting up to the cottage that those silly snobby sisters had pointed out earlier. 

The path looks much different in the moonlight, and I start to worry when I see moving shadows catching up to me. 

I can see the man, Ruston, as he picks Ebony’s body up with a reverence my son would admire and starts to take her toward the small cottage further up from the woods. It doesn’t matter that I haven’t been able to stab her or throw her body in the ocean. Ebony’s friends have just buried someone, haven’t they? They will not find it that difficult to do it again. 

I snicker at the thought of Ebony stuck in a tomb, buried alive. The picture of it is delightful and deserving, considering what Ebony—and her father, and her nation—have put me through in the last decade of my life. 

I laugh too hard at her fate to care as much for mine. I trip and fall, and, just as the looming shadows of Ebony’s friends catch up to me, I find myself nearly trampled by a horse. 

“Oh!” I hack out a cough and curse, before trying to run the other way. 

But it’s too late. The horse moves to block me, and, turning, I am faced with a trio of Ebony’s friends to the rear. 

“Well, hello there ... Mother.” 

The rider slides out of his saddle and looks at me. Even in the darkness, there is no mistaking my son. 

“Rion.” 

The others behind me fall silent and still as they recognize Rion, Pommier’s Prince. 

“I have been looking for you, ever since you’d killed Viola,” Rion says. His voice is direct and hard, and I know it will be difficult to twist my way out of trouble this time. “I see you’ve been caught doing something else.” 

“It’s too late,” I tell him. “She ate one of my apples.” 

Rion’s hands grip me on the shoulders, and I cry out, more loudly than I need to. He softens his grip, but that’s all I need to know he’ll be a good son and let me go—eventually, if nothing else. 

“My son is a merciful man,” I say, trying to squash down another cough. 

“I am not as merciful as you think,” he warns me. “And the courts won’t be either when they hear you confess to your crimes.” 

“It’s not a crime for a girl to eat an apple,” I argue. “If it was, Ebony would’ve been dead a long time ago, thanks to your little adventures with her.” 

“That is not all that you’ve done,” Rion says. “I’ve had some very interesting talks with people today, Mother, including Dr. Merlacur, who’s been very intentional about telling me all about your friendship. Especially when it comes to the matter of your patronage to his company, the so-called Refugee Return Movement.” 

“It seemed like a good investment,” I say. “It’s not my fault he’s running it as a slave trade, is it?” 

“I think that will be up to the public jury to decide,” Rion says quietly. “But I can assure you, Mother, as your King, I will not allow this kind of behavior to go unpunished. You lied to me and organized a new marriage behind my back, while you called for your own people’s ship to be attacked, and then you killed Viola—”

“She was already sentenced to a life as a mirror-slave,” I say. “It doesn’t matter if she’s dead now.”

“We will obviously have to discuss this, and your many other malfeasances, at a later time.” Rion scowls at me, before turning to the shadows behind me. “Can you take me to Ebony? Please.” 

As he walks off with them, the palace guards take charge of me. None of this bothers me until I hear some of them whispering. 

“This is the Queen?” one of them asks another. “She’s so ugly.”

I pull the hood up over my cloak, hiding my face from their view, but I can’t hide my shame.  
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“ARE YOU REALLY PRINCE Rion?” 

The woman with the short hair looks me up and down, and I can’t blame her for the strange situation we find ourselves in, but right now I am only concerned about Ebony. 

My mother has finally gone mad—or revealed herself to her full evil potential—and I am shocked, appalled, and horrified by her actions. Ebony never held it against me that I was her son, and I see now I have not been gracious enough to her for that. 

Mother said it was too late, but I refused to believe her. 

“Yes,” I say, offering a quick nod to the lady. “Are you a member of the Bonpette family?” 

“Yes. I’m Verna,” she says. 

“I’m looking for Ebony,” I say. “Please, tell me where I can find her.” 

“Ebony has been helping us take care of my mother at our house for the last several weeks. My brother hired her to help assist him.” 

“I’ve heard good things about Dr. Bonpette. I’ve talked with some of his patients today while I was looking for your cottage,” I reply. “But I’m looking for Ebony.” 

“My brother is a very good doctor,” Verna agrees. She nods to the others who come to stand beside her. “These are my brothers, sir. Birdon is the tall and quiet giant. Dom’s the small boy over here. And Vagarey is my sister.” 

“It is nice to meet you.” I hurriedly extend my hand to each of them, and they are kind enough not to stare at me. “I must apologize for my impatience, but please, I beg you. Take me to Ebony.” 

“Come in and follow me,” Verna says. Her eyes fall to the ground. “I’ll take you to her.” 

Verna’s voice is full of warning. For all my desire to see Ebony, I now walk with a shadow of grief and shame cast over me. 

Together, Verna and I make our way up the hill to their home, where I assume Ebony is. All the while, I tell myself I can’t be sure of her condition. Remembering my mother’s bragging, I pray silently for forgiveness, for grace, for any ounce of mercy to find Ebony alive. Even if she rejected me, even if she hated me. 

My family has already caused hers to suffer so much. If she hated me, it would only be fair. 

What if I am too late? 

I hang my head, thinking of how alone she must’ve been, and how I’ve failed her so many times before. 

We wouldn’t have even been in this position, if I’d only thrown tradition and propriety aside and married her the day she said yes to my proposal. It was all I’d wanted to do anyway—take her in my arms, kiss her, and make her mine. 

I loved her, and I lived only for the song in her heart. 

We reach the door to the small cottage, and Verna turns to me. 

“It’s silly, but please don’t mind the mess,” Verna says. Her voice is still quiet and unnerving. “We are in mourning for my mother.”  

“I understand.” Seeing her own discomfort, I try to put her heart somewhat at ease. “I’ve lost my own father, and my stepfather as well. And I’m sure the mess is welcome in its own way. If Ebony’s here, I know it’s a good place.” 

“She has taken really good care of us,” Dommier agrees. “I hope she’ll be all right.” 

What’s wrong with her? I want to scream and shake anyone in my way, but I force myself to calm down.  

“Hope is important.” I say this to be kind to him, but I also say it to force myself to believe it. I need to believe things will be all right, too. 

“Ruston?” Verna calls out to her other brother as we step inside the home. It’s warm, but there’s no ounce of welcome as I draw closer to Ebony. 

“I put her in Mama’s room.” Ruston’s voice is heavy as he responds. 

All of us walk down the hall; the others gather in front of me as my heart begins to race and my footsteps begin to slow with sickly anticipation. I step through the doorway, and the crowd between me and Ebony finally divides.

That’s when I see her. 

“Ebony,” I whisper. 

She’s resting peacefully against the pillows, surrounded by the Bonpette family. There’s no stopping me as I run to her side and pull her into my arms. 

“Ebony, wake up,” I whisper, begging her. Her body is limp and cold as I hold her next to me, trying to warm her.

“I can’t wake her.” Ruston growls behind me. “I’m a doctor, and I’ve checked over everything. There’s no pulse, no breath ... no nothing.” 

I cradle her next to me again, unwilling to hear the doctor’s assessment.  

“Is she dead like Mama?” Dommier asks, and the others rush to comfort him. 

My eyes squeeze shut, unable to bear the sudden loss I feel. I cling to her tightly, angry and sad as I run my hands lovingly over her face, still desperate to wake her. 

The others behind me are starting to cry. 

“Who are you?” Ruston asks. There’s a sharp look on his face as he looks me over, and I can see there is some conflict within him; I don’t know if he loves Ebony the way I do, but I know he is pained by the thought of her suffering. 

“I’m Rion,” I say. 

“Oh.” He snorts, looking away. “She’s mentioned you.” 

I nod. “Thank you for seeing to her care.” 

“It’s natural at this point. I’m a doctor.” 

He’s clearly uncomfortable, but I am only focused on her face. She is so peaceful, and I don’t know what to do. 

I’d dreamed of returning to her, and now ... now I am too late. 

“Here.” Ruston hands me an apple with a single bite taken out of it. “This is the apple that she ate.” 

I look down at the scarlet apple, looking at the part where Ebony bit into the fruit. I think of the softness of her sweet lips, and how I’d rushed to cover them with my own before. 

I’d taken a bite of her apple in my mother’s garden, and told her I wanted her to sing for me. I put the apple back in her hand, and then I lean over her again. 

A single tear falls from my eye down onto her cheek. 

“Sing for me, Ebony, the way my heart sings for you,” I whisper. 

And then I place my lips over hers in a helpless kiss.  
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ALL MY LIFE BEFORE me seems still and beautiful; I am stuck singing outside on the plains of Marula, stringing the starlight together while the music is held in place by the Northern Lights.

The lights. They’re not supposed to be here. 

I can see others that aren’t supposed to be here, either; there’s Prudence and Vi, and there’s Verna, Dommier, Birdon, Vagarey and even Ruston. Damaris is also here, her bright red hair dancing in the wind as she, along with all the others, looks up at me and cheers. 

I look to the other side of me, and I can see even more people I love. 

There’s my father, King Maru, at the height of his glory, sitting on the Maruli throne with my mother, Queen Ysaya, who is as young and pretty and alive as ever. 

All of them are there, together, cheering, and I see why the moment I turn around. 

Rion is there. 

My Prince. He’s come for me. 

“I’ve been waiting for you,” I tell him, but I don’t hear myself say the words. 

All I can hear is music as it pours out of me. The music of the Northern Lights combined with the southern stars of my home, all coming together to make a new place for us to live. 

Rion leans over and kisses me, and, as my eyes close and I begin to kiss him back, I feel the world around me disappear. 

I blink again. 

This time, my eyes open. I am in the Bonpette house, lying down in Prudence’s bed. Ruston and Rion are beside me, and the rest of my adopted family is watching over me, too. 

“Rion?” I whisper his name, and joy lights up his face. Rion quickly opens his arms to me, and I reach for him at once, while Verna and Vagarey clasp each other in a hug, Dommier is cheering, and even Birdon is grinning wider than I’ve ever seen. Ruston looks at me with one of his stoic looks, but even I can see a smile in his eyes as Rion plucks me off the bed. 

“Ebony.” He holds me close, picking me up and holding me against his body. I forget we have an audience as I lean up and kiss him again. “Oh, Ebony, I’m so sorry for what my mother has put you through.” 

I am still having a hard time believing he is really here, that there is still some good despite all the bad. 

“What your mother meant for evil, God meant for good,” I say, running my hands over his face—the face of the one I love, whom I’d never thought I’d see ever again. “I used to think I didn’t have any power in my life. I didn’t have the power to change my life or help others. But now I see that wasn’t true. Not at all. Now I know that true power comes from love.”

“You have no idea how often your love has given me the strength to carry on,” Rion whispers back. “Thank God I’ve found you again.” 

“I’ve been waiting for you.”

“And I am very sorry I’ve kept you waiting,” he replies. “You’ll have to forgive me.” 

“I’ll attempt to forgive you,” I promise, before abandoning myself to his kisses once more. 

It takes me a long time to reorient myself to the world, but in all fairness, the world looks much different when all my hopes turn out to be too small for what I’ve been given. 
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“RION? RION, WHERE ARE you?” I hurry through the palace, looking for Rion. 

We are to be wed in a few days, and that’s not the only thing that’s going on. In addition to our wedding, the palace has to get ready for Rion’s official coronation as King, and I will be beside him as his Queen. There are other things besides that, too, one of which I am in charge of today: Viola’s memorial service. 

I am happy that, even though I am not officially crowned Queen yet, I am allowed to free the speciavos and the speciavas at last. I am glad Rion and I agree that magical subjugation is no better than physical subjugation. Slavery comes in all forms, and we must continue to choose that which keeps us free. 

Viola’s death had been a shock to me when Rion first brought me back to Pommier’s palace, and I soon found myself mourning the loss of her as well as Prudence. I am happy that I will be able to help grant her final wish and free Horatio, but I already miss Vi and her strict kindness. 

I turn into the library, knowing Rion has a fondness for books. As I enter, I see that several books are missing, and I can’t help but smile at the thought that they are probably tucked away in Verna’s room with the rest of her mess. 

She is a writer, but she is a reader first. When she asked if she was able to borrow some, I didn’t even think of denying her. 

But I probably should’ve put some provisos down in our agreement. 

“Ebony.” 

Rion is there, sitting behind a desk. There’s a small letter in his hand, and he is staring off into the distance. 

“What is it?” I ask him, already moving to comfort him. “Did you get bad news from Caryo?” 

He shakes his head. “No, it’s not that. Caryo is doing well and he sends you well-wishes.”

“I will have to write him back,” I say, but before I can ask Rion if there’s anything else I should write, I see his eyes dim. I know he is in pain. “Tell me what’s wrong.” 

“Mother is dead.” 

His words hang in the air between us for a long moment, and then I wrap my arms around him. 

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

“I’m not,” Rion says. “She ate one of her own apples.” 

Once Rion took me back to the palace, everything seemed to right itself. There was going to be a trial for Queen Varyes, for her awful deeds, and it was to be open to the public. She had agreed to the trial, but asked that she be confined to her garden, so she could be around the things she found most beautiful until she was sentenced. 

She’d ended up sentencing herself to death. 

I press myself into him. “Perhaps this is for the best,” I say. “We can forgive her now that there’s nothing else to be done.” 

“It’s not a matter of forgiveness here, but justice.” 

“Justice, not revenge.” I hold onto him, allowing myself to listen to the beat of his heart as he holds me back. “I’ve been in the world now, Rion. I’ve seen more of what it is like, and I am incredibly grateful for what we have here. And I am better prepared to make it better.” 

Rion is quiet for a moment. “That is your power,” he finally agrees. “You do make my life better, certainly.” 

I reach up and place a kiss on his cheek. “I’ve forgiven your mother,” I tell him. “Now she’s gone, so you should forgive her, too. Otherwise she’ll have her own form of revenge on us, and that idea alone has to give her enough joy that hell will burn brighter for her.” 

“Well, you’re right about that, my sweet.” Rion laughs. “Will you sing for me?” he asks, drawing me into his lap. 

I snuggle into him. “You know I sing only for you,” I promise him, before I lean up and kiss him, reveling in all the music I can hear between our hearts. 




C. S. Johnson is the award-winning, genre-hopping author of several novels, including The Starlight Chronicles series, the Once Upon a Princess saga, and the Divine Space Pirates trilogy. With a gift for sarcasm and an apologetic heart, she currently lives in Atlanta with her family. 
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Or Download It At: 

https://www.csjohnson.me/awakening 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Dear Reader, 

We certainty live in interesting times. When I started writing a long while ago, I had someone ask me if I would continue to write books that reimagined fairy tales. At the time, I said no, because, as I try to do with my Birds of Fae series, I wanted to write more original fairy tales. 

But it seems in my life, God has always found a way to make me smile, especially when he pancakes me at times like this. He teases me with my stubbornness like a chef tickling a pancake stuck to the pan, and he’s eager to flip-flop me around on my points of certainty. He did it the first time when I met my husband (after a hurt-filled vow to never marry), and now he’s done it again, with the help of one of my best friends, Faith Moore. 

Faith and I met over social media and bonded over Disney Princess movies and lamented the fact that many of them seemed to be derided by the mainstream culture. With the rise of feminism, too many of them are seen as unacceptable because the women are not “strong,” which I believe is a misleading term; one of my most ardent insistences is the notion that the strongest part of any of us is our convictions. There is nothing stronger about us than what we believe. And this can take many shapes and forms throughout our lives; truth will always make itself known to us, if we are willing to listen. If what we believe is not able to hold up to the world, we need new beliefs. 

One of my beliefs when I was a teenager, largely subconsciously adopted, was that modern feminists were right when it came to some of the Disney Princesses. In talking with Faith and through our friendship, I began to revisit the Disney Princesses again with more of a literary approach. Now that I am older, perhaps a little wiser and a little more experienced in life, I was surprised to see Snow White’s fairy tale had much more depth to it than it seems when I’d watched the movie as a child. 

Snow White is displaced from her throne, robbed of her birthright, and further demeaned as she is now supposed to clean the castle for the woman who had taken it from her. She has no family, and her friends have likely gone away from her, either for her own good—to protect her from the Queen’s wrath—or their own preference. Snow White’s plans for her life before the Queen are gone. 

I have not been in Snow White’s exact position of course, but I have known times when it seems like all is lost, and I have only despair to engulf me. My own battles with anxiety and depression, which I have both overcome and must continue to fight, have taught me the importance of Paul’s call to “endure to the end,” and his reassertion that “love bears all things and endures all things.” A resilient, enduring spirit is something that we can truly only know once we have lived and survived life’s harsh battles. 

And this is where I believe feminism fails us, with its blunt condemnation, derision, or mockery of the Disney Princesses of the past. In our modern times, it encourages us to embrace our victimhood (either perceived or real) and use it as a weapon, not realizing that it is slowly killing the beauty of building endurance in our hearts. Without this endurance, we eventually become even more helpless, unable to bear even the slightest slight, or we become the victimizers, punishing relentlessly those we see as oppressors. 

This is another thing I’d noticed about retellings; when I went to research the market for “comps,” I saw many of them turn Snow White into a warrior of sorts, as if to “correct,” the story. In doing so, while several of them are still good stories, many miss out on what really is so great about Snow White. She remains cheerful and hopeful, she looks past her present despairs to the future where she will be loved and find a home of her own—a full version of her true self. At the heart of all things, in love and in God and in our lives, isn’t that what we want most of all? We want someone to know us, to love us, and help us grow into the best versions of ourselves. 

For a more in depth look at how the youthful cultural platitudes have devalued the depths of individual character, I cannot recommend Faith’s book, Saving Cinderella, enough. 

[image: image]




You can find it on Amazon for purchase, either in paperback, audio, or ebook form. Of course, I recommend all three! 

I also cannot recommend Faith as a friend enough, either. It was part of our discussions about Snow White that made me want to write a story about “Ebony Night,” a kind of sister to Snow since I was so amused by the color scheme of her name; you might be able to see my adoration for color in my other works, considering how often I use rainbows and color distinctions as part of my worldbuilding. 

It was not just Faith that helped me flesh out this small story; I must also thank author Larry Paris, for the challenge of writing Ebony in the way I did—it’s hard for me to resist a challenge like the one he’d given me. I actually really appreciated it, because it gave me the key to present Ebony’s story so that more people can see the deeper sides of her struggle when it comes to identity and determination. 

I’d also like to thank my husband, Ryan, for being my true love. There is no battle between us, my love, that cannot be won by both of us. 

So much of this book has me dreaming of my own struggles and I relearned as I worked through this book. I’ve relearned that it’s natural to feel displaced, whether it’s by your own choice or someone else’s; that one day my struggles will bring about something beautiful, if I want them to; how even at my humblest, I can still be treacherously proud; that even while I work to save myself, I cannot do it alone—nor should I want to. I’ve thought about how easy it is to get caught up in jealousy and miss out on the contentment I see before me. 

Thank you, Lord, for the pains you give. They are truly much more precious than all other gains. 

Finally, before I close out my note to you, dear reader, I would have you know this one last thing: No book such as this is able to be brought into life without the help of others, yourself included. Thank you for buying my books, connecting with my characters, and writing me the nicest notes. Whether through emails, social media, or reviews, I have been encouraged countless times by your authenticity, your questions, and your prayers. It is at those signs that I can see I have succeeded in my work. 

I hope to see you again soon! 

Until We Meet Again, 

C. S. Johnson
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Thank you for reading! Please leave a review for this book and check out www.csjohnson.me for other books and updates!
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	      Did you love Northern Lights, Southern Stars? Then you should read
              
                Beauty's Curse by C. S. Johnson!
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        For four years, Princess Aurora of Rhone—Rose to her friends—has searched the world for a way to break the curse placed on her by Magdalina, the wicked ruler of the fairies at war with her kingdom. Under the curse, Rose is doomed to die on her eighteenth birthday after pricking her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel. And time is running out.On the eve of her seventeenth birthday, Rose makes the journey home with her friends—Theo, a priest with a penchant for revenge; Mary, a young and talented fairy; and Ethan and Sophia, siblings with a troubled past–as pressure from her father, King Stefanos, leaves her with two equally unsatisfying options: Abdicate the throne, or get married.


    
	    
	      
	      Read more at C. S. Johnson’s site.
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	    About the Author

        
            If you've enjoyed this book and would like to give me a "tip," please support me on Ko-Fi! 
Every little bit helps fuel my book business. Supporters have early access to sneakpeek snippets, cover reveals, and ARCs. 
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