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To my kids, may you grow up to possess an abundance of choices.

And your father’s eyebrows.

If his eyebrows were blocks of marble, Michelangelo would’ve wept.







1
The Swan



Araminta had no reason to suspect anything would be amiss with her hatchlings. For more than a hundred years, Araminta had hoped and waited and now, finally, it was happening and she refused to be anything but joyous.

In the manner of the veritas swans from whom she had descended, Araminta had brooded for six years. Her long, golden hair grew ever more thick and lustrous until a terrible itch set into her scalp. For a whole month, she paced the polished stone floors of Hush Manor. Her husband, the wizard Prava, concocted all manner of potions to soothe her and for the first time, Araminta did not fight his draughts. But a dozen of them made no difference.

“This is simply how it is,” she said miserably as she scratched at her head.

Prava was a monster, but he took his duties as a husband with uncommon solemnity. “What can I do to help?”

Araminta sighed and stared longingly through the carved windows. If one were to look at Hush Manor from a distance, one might remark that it looked as though the manor had been built atop a pile of clouds. Perhaps that person would shake their head in disbelief, convinced this was mere folly and a trick of the weather. But as it so happened, Hush Manor was built upon clouds. Long ago a handful of lazy cirrus and cumulus could not be bothered to stay in the sky and so they had dropped like apples into the Silent Lakes district. Once there, they had slowly hardened until they were as sturdy as the surrounding black oaks and silver elms. But although they had made their home on the Isle of Malys, their nature was still that of the clouds. In the evening, they thundered, and lightning skittered through their translucent blue-gray bellies. And despite possessing no desire to move through the sky, sometimes they could not help but drift in their sleep. One might look out the window before bed and see the Mourning Pond only to wake up and find oneself on the other side of the Soundless Mere by dawn.

This was where the wizard Prava made his home. In his mind, the location was a kindness to his wife, a reminder of the clouds that had once been her home. Usually, Araminta found it more of a cruelty than a kindness, but this particular week she was grateful for any reminder of the sky.

“I need a place to nest,” said Araminta. “When our daughters hatch, I want their first breath to be only the sweetest and coldest air.”

Prava took his wife’s warm hand and kissed it. “My love, I shall have the most wondrous nest for you by nightfall.”

Araminta harrumphed and kept scratching her head.



The wizard Prava hastened to his quarters, which took up the entire north wing of Hush Manor. Here, he had his study, his room of experiments, his chamber of mirrors in which he conversed with other wizards of import, and, most importantly, his library. The library lay beneath a dome of polished crystal. The floor was nearly hidden beneath colorful rugs of woven silk and tufted armchairs. Prava could not remember what the walls looked like, for the library’s remaining space had long since been taken up by leather-bound tomes, vellum scrolls and a couple of unsettling novels printed upon thin slices of bone and bound with human hair.

The moment he entered the library, the books fluttered in excitement. The novels, which tended to be anxious, shed a few pages—oftentimes prologues, for these were considered largely useless—hoping to gain his notice. Some of his books did not even wish to be read, but longed to be used as tables for mugs of tea that might only be sipped from once or twice before being sacrificed in the pursuit of endless daydreaming.

“Settle, settle,” said the wizard. “Araminta is brooding, and I must make her a nest. Which amongst you shall help me?”

The books quivered. A few of the cookbooks dustily settled back in their shelves. After a few moments, a shy, slim volume of pure white drifted toward him. The book was freezing to the touch and the pages within were delicate panes of frost etched in the small, crimped writing of the Aatos Mountains’ scholars. Prava opened the book and felt the secrets of the wind and snow rush through his thoughts.

He smiled.







2
The Wizard Becomes a Father



By nightfall, the nesting tower was ready, which was good because Araminta had begun to pull her hair out by the handfuls. Prava found her in the kitchen, walking in circles around the great hearth. Araminta did not normally venture into the lower levels of Hush Manor, but brooding had filled her with strange cravings. The cooks had offered bone marrow stews and hearty loaves full of milled seeds, butter cakes and winter berry porridge. But Araminta wanted none of that.

“Oh, the very thought of such food turns my stomach!” she moaned. “Don’t we have any pondweed? Or perhaps salt-marsh grass! Goodness, what I would not do for juicy little tadpoles! And algae cakes! Perhaps a couple of spiders…”

When she began scouring the kitchen for lonely beetles, the cooks fled.

“Beloved!” announced Prava.

Araminta honked. Veritas swans were breathtakingly beautiful women. But their natures were still swanlike and as such they were wildly aggressive and prone to squawking.

“If you have not come bearing a basket of widgeon grass and dragonflies, then I must beg of you to leave me,” she said.

“I have something better,” said Prava.

He snapped his fingers and a delicate glass staircase appeared at Araminta’s feet. Every time Prava performed magic, Araminta felt the familiar tug of wonder coupled by a small wave of revulsion. She glanced at her husband, who was smiling. They had been married for some time now, and from the moment she had fallen in love with him, he no longer bothered to hide his true form.

Prava was tall and lean, with auburn hair that curled around his jaw and accentuated the slender knives of his canines. His eyes were speckled green with vertical black slits like a serpent. He was handsome and looked to be somewhere in his third decade though he was far, far older than that. When he was a young wizard, he had traded one magical text for another and thus figured out how to carve the time out of his bones. He was still mortal—something which infuriated him to no end—but time could not touch him. It was one of the many magics he possessed and it was the reason why Araminta both loved and loathed him.

Hundreds of years ago, Prava had found her by the glimmering salt pools hidden in a maze of clouds far above the Isle. It was unheard of for a mortal to find their way to the sky, let alone know where the salt pools of the veritas swans might be found. Araminta had been so impressed, she ignored her mother’s warning about the Isle’s men.

“Bad things befall those who consort with humans,” she had warned. “Even worse things befall those who love them.”

“What things?” Araminta had demanded.

But her mother only shook her head. “Things that are bad enough that there is no one left to speak of them, my love.”

This had seemed like a load of nonsense to Araminta. Besides, she knew she was powerful. She could turn into a swan and fly away whenever she wished. Her voice drew out the truth. The man posed no threat, and besides … he was beautiful.

Araminta did not tell her sisters. She was the middle hatchling of her parents’ brood and as such often went unnoticed. All she had she was forced to share. But this … these secret meetings …

They were all hers.

Prava left her gifts of daydreams baked in candies that melted on the tongue. He wove her a necklace of stars that sparkled at her throat. He planted a garden of songs that trilled her name in clouds of perfume. At the time of their courting, he had magicked away his fangs and wore a pair of bright-blue mortal eyes. Later, he would tell her that he had plucked them from a human prince who had traded his eyes for the ability to taste music from the air.

One day, Araminta sang for him and Prava fell to his knees, weeping. Araminta could feel the magic of her song thrumming through the air. Prava would be powerless before it and forced to tell the truth.

“What do you want from me?” Araminta had demanded.

“Your love,” said Prava, humbled. “Only your love.”

Little by little, she gave it to him. He would never hurt her. After all, he loved her. It would be years before Araminta realized she had asked him the wrong question.

One day, as they sat by the shore of the salt pool, Prava told her he loved her and Araminta knew in her heart she loved him too. The moment she uttered the words, a necklace with a small, winged key appeared in Prava’s hand. Araminta felt a pressure at the base of her throat. It was as if someone had collared her, but when she touched her neck, there was nothing there. For the first time, she felt nervous.

“What is that?” Araminta asked. “Is it for me?”

She reached for it, but Prava closed a fist around the jeweled key. He smiled. For the first time, she noticed the length of his teeth.

“My love, it is you.”

Dread settled in her bones, but when Araminta tried to turn into a swan and flee … she found that she could not. She strained to beat the wings she knew were folded tightly within her, but all that flapped were the delicate glass feathers on the dainty necklace.

“What’s happened to me?” she asked, choking.

Prava rolled his neck from side to side, dislodging the mortal prince’s fair, blue eyes—oh, how many times she had dreamt of those eyes—and revealing his green, serpentine gaze. Araminta still found him beautiful, a fact that he seemed to know, for he smiled widely.

Perhaps she should have left the truth alone. Knowing would make no difference, and in that moment, Araminta understood that the life she had known was gone. That she had been imprisoned, somehow. She sang—it would be the last song Prava would permit her to sing in his presence—and her magic sparkled in the air. Prava shuddered beneath the force of it, and his serpent eyes glazed over. For a few moments, he was in her thrall.

“What have you done?” she asked. “And why?”

Prava licked his lips. His tongue was forked. She had not noticed until today.

“I have done nothing to you … not yet, at least,” he said. “I courted you in the hopes that you would fall in love with me, for the moment you gave me your heart, you gave me control over you. You did not know such a thing was possible, which I am grateful for, as that would have made this task terribly difficult.”

Araminta heard her mother’s voice. Bad things befall those who consort with humans. Oh, how she longed for her mother. But she could not call to her. Nor could she reach any of her sisters.

“Few are aware that such a feat is even possible, but I have read the forgotten texts and I know how to find the kernel of truth buried in the heart of a legend,” said Prava with a haughty grin. “I want power, my darling. Endless amounts of it. And for that, I need something more valuable than my own magic. This is where you shall help me.”

“You mean to kill me,” said Araminta.

“Perhaps at first,” admitted Prava. “But the truth is that I have fallen in love with you. Do not breathe a sigh of relief, my love, for there will be times where you will prefer death to my affections. I will keep you close, my darling. But I will keep you in every comfort. If you try to escape, I will break your wings. But whatever cruelty I inflict, I shall endeavor to erase from your memory.”

Araminta’s stomach turned. “You are a monster.”

“I am, but you love me anyway, I can see it in your eyes. You like the sharpness of my teeth. You like that, trapped as you are, I would burn down the heavens to make you smile,” said Prava. “I am a monster, yes, but I will be your monster and yours alone. Now come, my love. It is time for us to wed.”

In time, Araminta would understand that the necklace could not control her will, only her form. If he wanted, Prava could keep her trapped in swan shape for as long as he liked. But he did not do this very often, for he loved her too much to be apart from her for long. It did not matter how many times she told herself that he was a monster and that he had destroyed her life. Prava was too powerful, and he did not resort to the vulgarities of brute force or threats to keep her in his thrall. What he did was far more subtle.

Every morning, he brought her a cup of tea in which he had distilled a drop of hope.

“Drink,” he said. “You will die without it.”

Araminta had considered death, but Hush Manor was attended by a legion of phantom servants and she had no wish to be tied to him in death as well. She thought of killing him too, but the death of one’s beloved was the death of a veritas swan. How cruel a trap was love.

“This is to make your life on the Isle more comfortable,” said Prava, holding out the tea.

“You mean my imprisonment.”

Prava shrugged. “It could always be worse.”

And so, each day, Araminta gulped down the hope. She hoped that Prava would change. That he would free her. Barring that, she hoped that what he said was true.

It could always be worse.



Araminta’s nesting tower was a thing of extraordinary beauty. The glass staircase led to a platform lofted into the clouds themselves, which skimmed the edge of a marble platform shaped like a star. A carved onyx pillar stood at each point, connecting a hanging garden that arced above the floor. Araminta spied tendrils of billow lilies and gloom violets, bone lichen and great tufts of drifting roses. Her heart ached, for these flowers did not grow on the Isle of Malys. They belonged to the sky realm and grew by the edges of the salt pools.

Araminta knew nothing of motherhood, but some ancient instinct reared up inside her as she brooded. The moment she saw the nesting tower, she sat in the middle of the floor and brushed her hair until she had amassed what looked like a pile of combed gold. She hummed and she sang, she braided and she wove. She grabbed glass baubles from Prava’s study and the fallen prologues from the library, which shushed and murmured as she tucked them amongst the strands. She took bales of straw and silk dresses, cobwebs and calligraphy pens. For two whole days, she waited by the edge of the platform, snatching snowflakes out of the sky so that her daughters would have only the softest lace upon which to rest their heads. Once her nest was complete, she crawled into its center and did not move.

Twelve days later, Prava checked on his wife. Per her request, he had left baskets of tadpoles and marsh grass outside the behemoth of her nest. But today, the nest was noisy. Little cries and chirps echoed and Prava held his breath.

“Come see! Come look!” called Araminta.

Prava walked to the nest. It was a huge structure, shaped like a beehive, with the hanging garden of the tower serving as a living ceiling. The fragrance of the billow lilies suffused the warm nest. All around, the walls sparkled from Araminta’s hair woven into and around a thousand books and baubles. The floor was strewn with eggshells that were a riot of colors—mint and persimmon, sapphire and garnet. And the sound. Even when they were hatchlings, the powerful magic of truth glittered in the air like stars pulverized to a fine grit.

It was thus that the wizard Prava beheld his daughters for the first time. Since they were part veritas swan, they were not red and wrinkled like typical newborns, but appeared more like toddlers. They were plump and mobile, rosy-cheeked and bright-eyed, with a pair of fuzzy wings folded between their shoulder blades. They sat amidst the wreckage of their eggshells, so that it looked as if they had emerged from shattered rainbows. His daughters had big, wet eyes and their mother’s rosebud mouth, and the love that he felt in that moment was unlike any he had ever known.

“They are … they are perfect,” he said. He turned to Araminta and kissed her hands. “Thank you.”

At first, Araminta beamed. She could not stop staring at her chicks. She was certain that any moment now she would collapse beneath the weight of this new love. She could see in Prava’s eyes that he was equally smitten … but a monster’s love is its own cage.

Thank you.

Her mind snagged on this. She swallowed.

By then, Prava had waded into the nest. He sat amongst their chicks, cooing at them, counting fingers and toes, blowing raspberries on little bellies. Prava named them one by one. “Eulalia, Euphemia, Evadne, Eustacia, Dulcinea and—”

One chick, with chestnut curls and a dimple, clambered into his lap. Prava stroked her wings.

“And you shall be Corisande,” he said, gently depositing her amidst her sisters.

“What do you mean to do with them?” asked Araminta.

“Why, use them, of course! What else does one do with daughters?” said Prava. “They will be my greatest weapons. They will level empires. They will destroy kings. They will bring me the secrets of the universe … and all thanks to this.”

Araminta’s heart sank. She had been too exhausted to notice it before, but the slender chain around each of her daughters’ necks was unmistakable. Prava lifted one of the chains, revealing the pendant of a small, winged key.

“But that isn’t … that can’t be possible,” said Araminta.

Prava gathered his daughters’ necklaces. With them, he took control of their ability to transform. The chicks did not notice. They were sleepy and had crawled over their shattered eggshells to gather in a soft, downy pile.

“I did not think such a thing was possible either,” said Prava, with all the indifference of remarking on the weather. “I came across the theory in a text made of mist, which wrote itself upon the moors for only a week before dispersing, presumably until the next decade.” The necklaces chimed like bells in Prava’s grip. “Such a powerful idea that the union of a mortal and a veritas swan might bring forth a brood whose transformation is not tied to love. Can you imagine, Araminta? One merely has to possess the necklace and all the powers of the veritas swan are theirs. Imagine what a ruler of a distant land would do to have such a beauty in their court! A courtesan who can sing before enemies and draw out the secrets of their military strategy? Invaluable. Imagine what they would give me in return…”

Prava smiled.

“You will barter them off!” said Araminta, stunned. “You will leave them powerless—”

“I will make them formidable,” said Prava, patting one of the chicks’ heads. “They shall not be powerless. They will have the magic of their song and the weight of my instruction. They will be bartered, yes, but armed with such skill that they will soon take over the ones they are betrothed to. Our daughters will be unstoppable.”

At that moment, a soft crack disturbed the silence. Prava raised an eyebrow. The sound was coming from the edge of the nest. Araminta followed the noise to a small egg nearly obscured by a trellis of gloom violets. The egg was the color of an emerald and veined all over in gold. It was beautiful and exquisite and smaller than all of its siblings. A crack appeared down the center.

“A late bloomer!” said Prava, excited. “Six necklaces were already more than I had hoped, but seven is a very good number indeed.”

When her daughters had begun to hatch, their chirps were the sweetest music to grace the Silent Lakes district in hundreds of years. Birds paused mid-flight. The sun halted its course.

The sound coming from this egg was Araminta’s first clue that something was deeply wrong. To call it a song would be an insult to music. It sounded like a cat trying to expel a cursed bell from its throat. Prava clapped his hands over his ears.

“What in Wrate’s name!” he said, shuddering.

The top of the egg popped off. The chick inside squeaked. Alone of her sisters, Demelza was her father’s double. She had his russet hair, but by way of her mother’s ethereal nature so that it looked as if her locks were woven from the sunset itself. She had his serpent green eyes, though the pupils were not vertical slits. She had his pearly skin, so different from the golden tones of her siblings. When the little Demelza toppled over, her parents gasped.

Demelza had no wings.

And when she was raised out of her cracked eggshell, there was no key around her neck. It was locked deep, deep in her heart. And like any veritas swan, only one thing would summon it into being:

Love.







3
Woe, Woe, Woe Shall Cry the Men Who Know You!



Demelza loved to sing.

That she was abysmal at it made no difference since she rarely had an audience anyway. Before her sisters had flown the nest, they used to hold contests seeing who could listen to Demelza the longest before finally clapping their hands over their ears. The last one standing was allowed to choose that night’s bedtime story.

“Father could offer you to a warlord, sister, and surely all his enemies would fall upon a sword rather than endure that screeching,” Eulalia had once said with an admiring sigh.

Eulalia was the most violent of Araminta and Prava’s brood. She wore spikes of glass in her elaborately braided golden hair and had filed her teeth to points. Long ago Eulalia had been promised to a lesser baron far from the Isle in exchange for a torn scroll. The baron thought the wizard Prava was a fool, for the torn bit of parchment was nothing but an obscure cooking recipe passed down as an oddity. Prava did not correct the baron of its true import: a piece of the puzzle to life everlasting. Once the marriage contracts were struck, Prava gave thanks that the baron was a fool, for he loved his daughters and hoped they’d be quick about dispatching any husbands, if only so they could come home faster.

Once Eulalia’s wings turned white, she would be wed to the baron. The baron planned to use her to lure out his brothers’ secrets and take control of his father’s land. After that, who knew what the future held. Eulalia’s betrothed might think he could control her since he possessed her swan key, but he was no match for her.

With the exception of Demelza, all the girls were promised to rulers in distant lands. Although the day they would fly the nest loomed over all of them, such an occasion felt as distant to Demelza as the horizon. At least, it did until it abruptly … didn’t.

As a hatchling, Demelza’s differences hardly mattered. There was only ever the warm weight of her sisters’ fuzzy, fog-colored wings, the sound of their mother’s humming and the wind rustling the gloom violets above them. In the dark nest, the chicks’ sole source of light was Araminta’s hair sewn through the twigs, snowflakes and book pages like a living wisp of sunshine. Each night, their father, Prava, kissed their heads and sang them a lullaby to sleep:


My darlings, my dears, my sweet little fears

Together, the world will be ours

Your keys are my might

Your truth songs my sight

Woe, woe, woe

Shall cry the men who know you!

Now sleep and sleep, grow strong

Sleep now and develop your song

For one day you’ll fly and you’ll be my eye

Over mountains and river and streams

You’ll bring me power and you’ll be my spy

And soon, I shall have all my dreams

Woe, woe, woe

Shall cry the men who know you!

Sharpen your teeth and stretch out your wings

And the world shall be yours for the taking

One day you’ll be grown and then you shall sing

And you shall set all the lands a’shaking

Woe, woe, woe

Shall cry the men who know you!



Demelza remembered the day she realized that she was not quite like her sisters. It was early spring and they were six years old. They had just finished their breakfast of toasted aphids and honey gruel and were playing a game of hide-and-seek in the nest. Araminta sat in the middle, smiling and sewing while her daughters tripped over one another in an attempt to hide. All of a sudden, a familiar whistle echoed through the nest. The whistle could only mean one thing:

“Father is coming!” Corisande trilled, fleeing from her hiding spot.

The others followed, their wings aflutter. Their father’s visits were the best part of the day. When Prava visited, he brought gifts from all over the Isle. There were bits of shimmering ribbons culled from the strange flowers that grew in the Vale of Sylke; jeweled honeycombs from the cave bees of the Glimmers; nevermelt dolls carved of ice high up in the Aatos Mountains and ropes of opalescent sea pearls from the bottom of the Famishing Sea.

Father never visited them in the morning. Oftentimes, he did not join them until supper, but once Prava was with his daughters, his attention never strayed. He played games, read stories, bathed them—always minding the spot behind their wings—and sang songs so that he was always the last thing they saw before they closed their eyes.

Like the rest of her sisters, Demelza was eager to greet him, but she had tripped on a strand of pearls. As she righted herself, she caught a glimpse of her mother’s face. Araminta had not moved from her seat at the center of the nest. Her hands lay folded elegantly in her lap. Her mouth was curved in a smile, but her eyes were wide … shining. It reminded her of when her sister Evadne had tumbled down the staircase. Araminta had screamed, her eyes wild until Evadne let out a wounded chirp. It was fear, Demelza realized. But what would Mother have to fear from Father?

“Settle down, my sweet ones,” said Prava, standing at the entrance to the nest.

The nest was a curious thing. During the evenings, it hunkered down, settling atop the chicks as snug as a blanket. But during the day, the nest widened. The star-shaped pedestal upon which it stood clambered outward into the sky. The nest was constantly accommodating Araminta’s brood, who sometimes wished for mazes to run through and who, lately, had been craving little beds to sleep upon rather than crowding together at the nest’s center. When Prava entered, the nest creaked as it expanded. A few of the billow lilies lost their grip in the garden ceiling and floated to the ground.

Prava wore a long, black suit with flashing gold buttons. Gold earrings winked at his ears and his russet hair fell in mussed hanks around his shoulders. His slitted eyes were full of warmth.

“Today is a very special day,” said Prava, patting each of their heads.

“Presents!” screeched Eulalia.

“Please?” added Dulcinea, fluttering her gray wings.

“Presents, presents, presents!” chanted Evadne, Eustacia, Corisande and Euphemia.

“It is better than presents,” said Prava, smiling. “I knew you would all be vital to my plans and now I have proof! Today is your first step into glorious power, my little ones, for I have struck a bargain for each of your keys, and with the secrets you shall bring me, I shall have immortality within my grasp!”

Eulalia frowned. “So … no presents?”

“Power is its own present, my dear,” said Prava.

“Can you eat it, father?” asked Corisande.

“Well … no, not exactly.”

Corisande pouted. “Then I don’t want it!”

Prava had been smiling, but now his grin fell. He crouched to Corisande’s level and smiled. Six delicate silver chains winked around his throat. Prava touched one of them and Corisande gasped as her wings shot out and lengthened, surrounding her in a flurry of feathers. When Demelza blinked, her sister was a cygnet. Corisande cried out—or rather, squawked—and their mother ran to her.

“Araminta, let the girl feel her feelings,” said Prava, holding up his hand. “She must learn. You all must learn.”

He gathered Corisande in his arms, cooing softly to her as he stroked her head. “Do you understand, my sweet? It is not about what you want. Your wants will come later. If you play your parts correctly there shall be world and wants enough for us all.”

Corisande trembled.

“Oh don’t give me that face,” said Prava. “You will still get your honeyed aphids and licorice treacle, but you are to remain in this form for the next hour while you reflect on the ungrateful attitude you demonstrated to your doting father.” Prava glanced at his daughters. “Does anyone else wish to say something to me?”

Demelza’s other sisters crowded closer. All of them eyed one another’s wings with matching wary expressions. All but one. Alone of her sisters, Demelza did not have wings.

She had noticed, of course, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. She could climb and run as well as any of her sisters. She could not flutter a few inches off the ground, but she could jump very high and surely that was the same thing? But for the first time, Demelza sorely felt the lack of them.

Prava set down Corisande and clapped his hands. “Now for my surprises! Today you shall learn to fly! Come along, come along.”

Araminta’s brood toddled out of the nest with Corisande waddling behind them. Demelza fell into line, but Prava touched her shoulder.

“Not you, sweet.”

Demelza watched her sisters vanish down the steps. She felt a strange lump in her throat. Her palms felt hot.

“Now, now, Demelza, do not weep,” said Prava, gathering her to him. Her father smelled like hot metal and bog smoke. Anyone else would think the wizard reeked of death. But the daughter of a monster knows only that the monster sits beside her each night to sing her to sleep. She does not concern herself with how he occupies the rest of his hours.

“I want to be…” Demelza hesitated, searching for the word her father had used. “I want to be vital too, father! I want to fly.”

“Dry your tears, my child,” said Prava. “We all have different gifts in life. You may envy your sisters, but I am certain they will envy you, for while their days will be filled with rigorous instruction, you shall have free range of the Manor and the Lakes. I have instructed the library wyvern to compose a curriculum of independent study as well. Won’t that be nice?”

Demelza sniffed. Running outdoors and reading in the library sounded very nice indeed. Perhaps it would not be so bad. She hugged her father and Prava kissed the top of her head.

“Do not fear, my strange little bird,” he said. The bottom of his fangs grazed her scalp. “I will find use for you yet.”







4
The Tale of Enzo the Fool



Demelza and her sisters loved Hush Manor and Hush Manor loved them back. It had always been a restless and roving place, but when the chirping sounds of Araminta’s brood echoed over its stones, the Manor discovered a new purpose. For the first time, the Manor did not shuffle through the moors, but swayed, for it noticed that a certain movement lulled the girls to sleep. It tried to shush them the way Araminta did, but its stones made an awful groaning sound and so it quickly abandoned all thoughts of lullabies. For the girls, the Manor sprouted ballrooms spangled with snowflakes and banisters made for sliding and animated the dim and dusty armories where the bones of ancient knights genuflected and leapt to play.

Prava liked to say that Hush Manor was the only domicile of its kind … but this was not entirely true. On the other side of the impenetrable mists surrounding the Silent Lakes loomed Hush Manor’s twin: Rathe Castle.

Rathe Castle was the ancestral seat of the royal family descended from the line of Enzo the Fool. Prava himself had built Rathe Castle for the royals, although he had done so under significant duress and therefore liked to pretend it didn’t exist at all.

Prava could spy into time itself and soar into the clouds with a snap of his fingers. But he could never—ever—step foot onto or spy into Rathe Castle without an invitation. And since he had—more than once—expressed a desire to wipe out the monarchy and install himself as ruler, he was never invited. Banishment from the court had been a fair price to operate the Silent Lakes district independent of royal meddling.

“I could rule this entire place and do it far better than those fools,” Prava would mutter darkly.

“Then why don’t you, Papa?” Demelza had asked.

“Alas, my love … no one but the royal family may sit on the throne, and it’s all thanks to Enzo the Fool,” Prava would say, practically spitting the name.

Centuries had scrubbed the truth down to a tale, but for all the twists and flourishes the poets had added over the years, only one piece was never disputed.

When Enzo found the Isle of Malys, he was greeted by the Isle’s reigning witch queen. Or perhaps she was a goddess. Such differentiation depended on who did the telling of the tale. Whoever she was, she fell in love with Enzo, and in return for his hand in marriage, Enzo extracted a boon.

As the Isle’s magic was tied to the throne, Enzo asked that only the male descendants of his line could sit upon it. The boon demanded so much magic that the witch was forced to give up her own name, but she was in love and no sacrifice was too great. Such a magic, however, could not take place without a contingency.

Enzo was powerful, but he was only mortal, and if one of his line died without an heir then the Isle would be ruined. Perhaps Enzo could have expanded the conditions of his boon, allowing only those of his line and their consorts to sit upon the throne, but Enzo was a heartless man. He sweetened his words and clarified his boon thusly:

“Only my male descendants or whomever possesses their hand and heart in marriage.”

The sea witch, still besotted, granted his boon. Time passed and Enzo waited until she had borne him a few children before attempting to divorce her and banish her from the Isle. The sea witch was, understandably, enraged.

“It was I who gave you your power,” she said. “Repent and perhaps there will be hope for you yet.”

“All the power is mine,” Enzo laughed.

“That is not so,” pointed out the sea witch. “The power also resides in whoever possesses your hand and heart in marriage.”

“My hand you have, but my heart has never been yours.”

“Is that so, husband?” The sea witch then promptly cut out his heart. “Well, now I have both.”

Thus the magic was hers.

From that point on, marriage became a matter of life and death for the royal family. The gentry of the Isle often fought for the hand of Enzo’s descendants, but once someone had it, they rarely wasted any time going straight for their heart. Everyone possessed two lives, but the first lives of the male descendants of Enzo the Fool were famously short.

Nothing would have delighted Prava more than being able to send one of his own daughters as a potential bride, but it was impossible. Only the sons and daughters of the gentry were considered eligible partners for the descendants of Enzo. Prava found the whole thing very offensive.

“Our daughters are beyond aristocracy! They are magic! It is insulting!” he would say. “The stones of Rathe Castle and Hush Manor taunt me terribly … They whisper, you know, for siblings talk and such. They say that the latest royal sapling is gentle as a petal and searching for true love! Arris, I think he is called. Ha. Our daughters could have slurped out his trembling heart before the royal crown could even warm the boy’s head!”

The only thing greater than Prava’s anger with the royal family was the pride he felt for his daughters. Seventeen years had passed since the girls had hatched and they had all but conquered many of the Isle’s neighboring kingdoms from across the seas, seizing treasure and magics and sending these riches back to Hush Manor along with bags of candied local insects for Araminta and coins for Prava, who fancied himself an amateur numismatist.

With each land his daughters conquered, Prava pieced together the spell for immortality. From the island winds where Eulalia ruled and the shifting deserts that Euphemia pillaged, Prava stole half the spell. From the whispering caves of a lost land where Evadne seduced and the dusty library of a forgetful god where Eustacia connived, Prava wrenched the secrets of the spell’s second half. From the enchantments of Dulcinea’s baleful song and Corisande’s soul-searing lament, Prava knew how the spell wished to be spoken.

Now all that was left was the sacrifice.

It was here that Demelza hoped—needed—to shine. Language and stories were her specialty and it was she who realized the spell had been written in an ink distilled of midday sunshine and thus could only be performed when the sun was at its peak. She had also been the one to deduce that the material upon which the spell was written was not vellum cured from the pelt of a white fawn, but winter moonlight reflected on the snow. One could only read the spell wearing the very same fabric, and missing that detail could have been disastrous. Prava had been so proud of her. Should you ever doubt yourself, my little one, remember that wings are no match for wisdom. The words glowed through her entire being.

Everything was nearly ready for Prava’s spell. Everything except the sacrifice in question. A sacrifice of a _______ born of _______ and beast.

No matter what Demelza did, she could not coax out the missing words. Someone had injured the sentence, and so it often collapsed from the mere stress of being observed.

For the past year, Prava had been even more obsessed than usual and spent long hours in his study trying to decipher the sentence. Demelza wanted her father to succeed, but in her heart of hearts, she wished to be the one to offer the missing piece. Perhaps then her mother would finally let her live. Demelza was the last of her sisters to remain in the nest, and if Araminta had her way, perhaps she would never leave.

“You seem rather despondent. Did you get another letter?”

Demelza turned to see the library wyvern at her feet. The wyvern did not look like a dragon. It looked, if anything, like a rabbit. But a rabbit with a long, scaled tail made of writing quills and who occasionally huffed out smoke. The wyvern’s fur was the color of yellowed parchment. Its paws were ink black, and wherever it hopped, it left behind lines of poetry. The only hint of its dragon self lay in the eyes, which resembled banked fires and ancient gold.

Prava had hired the wyvern as his personal librarian when it was little more than a hatchling. It had been cast out of its horde for collecting books instead of gold out of the belief that knowledge was a far greater treasure to possess. Demelza agreed, though why it had chosen to take on the form of a rabbit made little sense to her.

Books are very flammable, the wyvern once told her. And rabbits are delicious.

The wyvern hopped closer, tapping an inky paw on a stack of correspondence.

“You did get a letter,” it said.

Demelza managed a weary smile. “Corisande’s latest report. Shall I read it?”

The wyvern rose up on its hind legs, nodding eagerly. Demelza sighed. Her stomach growled, but she ignored it. She had no desire to go down and see her mother. In fact, she didn’t wish to see anyone.

The library had sensed her mood and cinched the room tight like the drawstrings of a purse. At the moment, the walls of books spiraled up and up, their end point obscured by the webs of fire spiders, whose intricate nests cast a soft glow on the rich green carpets and golden tables piled high with Demelza’s abandoned teacups and notebooks.

Until last year, it had just been Corisande and Demelza left in the nest. Demelza had selfishly hoped that Corisande might never molt but then one day she woke up and saw a pile of brown feathers on the floor of the nest. The next morning, Corisande was sent off to a faraway desert to serve in the court of a young queen as her personal secretary and spy. Demelza read the letter aloud:

“I have foiled yet another assassination attempt, though this one pained me … the queen had ordered her master tailor to sew her a dress so bright that the moon would rise early out of envy, and goodness, Demelza, you would have loved the gown! It was poisoned, of course, and so deadly that the mouse that crept in the shadow of its hem perished on the spot … but still. One must admire the handiwork!

“Thinking of you, dear sister, and confident that you will be the one to solve father’s dilemma. I am sure by then mother will see that you are more than capable of leaving the nest. My hope is that afterward you too shall know the joy of bringing down an entire kingdom! Or conducting your first siege! You are Demelza the Dread, after all!

“Yours,

Corisande”

Demelza set down the letter. Then she grabbed a pillow and smushed it over her face. Then she screamed. When she was done, the wyvern blinked.

“If I might be permitted to make an observation … I see that you are disheveled, horizontal, and clearly hungry. Is your frustration with this letter compounded by the fact that not only is our research going nowhere, but also you have already fought with your mother today?”

“I don’t fight with my mother!” said Demelza, tossing the pillow. “I speak to my mother with reason, compassion and patience. And she returns it with madness, meanness and manipulation.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” asked Demelza. “I didn’t know you had a mother.”

“Oh, not a mother in the sense you understand it,” said the wyvern, twitching its rabbit ear. “I was essentially born from the union of imagination and man’s insatiable greed, but from what I have gathered from my readings, mothers are tricky creatures. Imagine a being racked by the resentments of youth, embattled by societal claims upon its body and beset by an abundance of altruistic love. Even acts of affection might carry poison.”

Demelza grumbled. “Nothing Araminta does seems like affection.”

“I could pull some tomes on mothers who eat their young if that might change your perspective and improve your mood?”

Demelza shuddered. “No thank you.”

“Perhaps at breakfast you should tell her how you feel,” suggested the wyvern.

“Perhaps,” said Demelza, though she wasn’t sure if there was any point.

With a brood of seven daughters, Araminta’s focus had always been a wavering thing. Someone’s wing was always acting funny or Eustacia was sleep-flying again or Dulcinea’s throat was scratchy and she couldn’t sing. Demelza used to love catching a cold, for it meant that her mother would insist on letting her rest in her lap. But then her sisters began to molt … and everything changed.

When her sisters took lessons on courtly etiquette, Araminta insisted that Demelza study the butchering of beasts. When her sisters learned to dance, Demelza was taught to run without tiring. When her sisters practiced cosmetics and beauty, Demelza found that all of the mirrors had been enchanted to blur her reflection.

“But why can’t I learn those things too, mother?” Demelza had asked.

She was tired of wearing the rough homespun of the kitchen staff. She wished to wear brocade like Eulalia. Or brush her hair with an ice comb like Eustacia. Her voice was not beautiful like her sisters’, but did that mean the rest of her had to match?

“You must trust me, my daughter,” Araminta said. “I did not listen to my own mother and I will not have you suffer the same mistakes. Know that I am always doing what is best for you. Always.”

Demelza trusted her mother. At least, she wanted to. But lately it seemed that her mother was more on edge than ever. Every time Demelza tried to share her progress about the spell for immortality, Araminta got angry. As if she knew Demelza could never solve it and didn’t see the point of listening further.

At that moment, a slight chiming sound echoed through the library. A few feet away from Demelza, a bright light appeared on the rugs, slowly expanding into a hollow through which the familiar glass staircase appeared. It was a summoning from Araminta to join her for breakfast.

“At least this time she didn’t send me clothes to wear,” said Demelza.

A little parcel soared out of the hole, plopping at Demelza’s feet. The wyvern hopped down, scrabbling at the ties with its paws. Inside was a tunic made of dried reeds. A few sugar beetles crawled across it. If Araminta thought a few juicy bugs would tempt her into wearing that, she was wrong.

Even before all her sisters had flown the nest, the clothes Araminta left out for Demelza could hardly be called clothes. Oftentimes they were sooty rags or cloth held together by bramble. And that was only the clothes. Last month Araminta had thrown away Demelza’s hairbrush, and now her red hair hung in lumpy knots down her back. For the past year, every time Demelza wished to take her evening bath, her mother insisted she powder herself afterward with the ashes of the fireplace. When Demelza asked for a coat, she was given stinking pelts. And now … this.

“I shall leave you to change,” said the wyvern, but Demelza raised her hand.

“No. I shall go down in this.”

Demelza was wearing one of Evadne’s old dressing gowns. Truthfully she could not remember the last time she had felt something so luxurious against her skin. The robe was the color of dusk, embroidered with silver thread to form wispy clouds along the sleeves and embellished with seed pearls at the cuffs.

“Really?” asked the wyvern. The creature laid its ears along its back. “You do realize this might lead to a confrontation…”

“But it shouldn’t and that is the point,” said Demelza, resolute. “At least this way, she’ll be forced to address me directly instead of making some excuse to discuss anything else.”

“Hmph,” said the wyvern.

Demelza raised an eyebrow. “Unless you have any other suggestions on how to settle conflict?”

“I typically settled conflict by incinerating the individual that offended me, but I suspect this is not welcome in family settings.”

“No,” said Demelza. “That would not be welcome.”



The breakfast room was the least ornate chamber in Hush Manor, but to Demelza it was the most beautiful. A scarlet carpet lay across the stone floor. A roaring hearth served as one wall, while the rest were great, tear-shaped windows. The windows looked out onto the rolling moors of the Silent Lakes, where the low hills appeared splashed with bright purple swamp heather and silver bog daisies. In the distance, Demelza could even see the enchanted gloom that kept Prava’s realm separate from the rest of the Isle.

Today, the breakfast table had been laid with boiled quail eggs, parfaits of tadpole, spider geleé and toast points. A samovar of tea solemnly puffed steam and marched back and forth across the linen.

Demelza had almost gleefully braced herself for a fight, but when she sat down, Araminta did not look up from the book she was reading. Her mother was dressed in a white gown. Her shining hair was swept into an elegant bun. Demelza cleared her throat, but Araminta did not notice. She never noticed. Sometimes Demelza suspected her mother would not look at her on purpose …

As if she was that ashamed of her youngest daughter.

“Is father joining?” asked Demelza.

“He will be late,” said Araminta, gaze fixed on the page. “I believe Prince Arris is to be married today? Or perhaps tomorrow? And you know how grumpy your father gets when there’s any sort of announcement from Rathe Castle.”

Poor prince, thought Demelza. Royal weddings were so often their own funerals.

“I’m sure father’s mood won’t be helped when he discovers how little headway I’ve made in my research,” said Demelza. “A sacrifice born of … something and beast … I actually think—”

“Stop!” said Araminta. She threw down her book with such force that her teacup rattled. “I cannot listen to this first thing in the morning!”

Heat rushed to Demelza’s cheeks.

“Because you do not think me capable of it, Mother?” she asked. “Because you intend to keep me here dressed in rags?”

Araminta looked at Demelza, her blue eyes widening in shock. “What in Wrate’s name are you wearing?”

Demelza nearly wilted beneath her mother’s stare, but she raised her chin. “I am wearing Evadne’s robe.”

“I specifically sent you clothing,” said Araminta.

“As if it could be called that!” said Demelza, furious. “You sent me a tunic of woven reeds! Dirty reeds, no less! I plucked several sugar beetles off the neckline alone!”

“I hope you did not waste them,” said Araminta. “I know I did not raise a wasteful daughter.”

Demelza almost rolled her eyes and then made herself stop. She had no wish to fight with her mother so early in the day.

“I did not waste them,” said Demelza. “Though they might have spoiled my breakfast. There is no reason for me to wear such clothes.”

“There might be a time where you must make do with what the land provides. Not everything may be laid out before you like a feast,” said Araminta, looking away from her daughter. “Go change your clothes. Now. I am very disappointed, Demelza.”

Demelza did not move. All she had ever done was try to please her parents. Hadn’t she put soot on her cheeks and clay in her hair at her mother’s request? But today, she was cold. And all she wanted was to sit in a beautiful robe and drink tea.

“No,” said Demelza.

Araminta stared at her. “What?”

Demelza took a deep breath. Losing her temper would get her nowhere and so she reached for reason. “Mother, this is … this is ridiculous! To be honest, it makes me feel as though I am worth less to you than my sisters. I am not a child! I’m seventeen! And I cannot begin to guess at the reason why you insist on having me comport myself like this!”

Araminta paled and her hand flew to her throat. It was a gesture Demelza had seen a thousand times. She was old enough to understand that her father might be a loving husband, but he was not a kind one. He was a good father, but he was not a good man. While her sisters relished their assignments and all of them wished for Prava to possess eternal life and more powers than Wrate himself—ambitions they had been assured were very normal for wizards and nothing to be alarmed over—it was not as though they had been given a choice. If her father wished, he could turn them all to swans and keep them locked in the oubliettes of Hush Manor. That he did not was only because he loved them. Demelza alone lay outside his reach.

“I am your mother,” Araminta said, her voice trembling. “How dare you disobey me, Demelza? Go to your library. Now. I shall deal with you later.”



Demelza had charged halfway up the stairs when she stopped, took a breath and stared back down the steps. She did not want to spend the rest of her day angry. Araminta seemed so distracted lately.

Perhaps they could go for a walk. Or talk by the fire. Or simply get out of Hush Manor to understand one another better.

Demelza was making her way back to the breakfast room when she heard her father’s calm, low tone and her mother’s shrill voice.

“I’ve had it!” said Araminta.

“Be reasonable, my love—” Prava started, but Araminta hissed at him to be quiet.

“I will not have a stain on my lineage!” said Araminta. “Demelza must go. Get rid of her.”







5
The Wizard Considers Raising Chickens



The legend of the Isle of Malys began thusly. One moment, Wrate did not know of himself. The next moment … he did. Wrate was all the waters of the world and he was alone. He wanted to know what else he could make of himself, and so he threw his skin into the water and it stretched into the Isle. He tossed his bones onto the land and they became the white trees of the Ulva Wyldes. He tore out his teeth which became the Aatos Mountains. He plucked out his hair which became the Vale of Sylke. He pulled out his eyes and buried them in the ground where they became the Glimmers. His spit flowed across the land and filled the Famishing Sea. And when Wrate had made something of his unmaking, the last of his longing became the Silent Lakes.

But for all this, he was alone. And when he realized that he would always be alone, he wept. The steam of his tears became the clouds. When the clouds scudded across the sky, veritas swans sprang into existence and they became beings of truth, sorrow and exquisite beauty. In their song, Wrate understood what he must become.

From Wrate, two lives emerged. For mortals, the first life was spent in a human body. Upon the first death, one could elect to live a second life in the form of a tree, rock or flower. The first life was for living and movement. The second life was for remembering and stillness. And in the second and final death, all returned to the endless waters of Wrate bearing slivers of life’s truths. In this way, Wrate was both a mundane multitude and a sacred singularity. And thus, he would find peace.

It was said that when Wrate heard the song of the veritas swans and understood the nature of his existence, he shed a single tear. This tear took the form of a lake which became known as the Dole. To submerge in its waters was said to summon forth one’s potential, to hasten destiny’s footsteps and to force the very hours to gallop toward the next day.

No one knew where the Dole might be found, but Demelza and her sisters had long been convinced it was not only in the Silent Lakes district, but also no more than an hour’s walk from Hush Manor. Their reasoning? None whatsoever. But it was a fun way to pass the time.

Besides, Prava—who knew everything about everything—could not prove that the pool was not the Dole, which only cemented the little pond’s mythical status in their childhood imagination. When they were little, the girls would pretend to claw their way out of the Dole while screaming at the stars for “the cruel vicissitudes of fate!” And then taking turns dying and being resurrected. It was all very amusing. They did not really know what any of the words they used even meant, but they were fun to say. And even when they grew older and no longer played at dying and being ravaged by destiny, the Dole became a place where the sisters shared their deepest fears … their deepest wishes … in the hopes that if something was listening, then such good fortune would quicken its pace to find them.

At the bottom of the valley, the Dole appeared hardly bigger than a bathtub. It was tear shaped and its stone sides sloped with unnatural smoothness. Fuzzy tufts of dark blue hushbane grass swayed in the windless air. Demelza paused, gathering her breath. The wyvern hopped beside her, ears flattened against its body.

“You know I hate being far from the library,” it said.

“I did not force you to come with me,” said Demelza.

“You are my pupil!” huffed the wyvern. “Rogue knowledge is a dangerous thing when one is clearly charged with emotion!”

“Dangerous,” muttered Demelza. “Is that why she wants me gone?”

Get rid of her.

Demelza did not want to think of her mother’s smell. She did not want to think of her cool hands checking her forehead for fever. Or the little boxes Araminta would hide under her pillow, full of candied aphids and sugar beetles. You are beyond precious to me, my little one. When had that changed? Demelza had read tales of heartbreak, but she had never known it. She had thought heartbreak was loud as a thunderstorm, but what she felt was far more quiet. Sinuous. It was a venom slipping into the cracks of herself, corroding memory and shadowing words. Bit by bit, the poison exposed a gleaming and terrible question:

What if Araminta was right? What if Demelza was a stain upon her family? What if she was better off … gone?

“You have not finished your thought!” said the wyvern. “Who wants what gone?”

“My mother wants me gone.”

The wyvern huffed. “Don’t be foolish, my dear.”

“I know what I heard, wyvern,” said Demelza.

“Let us assume you heard correctly,” said the wyvern. “Let us also assume that your thoughts on incinerating a parental figure after an argument remain outside the realm of possibility?” It looked at her almost hopefully.

“You assume correctly,” said Demelza.

The wyvern looked disappointed. “Well then, why haven’t you confronted them?”

“Who said I wasn’t going to?”

“You are marching with great determination toward a dried-up pond,” said the wyvern.

“It’s tradition,” said Demelza.

“I suppose you expect me to say something wise here, considering my status as an ancient, mythical being and whatnot,” said the wyvern.

“Are you ancient?”

“Oh yes,” said the wyvern. “I take great care of my fur though, so you would not be able to tell.”

Demelza touched her bare neck, imagining the weight of a small, silver key. A few years ago, one of Demelza’s sisters, Evadne, had been caught pretending to sing during morning music practice. Evadne had been complaining of a sore throat that morning and so instead of singing alongside her sisters, she merely opened and closed her mouth and figured no one would notice. But Prava saw. As punishment, he twisted her key and would not let her turn into a swan for a month. Evadne was scared of heights and she often complained that flying through the cold, thin air made her eyes water. But when Prava twisted her key, she wept every day. She wept when she walked to breakfast with Demelza and she wept as she rubbed her back along the stones as if she might coax out her wings by sheer force alone.

“But you don’t even like being a swan,” Demelza had said, trying to comfort her.

“I know,” said Evadne, miserable. “But now I feel wingless, Demelza. I feel like someone has manacled my feet and told me to fly. I feel like time has forgotten about me and refuses to pull me from one hour to the next and so I am trapped in this airless purgatory.”

Obviously, Evadne was their poet. Although she was prone to exaggeration, Demelza felt the truth of each word.

She was trapped. Not in her body, but in her spirit. Trapped in a way that made time seem terribly endless.

Demelza had excelled in her studies. In some areas, she had even surpassed her sisters. But where Demelza’s accomplishments were impressive, her sisters’ skills were important.

Each of her sisters had been sent on assignment to further their father’s pursuit of everlasting life and endless power. Her sisters were powerful, their lives full of purpose. And in her heart of hearts, Demelza did not simply want to join their ranks, but soar beyond anyone’s imagining. She dreamt of dragging renown in her wake. She dreamt of being looked at, instead of overlooked, to be draped in jewels and not reeds and for her name to be exhaled on a gust of wonder.

Do not fear, my strange little bird, her father had promised. I will find use for you yet.

But it seemed her father had lied. Demelza would never have the chance to prove all that she could do. She would be sent away and all for the crime of not being enough.

“What is it, child?” asked the wyvern.

“I feel … wingless,” said Demelza, at last.

The wyvern blinked at her, its fiery eyes aglow in the dusk. “If that was meant to be profound and cryptic, I’m afraid that to me it reeks of intellectual flatulence.”

Demelza rolled her eyes. By now they had reached the Dole. It had rained a few hours before and the usually bone-dry pond was now muddy. Demelza daintily lifted the hem of her gown, slipped off her sister’s satin shoes, and jumped into the Dole. It was a short and thoroughly anticlimactic hop. No thunder clapped. No lightning shattered. No wind blew. If this was ever a place where destiny itself might hasten forward, the world gave no sign of it.

Demelza looked up at the sky.

“Please,” she said.

After a few moments, she climbed out of the Dole and began the walk back to Hush Manor. She knew that the pond held no magic and that if anything it was a farewell to the place where she had hoped against hope. If Araminta’s desire was granted—as Demelza was certain it would be, considering Prava never denied his wife—then she knew she would never see it again.

Demelza did not look back as she and the wyvern left. As they walked, the sky split open with rain. If Demelza had turned around, she might have seen little sparks of light gathering in the basin of the Dole. But she did not turn. If Demelza had a mirror, she might have noticed how the rain sluiced the dirt from her hair and her face. But she did not have a mirror. If Demelza could peer into Hush Manor, she might have seen her father’s pensive gaze turn bright with a curious, but terrible, idea. But she could not peer so far away. And perhaps that was just as it should be. For you see, at that moment, destiny, with its sly gaze and inevitable tread, had finally looked Demelza’s way.



In a sitting room of Hush Manor, the wizard Prava stared at the flames. He did this even though his face was getting uncomfortably warm because on the off chance his wife was looking at him, he knew this posture looked imposing and a bit dashing and he always wished to impress her. But at that very moment, something tumbled into place in his thoughts. Or perhaps the heat of the fire fused it into shape. For weeks, he had been dancing around the two missing words in the spell of immortality. Demelza had supplied a list of possible words from her own translations, and while two words fit, it still made no sense.

“A sacrifice,” he muttered, staring at the flames. “A sacrifice of an unripened heart, born of beauty and beast.”

When Araminta heard these words, she fought to keep the tremble out of her fingers. She buried her hands in her embroidery and kept her gaze fixed on her lap despite the fact that her monster of a husband cut a very alluring figure in front of the fireplace.

“I haven’t the faintest what it could mean!” said Prava, tugging at his hair. “A basilisk heart?”

“I think basilisks are very lovely,” said Araminta, encouragingly.

“But they are born of a chicken and a toad! Both are rather beastly. Unless it was a very pretty chicken … perhaps I should start raising chickens?”

“I think that’s a worthwhile pastime, dear,” said Araminta. She looked a touch nervous, but her husband did not notice. “Any news of the princeling? Arris? Has he been wed yet?”

Normally any talk of the descendants of Enzo the Fool would grab Prava’s attention in an instant. But the words bounced off him.

“You know, I did always wish to be a farmer,” mused Prava. He paused, a shadow crossing over his face. He shook himself. “No. That couldn’t possibly be what it means … could it?”

The door opened, and Demelza walked inside. The wyvern bolted ahead of her, leaving behind small puddles of poetry—mostly limericks—before huddling before the fire.

Araminta knew what would happen before the rest of them. She put down her embroidery and stood. When she spoke, her voice was shrill with what sounded like ferocity to her daughter but was actually fear.

“Demelza, you are a mess, go to your room—”

“No,” said Demelza, squaring her shoulders. “I have something to say. I heard you the other day, Mother.”

“Demelza, please, go!” said Araminta.

“Into exile?” said Demelza. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? To get rid of me? Father, you can’t let her do this. Just because I don’t have a heart key doesn’t mean I can’t be useful! Haven’t I helped with your spell? You can’t complete it without me. Let me prove it to you, father. Give me more time!”

Prava stared at his youngest daughter. Unless he was in deep concentration, he had made it a habit to blink at a human rate rather than allow the nictating membrane of his eyes to sheer across his gaze. He was not blinking now. His stare was unnervingly reptilian.

“Born of beauty,” said Prava, turning his head to look at Araminta. He glanced at his reflection. “And beast.”

Demelza did not hear him. Her own heartbeat was so loud she could barely think over the sound of it.

“You said you would find some purpose for me and you have not, meanwhile Mother keeps me covered in dirt and rags and hidden away in the manor!” said Demelza, her voice breaking. “I want my life to mean something. I … I deserve that chance.”

A look of remorse flashed over her father’s face. But then he smiled. He held out his hand to her.

“And you shall have it, my dear.”

Demelza beamed. She wanted to say to her mother “Ha!” But Araminta’s expression squashed any flame of triumph Demelza felt in that moment. It was the same expression she had worn when Prava had shown up in the nest all those years ago, promising to carve up the world for them. It was fear. And Demelza could not reconcile it.

“Well played, my love,” said Prava, smiling indulgently at Araminta. “You tried to hide her from me, didn’t you? You spoke poorly of her, camouflaged her beauty, raised her to be wild … when all the while, you understood the missing piece of my spell.” Prava tilted his head. “You must have known from the moment she was born. Or perhaps you had a glimpse of the future. Hmm?”

Araminta’s lips were pursed tight, and if her father’s clarity of the riddle was terrible, it was nothing compared to what Demelza felt when her father turned to address her:

“My dear girl, you wished to be of use and lo and behold, you are more than that! You are beyond useful … you are vital. I always knew you were my favorite for a reason,” said her father, smiling. “All you have to do is let me carve out your heart.”







6
The Hand and Heart of a Prince



Araminta found her daughter in the nesting tower, sitting in a pile of feathers. They did not have much time, but Araminta could not stop herself from pausing to stare at her youngest daughter. Had Demelza not been of veritas swan lineage, she could have sworn her daughter was a fire bird. Her hair was molten silk. Her limbs looked stark in the gloom of the nest, as if she was a girl carved from flame and bone.

Alone of her daughters, Demelza resembled Prava not just in features, but faculties too. Demelza could not fly, but she never quite seemed to touch the ground either, for she was always flitting from one fascination to the next.

Long ago, Araminta had glimpsed a snippet of Demelza’s future and she had seen what use her husband would find … but she had seen Demelza’s determination too. And it was this that she had tried to hone to a blade, in the hopes that her daughter would outrun any danger. But it seemed as though all she had done was driven her straight to it.

“Demelza, I am so sorry,” said Araminta.

Demelza looked up. She gasped when she saw her mother and looked her up and down.

“Mother?” said Demelza. “He … he turned you into a swan.”

Araminta honked. “For now. He’ll turn me back. He always does. You know your father. Absolutely useless at finding any of his things. If he wishes for his spectacles and slippers, then I’ll demand the use of my limbs.”

Demelza almost laughed, but she was too stunned by the last hour.

“Ironic, isn’t it? I only wished to be of use and now look at me.”

“It is my fault, dearest,” said Araminta. “In my effort to protect you, I drove you to this.”

The wyvern, who had decided to accompany Demelza to the tower partly for company and mostly to take notes of her demise, chirped:

“At least you may take comfort in knowing your mother loves you.”

Araminta let out a mournful honk. “To think you ever doubted it! Your father and I love you beyond reason, child.”

Araminta longed to stroke Demelza’s hair, but settled for batting her wing across her daughter’s leg.

“Yes, Father’s love is a credit to him,” said Demelza.

“If it makes you feel any better, I believe that once he has achieved immortality, his next project will be reviving you from the dead, an endeavor that he suspects will be futile, but also drive him to despair and remorse, the product of which will cement his place as a tragic legend and fulfill the spell of immortality,” said the wyvern.

“This might shock you, but that does not in fact make me feel better,” said Demelza.

“Your father is a monster,” said Araminta. “But he has never hidden that.”

Demelza drew in a quick, shuddering breath. “How hard is it to fall in love, Mother? Bring me someone. Anyone. What about the toad that Father turned into a secretary? He’ll do fine! I’ll just give my heart away and then he won’t be able to use me—”

Araminta let out a low hiss. “Do you think so little of your heart?”

Demelza cowered.

“The minute I gave your father my heart, my life was doomed,” said Araminta. “He loves me, but he does not trust me and I do not trust him, and in that way, love is forever a prison. For love to control you is a fate worse than death, and I would sooner let your father carve out your heart if I could spare you that torture.”

Demelza lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry, Mother. I did not mean to be so glib.”

Araminta sighed, and her ruffled feathers smoothed. “Think of all that I have made sure to teach you, my dear. I did my best to teach you to survive. The rest is up to you. But you will not be without help. Take this.” Araminta dropped a little knife into her lap. The runes along the blade glinted as Demelza interpreted them. A blade to cut through anything. Even the mist surrounding the Silent Lakes.

“Go, Demelza,” said Araminta. “Run.”

“What about Father?”

“Let me worry about your father,” said Araminta. “Perhaps I might convince him to turn his attention elsewhere … or perhaps your sisters will send him a different treasure to pursue.”

“But what’s the point?” asked Demelza. “Father can go anywhere. He can rifle through time. I can’t hide from him.”

“There is one place he cannot go,” said Araminta.

“Rathe Castle,” said Demelza, dully. “As I recall it, Father ‘and all of his ghoulish ilk’ were banned from Rathe Castle hundreds of years ago. I think the royal family would be more surprised he has children rather than an actual army of ghouls, but we are not allowed to step foot anywhere near the Castle without—”

“An invitation,” said Araminta.

She curved her neck, her orange bill disappearing in the marble plumage of her breast feathers. From this, she withdrew what looked like a paper sparrow. Only it was not made of paper, but sylke, a strange flower that gave its name to the Vale on the other side of the fog that separated the Silent Lakes district from the rest of the Isle. The blooms of a sylke flower were hardly more than a puff of smoke and the ghost of a sparkle … but in the hands of a Valer, the sylke could become anything. A skilled Vale tailor could sew his will into the cloth, such that the hem of a gown as blue-green as the sea might ebb and flow like the waves. Sylke was an impressionable bloom, and to braid the petals with will and words could conjure a thousand short-lived marvels. It was what made the Vale the cradle of the Isle’s fashions and arts.

But then what was it doing here?

The fog that Prava had raised at the borders of his territory was near impenetrable.

“I could sense something had gotten lost near our borders,” said Araminta, when she saw the shock in Demelza’s gaze.

“But Father—”

“Your father was clever enough to trap me, but I am not a docile prisoner, my dear. Now hush. Listen.”

When the sylke sparrow shook out its wings, it sounded like the rustle of dry leaves. Its wings were edged in gold and when it hopped across the stones to Demelza’s fingertips, she recognized the shadow of the royal seal—three interlocked stars—and gasped. The sparrow opened its mouth and an invitation sang out, ringing through the tower and shaking the flowers overhead:


Hear ye, hear ye!

King Eustis, Queen Yzara and the Isle of Malys

Hereby request the presence of all eligible and interested maidens

To compete in a contest of beauty, power and grace

For the hand and heart of Prince Arris









7
Rathe Castle Cannot Contain Its Excitement



On the entire Isle, nothing and no one was more excited about Prince Arris’s tournament of brides than Rathe Castle. Not even Arris’s mother—who had recently fired an atelier for conflating the shades of magenta and fuchsia as “practically the same thing” when it came to selecting the color of table napkins—matched the zeal with which the Castle threw itself into planning.

First and foremost, Rathe Castle was a fortress. It was imposing and impenetrable, exceptionally observant and possessed of ever-vigilant windows that peered into the corners of dozens of kingdoms, some of which had no idea that the Isle of Malys even existed.

Rathe Castle was as wary as it was accommodating. It had kept the royal family safe and reflected their individual tastes with every generation. For Princess Yvlle it had sprouted a turret overnight crammed with laboratory instruments and strange specimens. For Queen Yzara it had bloomed a hallway filled with perfumes distilled from the colors of her moods. For King Eustis, a massive library where he might contemplate the making of the world; for Prince Arris a room that was a world of his own making.

Long ago, when its stones had been gathered and breathed with will, the wizard Prava had made a mistake. Prava had intended to imbue the Castle with one simple instruction: keep out intruders.

But in his haste—for war waged on the Isle at the time—he had forgotten the word “out.” And so, there was a time when all the Castle wished to do was, well, keep intruders. What was an intruder anyway? The family had never really said, and so the Castle simply kept … everyone. Its stones declaimed poetry with silver-tongued messengers snatched by the front door and kept in every comfort.

The Castle particularly enjoyed the company of artists, especially painters, for then it could show off how its windows might adjust the lighting based on the artist’s subject. Eventually, the alarming number of missing diplomats caught the royal family’s attention and Prava was summoned to clarify the Castle’s main directive.

For the most part, the Castle did not mind. It wanted to fulfill its duty and so it belched out dungeons and torture chambers as needed and spat assassins into the ocean when asked. But … it missed the challenge of entertaining a variety of company. Its social engagements were largely the same. It made grand entryways for diplomats, tasteful bedrooms for visiting aristocracy, ballrooms for revels, long hallways for royal dinner parties and dark chambers for the occasional mausoleum.

But then Queen Yzara ascended the throne. At her behest, the Castle had softened. Where it had been encouraged in the past to intimidate guests, Queen Yzara had suggested that perhaps it might fill them with awe instead. A subtlety, certainly, but the Castle enjoyed the distinction. The Castle reveled in elevating its atmosphere. When it straightened up, the ceiling soared and the once needle-thin windows melted out into glorious frescoes of stained glass.

No queen or consort had entertained at the level of Queen Yzara in centuries, and while the Castle enjoyed the liveliness, it sometimes longed for the early days of its architecture, when it changed all the time, constantly adjusting to the tastes of a thousand strangers.

The Castle could have never imagined the enormous task now set before it. A competition? For a bride! Why, that was not a single event … that was a whole slew of days! Perhaps even a fortnight!

The word “spectacle” kept echoing across the stones of Rathe Castle until the gray slabs of its floor gleamed silver in its excitement. Of late, the windows had widened, and the light that filled the Castle was reckless and giddy.

Once the invitation had been issued across the Isle, preparations for the competition had occupied the Castle’s every spare moment. The landscape needed refreshing and the pools required cleaning and all the cabinets bemoaned the dearth of teacups.

But that was only what occurred aboveground.

Below the ground an entirely different conversation was taking place. After all, the invitation had been issued not only by Queen Yzara and King Eustis but by the Isle of Malys as well. It was not as though the king or queen had conversed with the Isle directly. As far as anyone knew, such a thing was not possible. But the land was old and wily and it was well aware that whichever bride claimed Arris’s heart—in whatever manner that might look like—would determine its future.

And so, far away from the eyes and ears of the mortals and in the loamy argot of roots and brambles, the Isle whispered to the foundation of Rathe Castle. It whispered of all the things it held in its soil … of heartache and sly glances, prayers murmured into flowers, the tiny splash of a child’s feet in the tidal pools by the shore. The Isle spoke of magic mislaid and misused, of the way things had been … and the way things could be.

All the while, the Castle listened.







8
A Litany of Poor Choices



Sometimes Prince Arris wondered if there was another version of himself that might have been able to make peace with a murderous marriage and a short first life. Perhaps he would have spent his numbered days in an opulent state of debauchery. A devilish rake, so to speak. But he had the misfortune of being a dreamer instead and for this, there was only one entity he could blame:

His parents.

Until Queen Yzara and King Eustis, the betrothal and marriage of Enzo’s heirs followed a centuries-old pattern. When the heir came of age, his parents threw a series of engagement balls. As per custom, the Isle’s aristocracy trotted out their most brilliant daughters and most beautiful sons and the heir danced with whoever took his fancy. On the final night, the heir would announce the name of his betrothed—typically at a safe distance—and then go into hiding until the wedding day.

Depending on the circumstances, the wedding might not be for a month or more, allowing the heir to ready himself for marriage and choose a nice plot of ground in the Grove of Ancestors for when they were inevitably divested of their heart. It also allowed the ruling family to prepare the heir’s betrothed for the duties of running a kingdom. It was usually only a matter of weeks before the heir became a tree, and after that, they only served the kingdom in an exalted advisory capacity. Their advice was constantly sought after, considering that they could always tap into the collective experiences and wisdom of the Grove of Ancestors. Their other biggest task was the role of child-rearing. Turning into a tree was no excuse for neglecting the duties of parenthood, although the creation of offspring depended on the couple in question. Children might be born or bloomed and were as like to erupt from the ground as they were to emerge from a body. All in all, it was still a very fulfilling existence, though this was not to say that Enzo’s heirs danced merrily to their first deaths.

When Goodrich the Bald married, he hid from his wife for an impressive six weeks before she caught him with a cleverly laid trap involving a pillar, various ropes and an exquisite hairpiece. Yulius jumped into the Famishing Sea after his wedding day, but his betrothed was a siren whose family was only too happy to return Yulius to his sharp-toothed bridegroom. Then there was Nebo, who attempted to set his betrothed on fire, but she was a lady of the Aatos Mountains and more ice than flesh. He couldn’t melt more than her smallest finger before she flung a frost dagger into his chest.

Unlike the Isle’s magical inhabitants, Enzo was a foreigner. While his female descendants possessed magic, the males had no power. One by one—and with varying degrees of resistance—Enzo’s heirs took their place in the Grove of Ancestors. There was no reason to suspect anything would—or could—change.

But then Eustis came of age.

Eustis, son of Argento and Edmund the Handsome, had no expectations of a long first life and no real feelings about this one way or the other. An avid gardener, he was looking forward to becoming a tree. His only real grief was that he wouldn’t be able to hold a book anymore, but he was certain that he and the royal librarian could come to some arrangement. All of this changed when he beheld Yzara of the Glimmers during his very first engagement ball.

On that day, the beauties of the aristocracy gathered at Rathe Castle. There were snow-skinned maidens from the Aatos Mountains, sirens with opalescent eyes from the Famishing Sea, handsome striplings from the Ulva Wylds, richly outfitted youths from the Vale of Sylke and bejeweled maidens from the Glimmers. Every region of the Isle was represented, save for the Silent Lakes district, which was run by the odious wizard whom everyone assumed lived alone in a tower.

Eustis took one look at Yzara and announced his choice to the entire room that same evening. It was a shock to the gentry. Argento, who was an apple tree by then, lost all his leaves overnight from shock.

Until the night of the ball, Yzara had rarely left her home. The Glimmers was at the southernmost tip of the Isle, composed of a tangle of massive caves and underground labyrinths. Daylight never touched the Glimmer’s subterranean palaces, but the radiance of its magical jewels—orange lustreel and scarlet ignix, green ozoralds and blue zafyres—cast more than enough light.

Once polished and arranged, and depending, naturally, on cut, color, clarity and carat, the gemstones could heal any malady … or incite any madness. Glimmerians were healers and lapidaries, poisoners and gemologists, miners and magicians. Their jewelry was coveted not just within the Isle, but also beyond, spirited by the fast sailing ships of the Famishing Sea’s merchants and sirens.

Yzara hailed from a prominent Glimmerian family known for their ozorald mines. Growing up, Yzara never knew her father as anything other than a boulder. His first life had ended rather quickly—and perhaps suspiciously—not long after Yzara was born when he mistook a cup of poison for a cup of tea.

As a boulder, Yzara’s father never said much, but he was a constant and beloved rock in her life. Her mother, on the other hand, was a cold and ambitious woman who saw Yzara’s beauty as an opportunity. The moment Yzara was born, her mother saw a queen in the making. By the time she was ten, Yzara was well-versed in the arts of death and healing. At sixteen, her voice was considered so lovely that Glimmerians compared it to the mythical voice of the veritas swans. And by the age of eighteen, suitors fell over themselves for a single lock of her long, black hair, which fell in waves of ink to her bejeweled ankles.

When Eustis declared that Yzara held his heart (metaphorically) no one was surprised. But when Eustis remained a man day after day and night after night, no one could understand why Yzara had not taken his heart (literally).

Is it true that you have yet to dispense with him? Yzara’s mother demanded in a letter after hearing rumors of a lovestruck Eustis blissfully wandering the halls.

It was true that Eustis was not dead, but it was not for lack of trying.

Hours after Yzara and Eustis were wed, Yzara approached him in the bedroom with a knife behind her back. There, she discovered that Eustis had spelled out her name in flower petals and then fallen asleep on the floor in case she wished to sprawl across the bed in her sleep. Yzara preferred to look him in the eye when she took his heart and so that night she let him live. When she awoke the next day, Eustis was waiting with a breakfast tray, and murder before tea seemed rude. Again, she let him live. When she came down for dinner, she saw that he had constructed her likeness out of meringue, sugared violets, dollops of cream and candied plums.

He fixed her with such a dazzling and hopeful smile that Yzara simply couldn’t bear to cut out his heart right then. Plus such affairs were messy, and it was sure to get all over the cake, which would be a pity.

“You know I am here to take your heart, don’t you?” she asked.

“I know.”

“All of these displays will not move me to mercy.”

Eustis shrugged. “I am not asking for your mercy.”

“Then what can you possibly hope from this display?”

“Do you like it?” asked Eustis.

Yzara frowned. “The cake?”

“Yes. Do you like it?”

Yzara was not sure. She had never actually had cake. In the Glimmers, her mother had disdained sweets, informing Yzara that it softened the mind and body. Indulgence of any kind was not tolerated, for it was a slippery slope to poor self-control. If her mother were here, she would have rolled her eyes.

But her mother was not here.

“I do like it,” Yzara allowed.

Eustis beamed. “Your enjoyment is all that I want.”

Eustis was fair-haired, soft-jawed and possessed a surprisingly deep voice despite his diminutive stature. Unlike his father Edmund the Handsome, Eustis’s features were unremarkable. Plain, even. Yzara knew his looks would not have influenced her to drag out the inevitable, but his mannerisms gave her an uncommon jolt of guilt.

“If I may be so bold, then perhaps I might ask of three events where I shall endeavor to make you smile,” said Eustis. “At the end of those three events, you can take my heart.”

Yzara agreed and Eustis began with the cake.

“You can take my life when you have eaten with me, for I cannot eat as a tree.”

When Yzara ate a slice of cake with him, she discovered flavor.

“You can take my life when you have read with me, for I cannot read as a tree.”

When Yzara read with him, she discovered calm.

“You can take my life when you have danced with me, for I cannot dance as a tree.”

When Yzara danced with him, she discovered love.



The day before the competition for his hand in marriage, Arris walked barefoot through the Grove of Ancestors. He was almost always barefoot despite his love of fine material and even finer clothes. So often, he imagined he was floating through his own life, but every time he touched the ground, a part of his mind went quiet.

The Grove of Ancestors was more like a gallery than a grove. The tree tops knitted together, forming an elaborate living ceiling. The air smelled of rich earth and fallen plums. With every step he took, Arris sank up to his ankles in the gold, scarlet and emerald leaves that carpeted the ground. This early in the day, most of Arris’s relations were still asleep. A few of them even snored, and their rumbling sent a tremor through the ground.

The Grove was a reminder of where he would soon end up, but Arris loved it anyway. It was a reminder of both the extravagant and the ephemeral nature of the senses. His ancestor trees could tap into the exquisite beauty of collective roots, stories and memories, but they could not feel new things. Arris had often peppered his grandfather Argento with questions. What did it feel like to grow fruit? Could he sense life budding? Were roots ticklish?

But Argento merely shrugged his limbs.

“It is what it is,” he would say.

There was so much Arris wanted to know and experience in this first life. He wanted to collect so many memories that he would not feel the lack of making new ones.

If there was one thing Arris had perfected in his eighteen years, it was the art of savoring. No taste nor texture escaped his notice. Every color and cacophony drew the full weight of his attention. Occasionally his devotion to the senses bewildered his family, like when he turned thirteen and decided to abstain from clothing for several months to appreciate the wind on his skin. Or when he went a week without salting his food to appreciate the mineral’s subtle power more fully.

Arris the Strange, the court called him when they thought he was not listening. “Arris the Appreciative,” he would have said. But no one asked his opinion on the matter.

Arris made his way to Argento the apple tree. Argento’s fruit was odd. The apples changed every year. Sometimes they tasted of custard, but the skin looked oddly knotted and gray. Sometimes they tasted of salt, but the skin looked burnished and red.

“’Tis a reminder of life’s surprises,” Argento liked to say.

Arris knocked gently on the bark. Gleaming in the boughs were pearlescent apples. They were lovely, but they also smelled faintly of rot.

“I heard you wished to see me, Grandfather,” he said.

The tree shook and a gruff, familiar voice rasped: “What is this nonsense about a competition!”

“It is not nonsense, grandfather,” said Arris, keeping his voice measured. “It is, to put it simply, my very last chance.”

“You’re like your father,” grumbled Argento. “He was a dreamer.”

“He is a dreamer,” said Arris. “He still dreams because he is still quite happily experiencing his first life. I wish only for the chance to experience the same.”

“You’ve had several chances, from what I gather. A girl from the Ulva Wylds, another from the Vale. I believe this latest broken engagement was with a lady from the Famishing! What was wrong with any of them?”

“Well, for starters, they tried to kill me before we exchanged marriage vows.”

Argento laughed. “Ah. You have the family taste for the eager and bloodthirsty ones, I see.”

“It would appear so,” said Arris, grimacing. “Clearly, my taste cannot be trusted. This way is much better. More egalitarian.”

It also spared him the stifling horror of another ballroom. He could not think in those spaces. Nor could he imagine limping through the same conversations only to be fooled. Again.

Argento huffed. “If I were you, I’d start thinking whether you’re better suited to being a willow or an oak.”

Arris decided now was not the time to inform his grandfather that he wasn’t even sure he wanted to come back as a tree at all. He could just as well … keep going. His great-grandmother Fawna of the Ulva Wyldes had done just that. Instead of a second life she had chosen the final death. Her choice had so saddened his great-grandfather Hadrian that he did not put forth leaves for a whole decade.

“Where did she go?” Arris had once asked him.

“Only Wrate knows,” Hadrian had said, shrugging his branches. “Some say Wrate made the Isle of Malys and then vanished. Others say he became the Isle, for its magic must come from somewhere. Whatever it is, it is a mystery that will one day be known to each of us when the time comes.”

Plenty of his grandfather trees and grandmother rocks had assured him that it was possible to enjoy your second life as much as—if not more than—your first.

“And what of love?” Arris asked. “Could I find love as a tree?”

“What is your great obsession with romantic love, boy?” Argento asked.

“I hardly noticed the lack of it,” Nebo, who was now a gigantic fern, airily responded.

Was he obsessed with love? Arris didn’t think so. He was obsessed with living, and finding love was his best chance of it. The idea of a long, full life necessarily encapsulated love … and with every day, Arris felt as though he had less and less a chance of knowing it. These were feelings he wasn’t sure he’d be able to sort out even if he had a whole century as a tree, but it didn’t stop him from trying. When he was thirteen, he had attempted to write a poem about it. It went like this:


I am a cog in a great machine

And I find it … very mean

I am told I am of value

But my heart suffers an ague!

For to the world I am but a tool

Descended of Enzo the Fool!

If I mattered to someone, though it be brief

Then I might regard my death without grief

If I knew the realm of love, then might I know peace?

Before I, Arris the Prince, become deceased?



It was a terrible poem. So terrible in fact that when he read it aloud, a stray wind found itself so offended that it swept the paper off the breakfast table and straight into the fire. His sister had muttered a weak “Oh no” and Arris had never written a poem again.

After his third broken engagement, Arris had little hope of finding love. Proposing a competition had been his meager attempt at extending what time he had left to live. If there were trials and teas and dinners and general fussing about, then each of those was a day he had stolen from one life to the next. He might waste it with delicious abandon or devote himself to his reading. He could study the patterns of the stars, sample delicacies the kitchens would trot out before guests or read books until the sun rose. He could swim. He could walk. He might even dance. He could be kissed by a dozen beauties, and if they tried to murder him, then at least he could not fault the view.

Arris had very little hope of love, let alone a long first life, but still—even now—he hoped. That he might love and be loved. That he might know the splendors of a long life filled with uneventful horrors, like finding silver in his hair and repeating the same stories to the gentle disdain of his relations.

Arris sighed. Beyond the families of the gentry, there might be someone who saw the world as he did. Someone who would view his heart as a powerful home for love and not a haven for the love of power. Someone who would not just extend the days of his life, but expand the meaning of it.

And if there was any chance that she existed, then this was his last chance to find her.







9
A Love Worth Several Lives



The morning of the competition dawned and Arris awoke to see his sister, Yvlle, crouched over his bed with a knife in her hand. Although Arris was nearly a foot taller, she was very obviously his twin. They had the same dark hair and dark eyes, same ears that stuck out ever so slightly, same set to the chin. The difference was in the intensity. His mother remarked that Arris’s face looked like it had been sketched by a poet’s quill. His father often said Yvlle’s face looked like it had been drawn with a thunderbolt.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said.

Arris had been avoiding everyone since his conversation with his grandfather tree. He did not want his father to hand him increasingly morbid poetry. He did not want his mother to flash a brave, tear-stricken smile and comment on how at least there would be a nice, long party before he was inevitably doomed. And he did not want to see his sister, Yvlle, who was undoubtedly scheming something that might get him killed before his bride got the chance.

All Arris wanted was to appreciate the silence and beauty of his room. Lately, he had been meditating on the nature of wonder and trying to translate it to music. He wasn’t particularly good at composing, but he enjoyed the idea that one could build beauty note by note.

Everything in Arris’s chamber held a glimmer of wonder. His shelves were lined with objects such as the jawbone of a smoke shark, opals from the bottom of the Famishing Sea, crystalline music boxes sculpted from ice and the Isle’s fragrances distilled in perfume and held in alembics of green ozorald and gleaming, red ignix. Beside his bookshelf stood his most prized possession, the swan mirror. It was something of a family heirloom and had once belonged to Delusia the Loud, who proclaimed that it was made from the melted bones of a veritas swan and that all who looked into it would see the truth. A pretty lie, of course. If veritas swans were even real, they had not been glimpsed since the Isle’s beginnings. And the mirror certainly never revealed a truth one way or the other. Nevertheless, it was a reminder of stories taking on grand shapes and Arris found it a comfort.

But despite all of his joyful plans of meditation and music, instead he fell asleep. Panic had a way of making him sleepy.

Now alert, Arris stared at the knife in his face and his twin sister’s grim and determined expression. He sighed. This was bound to happen.

When Arris and Yvlle turned eight years old, the twins became aware of what it meant for Arris to be Enzo’s heir. At the time, the news hadn’t really bothered Arris and the idea of turning into a tree sounded enjoyable enough that he started practicing. Arris would stand still for as long as he could in the hopes that a bird would mistake him for a branch. Unfortunately, the closest he got to this was a bird defecating on him.

While Arris had thought he might turn from a tree to a boy and back whenever he liked, all Yvlle knew was that someone was going to try and take away her brother. This was unacceptable. And so she decided to protect him as best as she could.

The consequence of this was that it took three days to find where Yvlle had hid Arris and in the process of discovering him, several courtiers required extensive healing for severe burns, three cooks were poisoned, four servants suffered hallucinations lasting a fortnight and Arris would not sleep without a nightlight for the next six years. Yvlle had figured that if Arris was entombed in one of the Castle’s secret chambers and encircled by various traps and spells, then he would always be safe.

Perhaps some siblings would never speak after that kind of episode, but Arris understood Yvlle. When he eventually regained consciousness and saw his sister perched at the edge of his bed, he said only one thing:

“I love you too.”

To be loved by Yvlle was to find oneself casually tortured. This was troubling. Still, it was love.

Because of this, Arris was annoyed—but not surprised—when he saw her.

“Are you trying to cut out the need for a wedding altogether?” asked Arris, pushing aside the blade.

“On the contrary, I’ve decided I don’t want you to die,” said Yvlle.

Arris blinked. “Just so I understand the depths of my irrelevance, is this a recent decision?”

“In the past hour or so I made up my mind,” said his sister.

“Wonderful.”

“It will be,” said Yvlle.

She slashed the knife along the side of his arm.

“Ow!” said Arris.”What in Wrate’s name was that for?”

“To protect you,” said his sister. She wiped the blade on a cloth, the strands of which looked like braided starlight. “The Castle has been working tirelessly to prepare for the competition. The grounds are unrecognizable, all overgrown with romantic gardens, fanciful lodgings, hideous mazes, oozing fountains—”

The temperature in Arris’s room dropped. Frost spidered up his blanket. Yvlle looked up from the knife and rolled her eyes.

“I am allowed to have aesthetic differences from you,” she said to the Castle. “Clearly other people find your landscaping very alluring or Mother would have burned it all by now.”

Grudgingly, the temperature returned to normal.

“Anyway, this”—she paused to raise the knife—“is to ensure some protection for you.”

“I feel very protected,” said Arris, wiping his arm.

“If the grounds catch anyone trying to harm you outright, then they will be removed from the competition,” said Yvlle.

Arris smiled.

“Don’t look at me like that,” said Yvlle.

“You’re worried,” said Arris. “I understand. But for some reason, I find myself … at peace. There is only so much I can control, but my hopes are—”

“I still have a knife in my hand, Brother,” said Yvlle, shutting him up. “This competition is not simply about a bride, but a queen for the Isle. I will not see your first life ended by some reckless, violent creature that I will then have to endure across the breakfast table for several decades. If you must choose from a set of murderers then at the very least this spell will present the very best of them.”

“I love your optimism,” said Arris.

Yvlle grumbled. “If only you had a little less, then maybe…”

But she couldn’t finish her sentence. If Arris had a little less optimism, then what? It wouldn’t increase the likelihood that he would live any longer. All optimism could do was make the life he had worth living. It was why he liked walking barefoot, so he could appreciate the way the grass folded beneath his feet. It was why he listened to music with his eyes closed, so he could imagine the notes glossing his skin and translating him to song. Just because something was brief did not mean it shouldn’t be beautiful too.

“What if you choose wrong?” asked Yvlle, not looking at him. “What if she takes your life anyway?”

Arris shrugged. “If my betrothed must be the death of me, then may she make these final weeks worth several lives.”
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An Assortment of Brides



Rathe Castle sat upon a cliff, the size of which varied based on the whims of the royal family. Sometimes the cliff was a slender needle of rock, closer to the sky than the sea and impossible for enemies to scale. Sometimes, when the cliff was in a languorous mood, it was a jetty stretching into the Famishing so that it might be tickled by the white-capped waves. And sometimes, like today, the cliff and the Castle conspired to become something else entirely.

Arris understood that all he had done was step outside … but it didn’t seem like that. It was as if he had stepped into another world altogether. A world of winter.

The familiar gardens and fountains had vanished, paved over with acres and acres of cold wonder. A maze of white roses bloomed out of the snow. An iced-over lake—which had not existed yesterday—reflected the dark branches of the cliff’s scarlet elms and honey oaks. Atop the lake, a glass dining boat carved in the shape of a wyvern effortlessly carried a shining feast. Towering sculptures of frosty swans and crystalline peacocks held lanterns in their beaks and strutted along a welcome path that stretched from the castle gates. All of this was encircled by slender diamond trees, each branch sleeved in snowy seed pearls that braided through the air.

Arris looked around in awe. Followed by mild horror. The horror was not, as one would imagine, about the imminent tournament where his life hung in the balance. His horror was of a more sartorial nature.

Yvlle loved to mock how long it took her brother to get ready. Arris had a process. There was the morning’s diary entry, the focusing of one’s intentions upon a lit candle, his daily olfactory journey to discern the day’s fragrance, his constitutional walk, his hour-long bath.

And that was what he did before he selected his clothing, the process of which required an evaluation of the day’s requirements, his mood, the dream from last night, the whims of the weather and the cook’s menu for the day.

“You are the fussiest peacock on the whole of the Isle,” his sister often said.

Yvlle had no such qualms about her wardrobe, considering that she wore black at morning, day and night. There were no exceptions.

“I consider my morning ritual as an act of communion with the world around me,” Arris had tried to explain. “It allows me to appreciate the length of the day to the fullest extent—”

At this point in the conversation, his sister had lobbed a fruit at his head.

Today, Arris settled on a pair of cream felt trousers, a long-sleeved tunic with an embroidered fox that slunk from one corner of cloth to the next and finally a cloak woven from moonlight reflecting off the sea. It billowed behind him, flashing silver and indigo, and was attached to his tunic by a pair of lustreel brooches shaped like branches.

Arris had the sinking realization that he matched the scenery. Was this some kind of omen? And most importantly:

Should he change?

Arris would have done so immediately, but just then a silver staircase spiraled down from the balcony several stories above him. It was a summons he could not ignore.



At the top of the staircase, Arris saw his parents sitting on velvet chaises. On a low table before them was a pair of binoculars—ostensibly for watching the parade of brides—and a rich spread of figs, porridge, spiced tea and egg tarts.

Queen Yzara was dressed in a morning robe of blue silk embroidered with silver and encrusted with sapphires at the cuffs. King Eustis had disregarded protocol as usual and still wore his sleeping tunic and night cap. He was thoroughly ignoring his bowl of porridge for a brand-new book. Arris watched as his mother sipped her tea, reached into a pouch at her side and dropped a scorpion into his father’s breakfast.

When Yzara looked up and saw her son, a huge grin broke across her face. “There you are, darling! Doesn’t the Castle look splendid? My inspiration was”—Yzara paused to sweep her hands through the air—“a new season of life.”

“It’s lovely,” said Arris.

Yzara beamed. “Speaking of lovely, you look—”

“Like a sacrificial goat,” said Yvlle, stepping out of the Castle stones in a swirl of shadows. “Did you have to wear white?”

“I thought it conveyed a sense of new beginnings…” said Arris. “It is the color of hope.”

“It’s the color of boring.”

“Mother,” said Arris.

“Father,” said Yvlle.

“Children,” said their parents, exasperated.

“This is an important day not just for your brother, but for all of us. Must you antagonize him?” asked Yzara.

“No, but I want to and therein lies the difference,” said Yvlle.

Eustis finally looked up from his novel. He reached for his bowl of porridge, stopping only to gather the scorpion on a spoon and fling it to the floor. He kissed Yzara on the cheek. “You haven’t tried to kill me in a week, my love, I was beginning to feel neglected.”

“I could tell,” said Yzara, patting his head.

“Yvlle, your mother is right. No need to be rude. And Arris, wearing white is…” Eustis considered him. “A choice.”

Arris plucked at his cloak. “Mother, I must change immediately.”

“No!” said Yzara, grabbing his arm. “No, my love. We have all made our choices … and now we must abide by them.”

Eustis raised his pair of binoculars and whatever he saw in the crowd made him grimace. “Arris, you have assembled every option … whoever wins will be your wife. There can be no further delay. You know what is expected of you.”

Hundreds of years ago, Arris’s great-uncle Bloody Felyx had refused to marry. But rather than risk the gentry forcing his hand, he sowed whispers to one court and the next that he had made a choice elsewhere. War waged. Towns collapsed. Whole lineages vanished. And magic on the Isle almost disappeared entirely.

It was not a mistake to be made again.

“Ours is a life of great privilege and great sacrifice,” said Eustis quietly. “It is not an easy burden to bear nor should it be. Of course it is heavy. Of course it is cruel. But what we do is in service of something much greater than ourselves.”

Before Arris could reach for his father’s hand and reassure him, Yvlle cleared her throat:

“Earlier, Arris literally said, ‘If my betrothed must be the death of me, then may she make these final weeks worth several lives.’ It was all very dramatic and solemn, Father, you would have been pleased.”

Arris scowled at her.

“Ah, well, in that case,” said Eustis, and then he reached for a piece of toast.

Next thing Arris knew, Queen Yzara had pushed him gently to the front of the balcony. The realm of wintry enchantments that Yzara had commissioned for the bridal contestants was separated from Rathe Castle by a wide strip of greenery. On either side of this road loomed massive statues of grinning stags and too-thin hares, sharp-eyed hawks and several snarling cats. At the base of each statue, vines coiled and slithered. As far as warm welcomes to Rathe Castle went, it was … odd.

“Your sister made some additions,” said Queen Yzara.

Whatever else his mother might have said was lost once the heralds raised their trumpets. As the gates of Rathe Castle opened, Arris held his breath. His dreams rustled inside him and his world was made vivid with hope. Yvlle would laugh at him but if Arris could take this moment and press it between glass or translate it to color or render it to song, he would. The Isle was magic, but to him, this was the most wild of enchantments … this hope that someone in this crowd would reshape his world and his place within it.

“Breathe, Arris,” said his sister, elbowing him.

Arris exhaled. The gates lifted. And his hopes took wing.



A giant sylke balloon in the shape of a huge rosebud floated through the entrance. The rosebud unfurled, its petals opening to reveal a beautiful girl at its center. Her hair was rose pink. A cascading arrangement of pink roses splattered with gold formed her gown. The girl curtsied prettily as the petals arranged themselves into a staircase, which she descended with the utmost grace. Arris was smitten, but then a cloud of bejeweled moths burst through the gate and he lost sight of the pink-haired girl. When the cloud dissipated, another beauty appeared. She was dark-skinned with snow-colored hair and a dimpled grin. Arris’s heart started to beat faster, but she had no sooner curtsied in the direction of the balcony before a pair of white crocodiles pushed through the gates, dragging a carriage of bone behind them. Out stepped a girl with the bluest eyes Arris had ever seen. Eyes so blue he wondered whether looking into them long enough might reveal the shape of his very soul.

One by one, Arris was dazzled. He was taken by the beauty draped in veils of thinnest frost, the girl who appeared on the back of a water horse, her smile revealing sharp, milky teeth and a splash of scales along her throat. He found himself daydreaming of a life with nearly every person who passed through the gate. Nearly. There were a few with whom Arris immediately felt no connection, including a siren who walked inside chewing what appeared to be a human finger, a girl with mud-caked hair and of course the girl who walked in, took one look at the monstrous statues, and promptly left.

Once the contestants had gathered below, Queen Yzara stood.

“Welcome to Rathe Castle!” said Queen Yzara. “At the end of this tournament … our hope is that our beloved son and heir, Prince Arris, finds not only his future bride … but the Isle’s future queen.”

Arris did not move. He very much wished to lean over the balcony, but as Yvlle had pointed out earlier, he would only be revealing an undesirable view of his nostrils. With the statues blocking his sight, Arris could discern only a handful of expressions. Some calculating. Some hopeful. Some shining with tears.

“In order to determine which one amongst you is best suited, we shall be conducting a series of tests over the next four weeks,” said Queen Yzara. “The first shall be one of talent, for the future queen must bring something of note to this kingdom. The next trial shall be one of discernment, for the future queen must be perceptive. And the last shall be a test of power. At the conclusion of each round, some of you will be asked to leave the Castle.”

A few of the contestants murmured and shuffled. Arris caught a smug glance here and there.

“In addition to these three tests, contestants shall also be judged on grace and decorum and, above all, a desire to be here for the purpose of winning the hand of Prince Arris,” said Queen Yzara.

After this, his mother took a step back and, to Arris’s surprise, his sister moved forward. Yvlle surveyed the gathered crowd with a dispassionate air.

“There are those of you who might have come harboring notions beyond marriage,” said Yvlle. “Notions, perhaps, of murder.”

As she spoke, Arris noticed that the monstrous statues had begun to tremble alive. The cat yawned. The stag tilted its head. The hawk blinked. Arris watched the ivy writhe with new purpose.

“This cannot be helped. Perhaps it is simply the nature of marriage,” said Yvlle. “But any outright display or revelation of such motives and you shall find that the Isle will respond swiftly.”

Yvlle snapped her fingers.

At once, Arris heard several cries as a dozen or so contestants were hoisted into the air by the ivy vines. The monstrous statues snarled and leapt through the crowd, snatching maidens in their jaws who … upon closer inspection … did not look nearly as innocent as Arris had imagined. The cat, for instance, had grabbed hold of a green-haired beauty with flowers strewn through her locks. It shook the girl in its jaws and a few rusted and cruelly shaped knives clattered to the ground. Another girl—with close-cropped hair and wild eyes—ripped free of the stone hawk’s beak. The moment she dropped to the ground, she hurled a dagger to the balcony.

“That throne is mine!” she yelled.

Before Arris could move out of the way, one of the vines shot through the air, knocking the dagger off its path. A moment later, the girl found herself pinned by the paw of a huge stone cat.

“What a trite declaration,” muttered Yvlle. “At least she spared us one of those villainous monologues.”

“I actually like those,” said Arris. “Knowing someone’s motivations allows me to forgive them and find peace.”

Yvlle sighed. “This is part of the reason why women keep trying to kill you, Brother.”

King Eustis cleared his throat and clapped his hands. At once, the statues dropped the weapon-bearing candidates to the ground. An instant later, the vines grabbed hold, dragging the would-be murderers down the strip of green, where they would be tossed out of the gates.

“Only detects weapons, I’m afraid,” muttered his sister. “Still, it’s better than nothing.”

Arris watched as the statues shrank back to a diminutive size. The snarls melted into docile expressions. The vines peacefully slouched and a few even put forth little yellow flowers. He scanned the crowd of remaining contestants and felt a leaden weight settling in his chest. The ones who were left were the only ones who hadn’t physically threatened him. He had no idea what they were thinking. These girls were completely indecipherable and possibly dangerous.

Fortunately, they were very beautiful, so at least there was that.

“Well,” said Queen Yzara, smiling at the contestants. “Now that we have that out of the way, let us proceed to your new residence for refreshments.”

She waved her hand and the great gates of Rathe Castle began to creak. From the balcony where the royal family sat, a staircase of frost and silver braided through the air, spiraling to the lawn—and the girls—below. Arris had hardly placed his foot on the first step when a loud cry rang through the grounds.

“Wait!”

Arris felt the girl before he saw her. A warmth suffused him at the sight of her. She reminded him of a bird … a swan, maybe, for she moved with unnatural grace. The girl looked scorched and her white dress was torn and covered in brambles, as if she had run a great distance. But her bedraggled dress could not hide her beauty. Her wide, dark eyes found Arris and a spark went through his chest.

“I have come a long way to find you, my prince,” she said, and then she swooned to the ground.
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An Unexpected Encounter



Considering the number of contestants who had entered Rathe Castle determined to kill him, Arris should have been in a somber mood. But between reviving the scarlet-haired girl and dodging the flailing limbs of a number of maidens who then swooned at his feet there simply hadn’t been enough time to ponder his death. Perhaps he would have found time when he arrived at the glass boat, but by then Arris found himself exceedingly distracted.

At a distance, the glass boat looked small and ornamental, its prow carved into the shape of a wyvern with its jaws flung open while its stern resembled a massive, scaled tail that narrowed into a sinister crescent. But magic had bent the boat’s proportions. Upon boarding, Arris was greeted by a translucent deck the size of a palatial courtyard. Silver fish darted beneath the glass floor, their bodies so swift and luminous that it looked as if the depths of the lake had been lit up with candles. In the center, a long, crystal table groaned beneath the weight of a sparkling wintry feast fit for the hundred or so contestants who were making their way to him right that second.

Arris and Yvlle stood at the boat’s entrance. On the other side of a silvery veil, Arris could see the hazy, glimmering line of contestants waiting to meet … him. It was a rather dizzying feeling. Or perhaps it was the rug. They were standing on a silver carpet embroidered with freshly caught shooting stars. The stars wiggled angrily, bucking against the enchanted thread and casting flickers and sparks along the boat’s frosty hull.

Tonight was for introductions and impressions before the competition began in earnest, and neither King Eustis or Queen Yzara wished to cloud Arris’s perception of the contestants. Yvlle, however, had every wish to do just that, and though Arris wouldn’t admit it, he was relieved his sister was there. His judgment, after all, was famously fatal.

“Hmm … curious,” said Yvlle, eyeing him.

“What?”

“You don’t match the decoration this time,” said Yvlle. “Considering mother chose everything to be transparent, a rather pointed metaphor in my opinion, I was deeply concerned you’d show up naked.”

“I didn’t wish to start a riot,” said Arris, primly.

At that moment, a white toad wearing a small silver wig hopped forward. In a deep, rumbling voice he spoke:

“Your Highnesses, we shall commence announcing the contestants now.”

Arris tried to wave his hand in what he hoped was a kingly fashion but only succeeded in knocking off one of his buttons. As he reached down to grab it, Yvlle made an odd sound.

“On second thought, perhaps you arriving without clothing might have saved you some time,” said Yvlle.

“What in the world are you talking about—oh.”

“Presenting Heka of the Glimmers to Your Majesties!”

The veil dropped and Heka of the Glimmers stepped onto the boat dressed in a sheathe of gold that left nothing to the imagination. Gold dust powdered her dusky limbs. Her lips were gold too.

“You’re drooling,” muttered his sister.

Arris quickly recovered.

“Welcome to Rathe—”

But before he could even finish the sentence, Heka grabbed his outstretched hand, pulled him close and whispered in his ear:

“Your Highness, if you choose me, I will change your meaning of ‘precious.’”

Yvlle gagged. Arris found this to be a very interesting start to the conversation, but Heka was quickly ushered to the feast and Orinthia of the Ulva Wylds entered. She wore a bulky coat stitched together from dozens of white pelts and pale animal hides. Arris was certain he spotted a couple of paws and beady eyes somewhere in the jumble of it.

“I look forward to getting to know you,” said Arris.

Orinthia purred in response.

The idea of a woman purring at him had always tickled Arris. But in practice, it was alarming and he ruined the whole thing by asking, twice, if she was choking.

After that, there was Flykra of the Aatos Mountains, who arrived in a loud dress of jangling icicles.

“I was born as ice, but when I heard you were looking for love, I thawed, my lord, and finally dreamt of life,” said Flykra breathlessly.

“That’s … very humbling,” said Arris in as diplomatic a tone as he could muster.

Tears shone in Flykra’s eyes. Arris handed her a handkerchief, but instead Flykra swiped a teardrop with her finger and held it out to him.

“Keep this, as a token of my love. If you choose me, I shall endeavor to never bring you tears,” she said.

Arris stared at her finger. “Er, how—”

The carpet of shooting stars spared him from answering. A moment later, it zoomed her forward, ushering her—a bit forcefully—onto the deck with the other contestants.

“MY TEAR!” she cried out.

After Flykra, there were Thalassa and Pearl, a pair of twins from the Famishing. They both had long, magenta hair and a crescent of pink scales that skittered from their temples to below their collarbones. When they smiled, they flashed their sharp teeth.

Thalassa spoke first: “You are positively—”

“—delicious,” finished Pearl, smacking her lips.

“A pleasure to meet you,” said Arris.

The twins blew him kisses and sauntered off.

Arris turned to Yvlle. “Thoughts?”

“I think they are looking for a meal rather than a marriage,” said Yvlle.

“Cannibalism is a very insulting stereotype of the Famishing folk.”

“Thalassa patted her stomach as she walked off.”

The contestants blurred a bit after that. There was Sylva of the Ulva Wylds who arrived wearing antlers and offering him a seed. “A sign of our growing love.” Then Dyane, who, when asked about something difficult she had to overcome, remarked that her skin was exceptionally dry and irritated her constantly. There was lovely Oona who left a trail of slime in her wake, Irene the healer who offered to mend any broken part of him, Neve who wore an alluring gown of bubbles that became shorter and shorter with every step—Yvlle had to yank his ear when he turned his head to watch her go—and more and more would-be brides who left Arris’s head spinning as much from hope as it did horror.

Arris had just finished wiping his hands clean after receiving a necklace of pulled teeth—some of which still had pink, bloody roots attached—from a Wylds girl when the toad attendant belched loudly and the veil fell.

“Is that everyone?” asked Yvlle.

“That is everyone who chose to attend this soiree,” said the toad. “Some contestants were tired from the journey. Others expressed a desire that the prince should not see them eat lest he lose their appetite.”

“Well that was certainly … something,” said Arris.

“I should mention, Your Highness, that the contestant who needed immediate medical attention has woken and wishes to thank you.”

Arris knew who the attendant was referring to immediately. The girl with the scarlet hair. Something in his chest swooped to remember her.

“I’m glad to hear she is well again,” said Arris. “Did you catch her name?”

“No, sire. She expressed a wish to speak with you in the hothouse, on account of the crowd making her feel quite ill,” said the toad. He belched and a fly whizzed out of his mouth. The toad’s tongue whipped out, snatching the fly. Once he gulped, the toad added: “She wishes to speak with you alone.”

Oh.

Oh.

When his parents first began to throw parties in the hopes he would select a bride, Arris hadn’t seen the point. He was fifteen years old at the time and had recently read several treatises on asceticism. For several months he drank only mint tea steeped in morning dew and ate only that which he had grown in his small garden. At that time, he longed to be a tree and even wore bark in an attempt to hide his skin.

“I cannot fathom the appeal of the flesh,” Arris had said on the eve of his first ball.

But then he met Roxana of the Glimmers.

Roxana had been fun. Lively and gorgeous and always pulling Arris into darkened corners of the Castle and making him achingly aware of every corner of his limbs. He had not loved her, but he thought, perhaps, he could. It was the reason he’d proposed. When she accepted, he thought she would kiss him and—though it felt shameful—perhaps do a bit more than kissing. Instead, she drew out her long, sharp hair pin and tried to stab him.

Thus began Arris’s pleasantly doomed attempts to find a bride.

After Roxana, there was Calantha, who turned into a wolf before he could even propose. Then Orellia, who tried to poison him with a celebratory glass of fizzing cloud wine after their first kiss. And most recently, Zelva. Zelva had refrained from attempting to murder him until the day before their wedding, when she lured him to the shore, transformed into an eel and tried to drown him.

Frustratingly for them, Arris proved too adept at avoiding murder. Even more frustrating was when they realized that if it was his power they wanted, all they had to do was wait. Enzo’s curse allowed power to be shared with whomever possessed their heart and hand in marriage. Not proposal. Had they simply walked down an aisle with him, they could have had all they wanted.

When Arris had explained this to a weeping Zelva after he avoided being drowned and broke off the engagement, she had been even more upset.

“But what about your heart?” she demanded. “Are you saying you never loved me?”

It had been a very bad breakup indeed.

“What shall I tell her, sire?” asked the toad.

“I wouldn’t go if I were you,” said Yvlle.

“If my future bride wishes to make an impression on me, what reason would I have to deny her?” said Arris.

“Your record of courting bloodthirsty women?”

“I have to follow my heart,” said Arris, nodding at the toad.

“I’m certain that’s the organ motivating you at this moment,” said Yvlle, rolling her eyes.

Arris could not leave the boat fast enough. His sister had her own assumptions, which weren’t entirely false, but the truth was that Arris was never good in a crowd. He found it hard to focus in large settings. Everything drew his attention: the shimmer of fabric, the pigment of rouge, the bubbles in fizz wine and the glorious music. He could hardly catalog those sensations alone before adding conversation to the mix. It wasn’t that Arris disliked conversation, but tonight every word would be weighed and dissected and he, in turn, would have to weigh and dissect every interaction. The day had already required too much of his energy and if the quiet he longed for came with an amorous girl thinking that her kisses might turn her into a queen, well, Arris was only too happy to be exploited.

As he stepped off the boat and onto the path that led to the palace orangerie, Arris pried off his shoes. The grass underfoot was freezing and crunched with ice, but Arris didn’t mind. He found it hard to think unless he was barefoot. With the ground beneath him, he felt solid. Connected to something other than his lineage to Enzo the Fool, which stained everything about him.

Arris had been raised knowing that the price of power meant that his first life might be brutally cut short. There was nothing to be done about it, and so he had turned his attention to discovering who he was outside of his death sentence. When he was thirteen years old, he began trailing after the cooks, fascinated with the art of cooking, which seemed so much like alchemy. Eventually, the cooks let him assist. All year they praised him. They praised him for how he chopped vegetables, combined flavors, arranged a plate. As an anniversary gift to his parents, Arris proposed that he would cook the entire feast and the cooks heartily agreed.

Arris spent a whole week thinking of the order in which he would serve the dishes. Glimmerian quail for his mother. Trifle with glass berries for his father. A cake with alternating layers of sugared roses and singed lemon. Once he had made his decision, he prepared a list of ingredients and ran straightaway to the kitchens to share his thoughts. Along the wall of ovens, Arris heard his name and stopped short.

“A royal feast! We’ll be up all night fixing any mistakes…” said one of the cooks.

“Why let the boy have a go at it, anyway?” said the second cook. “Last week he made a fish that was so raw, I was shocked it was not swimming on the plate! And I had to eat the awful thing! And then smile!”

“Oh, go easy on him … poor, doomed thing…” said the first cook.

“Aye. That much is true. ’Tis the least we could do for him.”

Arris might have thrown down his plan for the feast and gone straight to his room, but he didn’t. He entered the kitchen, watched the shock and shame cross the faces of the cooks. And he asked, simply, to be taught.

Until that moment, Arris had not known how to distrust what he was told, and now he would never forget. It was why he liked removing his shoes wherever he went. He could not remove someone’s pity or perspective. He could not take away someone’s bias or belittling. But he could slip off his shoes, and if there was anything he could meet in true honesty, it was the earth beneath his feet.



The orangery of Rathe Castle leaned off the cliff’s edge and appeared quite far from the boat where the feasting continued. From the ornamental icy lake and winter mazes to the groves of glowing mushroomlike residences that Queen Yzara had commissioned for the bridal contestants, it would appear that reaching any destination on Rathe Castle’s grounds would take someone the better part of an hour, if not more. But the cobbled pathways made all the difference. A single step on the enchanted stone pathway counted for a hundred steps, which meant that the length of time to get from one place to the next was generally no more than a leisurely fifteen-minute stroll.

In no time, Arris found himself at the wrought iron gates of the orangery, which was not aptly named, for it held neither oranges nor fruit trees of any kind. In fact, there was space for only one thing within the orangery:

A daydream tree.

No matter what the time of day, the orangery always sparkled from the light cast by the glint beetles that made their home in the bark of the daydream tree, which was the very last of its kind. It was said that the witch who loved—and cursed—Enzo the Fool had cultivated the trees long, long ago. When she realized her beloved’s treachery, her dreams died and all but one of them withered to ash.

The daydream tree was a strange thing. It was surrounded by nothing but white marble stones, a vaulted glass ceiling and dozens of arched window panes that looked out over the Famishing Sea. The closer one approached, the larger the tree grew, the trunk soaring and the branches shooting out and groaning beneath the weight of every dream the viewer had ever cherished. Each dream appeared as a crystalline sphere the size of an apple. Sweet dreams, ripe for the taking. But in the absence of someone to behold it, the tree was no bigger than a common weed.

This was how Arris knew that he was not alone in the orangery. For the tree appeared as a massive weeping willow, and the daydreams of the scarlet-haired girl who had beheld it chimed softly as Arris stepped inside.

Immediately, Arris was hit with the fragrance of the girl’s dreams. With each of his doomed betrotheds, he had brought them to the orangery and watched the dream tree change form beneath their gaze. With Roxana, he had smelled candied desire and with Calantha, he knew the iron tang of bloodlust. From Orellia, he knew the burning cold in one’s nose before the snow starts to fall and from Zelva he knew the charnel sweetness of a whale’s carcass falling apart in the sea.

But he had never known dreams to possess a fragrance like this—

Such wildness. A harsh wind scented by roses that were more thorn than petal. The hum of wings.

“You came,” said a soft voice. “I didn’t know if you would.”

A figure emerged from behind the willow’s swaying boughs. The scarlet-haired girl. It was too dark to pinpoint the color of her eyes but Arris could feel the intensity of them.

She was no longer covered in brambles and had changed into a plain linen shift. Her hair, so red it looked as if it might scorch him to touch it, fell in a braid over her shoulder.

“I wanted to see if you were all right,” said Arris.

“I am now,” said the girl, moving closer.

Arris’s heart beat faster. He cleared his throat, gesturing at the delicate daydreams. He glanced into one of them and saw what appeared to be a massive nest. In another, he saw a library with thousands of books.

“I have never known dreams like yours,” he said.

The girl frowned. “My lord?”

“The daydream tree,” said Arris.

“Oh is that what this is?” asked the girl, shaking her head. “When I came here, I was overwhelmed to find it. One could get lost in these boughs.”

Arris paused. Wouldn’t she have noticed the tree taking shape before her?

“I’ve been waiting to get you alone, my lord,” said the girl, parting the willow’s dangling boughs as if they were curtains. She came closer with every step. “What is it that you wish for?”

Arris swallowed. “I suppose … I suppose I wish for honesty. I imagine those are the truest grounds for love, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes,” the girl breathed. “I do.”

“Who are you?” asked Arris. “What is it that you wish for?”

The girl laughed. “Me? Oh … I—”

At that moment, a terrible sound ripped through the orangery. It was like listening to a cat yowling.

“SPEAK TRUE,” said a voice from behind the willow.

Arris winced. “What in Wrate’s name—”

In front of him, the girl’s eyes had gone wide. She looked as if she was fighting against herself, but then she doubled over and yelled:

“I am Angharad of the Vale and I am here to cut out your heart and become queen!”

The doors of the orangery flew open. A pair of vines snaked in—the same ones Yvlle had conjured to protect him from bloodthirsty contestants—and grabbed the girl’s ankles.

“No!” she cried out. “I did not mean it! I have no idea what made me speak such a thing! My lord, give me another chance—”

But Angharad was dragged out before she could finish her sentence and all that was left was her indignant howl echoing across the grounds. Arris blinked. Behind him, the willow tree remained as it was, the daydreams still sparkling. And then another figure stepped out from behind the tree trunk. Arris wrinkled his nose. He could smell the person before he saw them, and they reeked of pond muck.

“You’re welcome, Prince Arris,” said the figure.

A girl, Arris realized with some surprise. He recognized her as one of the more disheveled contestants who had walked through the gate. The muddy girl. Mud and brambles caked her hair so that it appeared more like a helmet of dirt. Her dress, if one could call it that, looked like it was made of woven reeds.

“Who … who are you?”

The girl curtsied. “My name is Demelza.”
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In Which Services Are Rejected and Rooms Are Assigned



Up until this moment, Demelza had never seen Prince Arris up close. Even at the entrance of Rathe Castle, he was nothing but a shimmering figure on a balcony. Demelza had hardly glanced at him, turning her attention instead to the crowd of contestants.

All she knew of Arris she had discovered in whispers. A prince who longed for love. A prince who was easily deceived. But now she could see him, and the gossip of him didn’t fit the boy standing before her.

Arris had brown eyes and dark brown hair that curled about his ears, which stuck out ever so slightly. Arris was nothing like the carved warlords that her sisters described in their letters. He did not have the lean, rangy look of a wolf. He did not look like dark corners and sin. Arris was smooth-faced, his jaw still soft with youthfulness. There was nothing of his physical features that spoke of danger and power. But Arris’s gaze was something else. His brown eyes were at once disarmingly gentle and unsettlingly intense. Feverish, even. As if all that he beheld was worthy not merely of acknowledgment … but awe.

Demelza knew that her father could bully the stars out of the night sky, but if Arris wished the same, she suspected that all he would have to do was ask and the heavens might saunter down simply to be beheld by him.

“You … you just saved my life,” he said. “I think.”

“I did,” said Demelza.

“How? And what was that sound? Did you hear it too?” asked Arris, turning around as if he might catch it.

Here it was, thought Demelza. Her chance had finally come.

Earlier, when Angharad had swooned in the prince’s arms, Demelza saw her opportunity. She had recognized Angharad in the long line of bridal contestants. Angharad had kept pushing her carriage to the end of the line and she certainly did not have mussed hair or torn clothes at the time. It had been easy for Demelza to weave her way through the sleighs and horses, the gryphons and carriages. When she had passed Angharad’s carriage, she had caught the unmistakable sweetness of dozing daisies and guessed what Angharad had planned. A draught made from dozing daisies created a soporific effect. Those sorts of theatrics were her sister Euphemia’s specialty, and in Angharad’s planned deception, Demelza saw a way to survive.

“Prince Arris, I am in need of your protection,” said Demelza, reciting the words she had rehearsed for the past week. “If I may hide in Rathe Castle for some time, then I shall offer myself to you.”

“Oh, no … no thank you? I don’t mean to be rude—”

“No, my services,” said Demelza.

“See, I’m quite certain I don’t want those either,” said Arris.

Demelza groaned. “My voice. I am of veritas swan descent. When I sing, people speak the truth. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Honesty? The certainty that the bride you choose loves you?”

Arris stared. “Veritas swans? If they’re even real, their voices are, forgive me, supposed to be extraordinarily beautiful, and yours is…”

“Horrible?”

“Well … yes.”

Demelza shrugged. “I know.”

“Is this a joke?”

Demelza did not have time for this. She opened her mouth and trilled a quick tune, a snippet of her father’s lullaby for them:


Woe, woe, woe

Shall cry the men who know you!

Sharpen your teeth and stretch out your wings

And the world shall be yours for the taking



Singing it aloud brought tears to Demelza’s eyes. Whenever Prava got to that part of his lullaby, he used to swoop Demelza onto his lap and hold out her arms before tickling her.

You are precious to me with or without wings, little dove, he would say.

Now she wished she had been a little less precious.

“I’m astounded your voice hasn’t driven me to tears either,” said Arris, grimacing as she finished. But his grimace fell away when he saw the air between them. It was spangled with her truth magic, flecks of light dancing between them.

“What is that—”

“Proof,” said Demelza. “Now speak true, Prince. What is a secret you wish no one knew?”

Arris’s eyes bulged. He tried to clap his hand over his mouth but it made no difference.

“I—how did you—” he spluttered out before saying: “I very much wanted a scar on my face because I thought it would make me seem interesting and so for awhile I was always bumping into things on purpose but when that didn’t work, I took a knife to my face, but then my sister frightened me and I poked my cheek and … and now I have a dimple, which is, in fact, a scar.”

Arris looked mortified. “I had no desire to share that information.”

“I can’t imagine why,” said Demelza. “Now do you understand what I am capable of, Your Highness?”

“You … you really can bring the truth out,” he said. Arris sank to the floor, staring up at Demelza in a way that made her feel extremely self-conscious. “You … you could change everything.”

In the distance, fireworks shot off the boat. The smoke twisted through the night sky, forming the silhouette of a dancing couple. A moment later, the smoke configured into the shape of a great hand, which waved through the air in a beckoning gesture before pointing to a range of towering, glowing mushrooms, which were to house the bridal contestants for the duration of the tournament. Demelza had yet to be assigned a room, for the whole of her afternoon had been dedicated to spying on Angharad. The velveteen frets of the mushroom caps emitted a silver light and Demelza understood that it was a summons for the evening.

“They’re calling me,” she said.

Arris looked out the window, frowning. “But we’ve only just … ah, fine. Listen, find me by the lake, yes? At midnight?”

He stood up and seized Demelza’s hands.

“I think you might be the answer to my every wish,” he said. He was looking at her as if she had put the moon in the sky. It was all … a lot. She snatched her hands back and then, not really knowing what to do since she had not even thought to imagine this far, she patted the prince on the shoulder.

“Thank you,” he said, as he left the orangery. “Truly.”



All her life, Demelza had never slept anywhere but in the soft rushes of her mother’s nesting tower or beneath the night sky ceiling of her library. In the past, she fell asleep to her sister’s snores, with a wing shoved at her back and someone’s feathers tickling her nose. Lately, she had been lulled by the agitated rustling of the library’s philosophy tomes, whose ideas left them in a constantly restless state.

Demelza was not prepared for the alien grandeur of the mushroom residences, which were far larger on the inside than they appeared on the outside. The whole place looked as if it had been constructed of ice, marble and bone. Frosted candelabras floated through the air, sifting snowflakes along their path. Far above, a sky glass permitted the moon’s cold radiance.

Upon entering, Demelza was met with a grand dining hall. At the center was a marble table decorated with tall vases holding snow roses. A massive staircase spiraling from the main floor connected the residence’s various levels. Gilded railings blocked off each landing, so that it appeared as if the interior was constructed of ringed balconies allowing the contestants to peer at one another plainly and watch the goings on in the dining hall.

The main room was crowded with the contestants. Demelza had caught the names of a few of the girls when she had arrived in the welcome tent. They had been encouraged to change and refresh themselves and even get to know one another before the evening soireé but Demelza had allowed herself only a bath before following Angharad’s trail to the orangery.

Demelza had never been lonely. She had always had the company of her sisters or the wyvern. Or even Hush Manor itself. There had never been any need to make introductions or ingratiate herself anywhere …

Until now.

A girl with long, sharp teeth and sea-foam hair glanced in Demelza’s direction and recoiled. She whispered something to the girl next to her, pointing rather obviously at Demelza’s mud-caked hair before laughing. Demelza smiled. She pointed at her hair and laughed too, but the girls merely rolled their eyes and walked elsewhere.

“Showing up hideous to a bridal tournament is quite the strategy,” said a voice beside her.

Demelza turned and saw twin girls. They were clearly from the Famishing, for their skin had the nacreous shimmer of a pearl and scaled ears poked through the wild tangle of their hair. The twins wore ethereal blue gowns that floated around their bodies.

“Thalassa,” said one, pointing at the girl next to her.

“And that’s Pearl,” said the other.

Pearl eyed Demelza’s hair and clothes and sniffed. “This whole attire is a strategy, isn’t it?”

“It was my mother’s idea of a farewell gift,” said Demelza, scratching uselessly at the helmet of mud.

When Araminta had told Demelza to flee for Rathe Castle, Demelza had imagined that her mother would follow in the tradition of the fairy tales. Perhaps she would give her a walnut that held three dresses. One as beautiful as the sun, the next as lovely as the moon and the third as bright as the stars. But instead Araminta had smeared mud on her hair and face and sent her out onto the moors with nothing but a blade, her wits and a dress of weeds.

“This is to keep you hidden from your father’s sight,” Araminta had said. “He cannot see within his own land, and so that is what I shall cover you in. It is a temporary fix, but perhaps in that time it may give you a road to freedom. And don’t forget, my dear, the stones of Hush Manor and Rathe Castle are siblings … we may yet find a way to speak even though you will be far from us.”

Demelza understood that it was a loving gesture, though she wished it could be a less … smelly … gesture. The mud was impervious to soap. And despite plunging the dress of reeds into an enchanted cleaning solution, it still looked as drab as ever.

Thalassa’s eyes flashed. She tilted her head. It reminded Demelza of a shark scenting blood.

“And where did you say you’re from, my dear?” she asked.

Demelza smiled. “I didn’t.”

“Ooooh, this is fun!” said Pearl, clapping her hands. “Typically one tries to make an impression with beauty, but I applaud the one who does so with a display of grotesquerie instead.”

Her sister was not as amused. “A mud-splattered jewel is still a jewel, but sometimes mud has no mystery. Sometimes it’s just damp dirt.”

The twins smiled, curtsied and left. Demelza took a deep breath. The prince had not yet agreed to their arrangement, but she was confident that he would. Once that happened, it would be imperative for Demelza to fit in with the contestants …

This was not a promising start.

If Araminta had trained Demelza in the same courtly intrigues that she had taught her sisters, then perhaps she would have been better prepared. Instead, Demelza was—literally and figuratively—a mess.

Demelza had read plenty of historical texts on the way such bridal tournaments tended to progress. By now, a front-runner would have already emerged. Those who thought they had a chance of beating her would be surrounding her to observe, mimic and sabotage. Those who knew they would lose would play the role of admiring sycophants, for who wouldn’t want to be on the good side of a powerful queen? If she was to convince Arris of her usefulness then all Demelza had to do was observe. This was easier said than done, for the main room was swarming with ball gowns and towering hairstyles. Suffusing it all like a too strong cologne was an unmistakable whiff of restlessness. Not two steps from Demelza, a girl from the Ulva Wylds howled and pushed the girl behind her.

“Step on my tail again and I’ll claw your eyes out!” she snarled.

The girl she had pushed was startlingly beautiful. With her fall of onyx hair, full lips the color of rubies and small diamond piercings at her temples, she reminded Demelza of a jewel.

“Threaten me again, and I will be sure to remember the words and hang you when I am queen,” said the bejeweled maiden.

The wolf girl laughed. “As if he’d choose you.”

“We are destined to be together,” she said. “He knows it too. He could not keep his eyes off me. Tonight, he will whisper my name and perhaps you shall hear it in your dreams: Zoraya, Zoraya, Zoraya. You might think you’re a predator, but you’re nothing but a pest.”

The wolf-girl shook her head. Her eyes turned yellow and her pupils widened. She pulled back her lips and might have lunged at Zoraya, but she was shoved out of the way by a nearby commotion—

“Did you just touch her dress?” demanded a shrill voice.

Demelza pushed through the crowd and saw a pink-haired beauty surrounded by a tight knot of girls. Plenty of girls were beautiful. But none of them had the bearing of a queen like this one. It was something in the slight arch of her brow and the simmering indifference in her gaze. Her rosebud mouth was set in a haughty pout.

Beside her was an Aatos Mountain girl. Demelza recognized her by the snowy down of her hair, which the girl kept closely cropped. Her eyes were a pale blue and she might have been striking if it wasn’t for the sycophantic expression. She was the one who had yelled at someone for touching the dress of the pink-haired beauty.

“Does anyone even have a chance with Lady Edmea here?” asked a girl beside Demelza.

Demelza turned and saw a tall, lovely girl with floppy rabbit ears that were nearly indiscernible in the fall of her brown hair. She flashed a gap-toothed grin.

“I’m Zizorelle,” said the girl. “What’s your name?”

“Demelza.”

“That’s pretty! Are you from the Wylds? I can’t tell beneath the, uh, mud.”

“No, I’m not,” said Demelza. She nodded in the direction of the pink-haired girl. “What did you say her name was?”

Zizorelle’s eyes widened. “You don’t recognize her?”

“No,” said Demelza. “I … I don’t get out much.”

Zizorelle had the kindness not to express her lack of surprise.

“That’s Lady Edmea,” she said. “Her father owns half the Vale of Sylke and has some of the best sylke tailors in his employ. Her mother was the Countess Erda. The beauty of her generation and all that. Her first life ended while Edmea was still a child but then she came back as a cherry tree and you know what she started growing?”

“… Cherries?”

“Dresses,” said Zizorelle, sighing in envy. “The most gorgeous dresses you could imagine. My cousin’s husband’s sister managed to get one for her wedding day and it was mesmerizing. They said the fabric was woven from the lovelorn sighs of teenage girls. The way it sparkled! I thought it was diamonds but later my cousin told me it was the tears of happy brides.” Zizorelle had a dreamy look in her eyes before she glanced longingly at Edmea. “She looks like a queen already, doesn’t she?”

“She does,” said Demelza. “Though I wonder if she’s here for the right reasons … The prince is looking for love.”

Zizorelle sighed again. “The prince! He’s handsome, isn’t he? At first I didn’t have a chance to say anything other than ‘hello’ when we were introduced and I was so nervous on the boat that I was off in a corner reciting a poem my mother used to tell me and he recognized it! It was so sweet, honestly … and have you noticed his ears? I like that they stick out a bit. And the way he said some of the couplets from the poem! You’ve probably not heard of it, it was written some time ago by the warren people of the Ulva Wyldes and is about this rabbit boy and his teeth that won’t stop growing—”

“‘The Tale of the Teeth’ by Harlan Zajac?” asked Demelza.

Zizorelle stared at her. “You are the second person this evening to know what I’m talking about! How could you possibly know of it?”

“I like to read,” said Demelza. She made a note not to leap to show off like that again. It would only raise questions that she wasn’t sure how to answer.

“But it’s written and spoken in the old dialect of the water hares…” said Zizorelle, and her gaze narrowed. “Where did you say you were from again?”

Demelza was spared answering by the ringing of a giant bell. On the grand dining table, a fox-faced attendant wearing a jacket of pearls suddenly appeared. He cleared his throat and the crowd fell silent.

“Dear contestants, we hope you enjoy your first evening of the tournament. Perhaps you have even made friends—”

Lady Edmea snorted. “I’m not here to make friends.”

Some of the girls next to her looked crestfallen. The fox-faced attendant continued:

“Please be advised that contestants are generally discouraged from removing one another from the competition. If you are caught, the Isle shall remove you from the premises.” The fox smiled. “If you are not caught, the Isle shall judge you favorably.”

A flock of birds erupted from the shadows and a few of the contestants screamed. But they were not birds, but keys. One dropped into Demelza’s hand and began to hop along her arm while shaking out its feathers.

“The keys will guide you to your chambers, which you shall be sharing with other contestants. We hope you find your accommodations to your liking,” said the fox. He clapped his hands and the lights dimmed as the girls took to the stairs, guided to their rooms by the winged keys. “Tomorrow, the trial of talent shall commence. For some of you this will be your first and last night in Rathe Castle. Be ready.”
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A Bear and a Bargain



Demelza expected that the rooms would be an extension of the mushroom residence’s pale grandeur. What she did not expect was to open the door and immediately see a massive bear holding a piece of cake. The bear looked at Demelza, looked at the cake and then shoved the cake immediately into its mouth.

“Tasted odd, wanted to spare you,” said the bear.

At least, Demelza thought that’s what it said.

“Ursula, must you talk with your mouth full?” said an unfamiliar voice.

Demelza peered around the bear and saw a beautifully appointed sitting room. Squashy, emerald-green couches were positioned around a great fireplace. There was a basket of fruit on the side table, and stacks of blank paper and pens on another. On the main table was a small service of fragrant herbal teas that made the room smell of chamomile and chrysanthemum. On the far end were a large window and a reading nook where a young woman sat with her back to the window.

“I’m Talvi,” she said, sliding off the cushion and coming toward Demelza. “That’s Ursula.”

When Demelza looked back at the bear, she now saw a golden-haired girl standing in her place. The girl was tall and muscular, with broad shoulders and an even broader smile. She wore a kitchen smock and appeared dusted in flour.

“The room listens!” she said, excitedly. “I asked it for a practice kitchen for tomorrow’s talent display and it knew exactly what sort of wooden spoon I was looking for. Honestly, that’s reason enough to stay in the tournament for me!”

Ursula was clearly from the Ulva Wylds and the fact that she took the form of a bear was formidable. Normally, anyone who could shift into such an imposing form was immediately recruited for the royal army. Demelza wished to ask more, but she knew she had to tread carefully.

Ursula leaned forward and snuffled her. “There’s a bath in each chamber too.”

“Ursula!” scolded Talvi.

“What!”

Talvi was exquisite and her features were like those of a doll. She was shorter than Demelza. Her hair looked like snowfall and was braided down her back. Her eyes were not the typical blue of an Aatos Mountain girl, but dark as a moonless night in winter. A pair of spectacles hung around her neck, and when she smiled, Demelza was reminded of her mother.

“We were going to wait for you before we picked our rooms, but then we weren’t sure if we would have a third—”

“I got delayed,” said Demelza. In truth, she had paused on every landing to observe all the contestants she could before her meeting with Arris at midnight.

“That one’s yours,” said Talvi, pointing at the bedroom beside the fireplace. “Have you asked someone else to bring your belongings?”

Demelza shook her head. “They … they got lost, I’m afraid.” She pointed at her muddied hair. “Ran into a bit of an accident.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Talvi.

“Does it wash off?” asked Ursula, wrinkling her nose.

Talvi glared at her.

“Already tried,” said Demelza. “It’s enchanted to stay put for the next week, I’m afraid.”

“That’s disgusting!” said Ursula cheerfully. “I love rolling around in the mud, but it does get itchy when it’s dried.”

“So!” said Talvi. “What are you doing for tomorrow’s talent?”

“I’m cooking them a feast,” said Ursula. “If they have a single taste bud between them, they shall swoon at my creations.”

Demelza hadn’t thought this far. She felt as though she hadn’t sat down in years and all of a sudden, the world had gotten too overwhelming.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Perhaps singing?”

“Oh I’d love to hear a song!” said Talvi. “Would you sing for us? Please?”

Demelza froze. She looked back and forth between Ursula and Talvi. Unable to think of a reason to say no, Demelza rocked on her heels and tried to summon the sweetest voice she could imagine. The moment she began to hum, Ursula recoiled. Talvi’s eyebrows shot up her forehead.

“How thoughtless of us to ask you to sing when you must be exhausted!” said Talvi.

Demelza stopped humming and Ursula breathed a sigh of relief.

“Very exhausted,” said Demelza.

“It’s getting quite late,” said Talvi, peering up at the wall clock. “I’ll see you in the morning. I wish you all luck. Barring that, I wish you peace.”

Demelza said her goodbyes and went straight to her room. As she closed the door, she heard Ursula let out a low whistle.

“That was awful singing,” she said. “If she goes, do you think I could take her room and make it a second practice kitchen? I can’t fall asleep smelling food, it just makes me hungry…”

Inside the room, Demelza gasped as a warm feeling snuck through her body. The feeling of home was uncanny. It was like she had known this room all her life.

It was no secret that Prava had constructed Rathe Castle, but now she could feel her father’s magic in the very stones. As Demelza ran her hand along the walls and looked at the quaint, cozy bed beside the large window, she marveled at her father’s magic. Because of him, Rathe Castle was a living thing. She wondered what request had been made of it that allowed the Castle to extend itself into the roots that ran beneath the ground, tangling and fusing and growing into the lovely mushroom towers where they all slept. The room even smelled of her parents’ library in Hush Manor, and when Demelza closed her eyes, she imagined the library wyvern hopping on her desk and leaving paw prints and poems across her research. Demelza did not wish to think of how much time she had spent on that research. How many hours she had spent wishing to be useful. Important.

Demelza pressed her hand against the stone wall. “Do you know me?”

Perhaps it was her imagination, but she imagined the stones warmed beneath her palm. Demelza glanced at the clock upon the mantel of her small fireplace and nearly cursed. It was almost midnight. She listened at the door for a while to make sure that Talvi and Ursula had gone to bed. She did not look back at the part of the wall that she had touched. If she had, she might have noticed the strangest glow within the stone.

As if it were waking up.



Demelza found the prince by the shores of the lake. The glass wyvern boat was gone, and the still lake was a mirror reflecting the cold stars. Prince Arris was lying on his back and for a moment Demelza imagined him asleep. But then he sat up and turned to look at her. He shook his head and smiled.

“You’re real,” he said. “I thought you might have been a bizarre figment of my imagination.”

The prince was wearing long-sleeved navy pajamas. He looked as if he had bathed since the last time she saw him, for his hair was wet and brushed away from his forehead. Slowly, the buttons of his nightshirt came undone and the sleeves rolled up to show off rather sinewy arms and Demelza had never noticed that someone’s arms could look … like that.

“Stop that!” said Arris.

Demelza blinked. “I didn’t mean to—”

“My apologies, I was speaking to my pajamas. They are terribly willful,” said Arris, sitting up and fixing his buttons. “Every time they notice a girl is looking, they start coming undone.”

“Oh,” said Demelza.

Once he had adjusted his buttons, he cleared his throat.

“I’m sorry if I seemed rather forward in our first meeting,” he said. “Your truth song shocked me. I didn’t even know veritas swans really existed. I mean, it’s as if the stars themselves conspired to bring you here to this tournament—”

“I take it we’re in agreement, then,” said Demelza. The prince seemed long-winded and she was in no mood for conversations about the impossible nature of her existence when it was this late at night and she’d had no food and no rest in who knows how long. “What I need from you is a ranking of contestants so I know where to spend my time investigating. I’ve already started making some mental notes on who appears to be the most popular choice for a future regent but then there’s the matter of getting them all alone and—”

The prince shushed her. Demelza had not been shushed since she was a chick. She glowered at him, but Arris had lain back down and was staring up at the moon. He looked positively giddy.

“I really think we should take a moment to acknowledge our great fortune here. You know, they say the moon is Wrate’s clear eye and the sun is his lusty gaze and since we are both in need of clarity, it seems only right that we take a moment and look up at the moon,” said Arris. “At least that is what I intend to do. You’re welcome to join me.”

Demelza remained as she was.

“I think I can actually hear you standing in an angry manner,” said Arris. “It’s impressive. Would you please sit?”

Demelza grumbled and then sat down. The moment she sat, it seemed as though the world slammed into her. All the fear that she had folded away, all the exhaustion she had kept at bay for the past ten days as she moved over the moors, scrabbled up river banks and trudged through valleys snuck into her limbs. Her mother’s parting words found her. You do not need wings to fly, my Demelza. Use your wits, find a way to live and above all … guard your heart. Demelza had done so. She had made her way to Rathe Castle. She had struck a bargain with a prince.

The whole of her life, she had never seen or spoken to so many people. But now she had done just that. She had never left the serenity of Hush Manor and its friendly mists, and suddenly she was in a castle that was ablaze with color and noise and unfamiliar smells. She had only ever spoken to her parents, her sisters and the wyvern. She had never spoken to a boy, let alone sat with one in the moonlight. Demelza had no idea what she was doing, but she was doing something. And she should be proud. Perhaps even excited. But she had never been so far from home, nor had she ever been so far from the moon. In the nesting tower, the moon always seemed to be within arm’s reach, and now it seemed as distant as the past.

“Are you all right?” asked Arris.

“Obviously,” said Demelza.

Arris sat up. The moonlight silvered his hair. He looked even younger in the dark. The prince reached for something beside him and Demelza tensed. He could be reaching for a dagger, a charm—

But all he drew out was some kind of pastry. It was orange and studded all over with pieces of candied ice pear. Demelza’s belly rumbled.

“Here,” he said, holding it out. “My own recipe. The flour was milled with crystallized sunbeams, and I added some saffron too. It’s meant to be—”

Demelza seized the pastry, gobbling it in two bites.

“Savored,” finished Arris. He blinked. “When was the last time you ate? I’d love to say that response is a compliment to my abilities in the kitchen, but somehow I doubt that.”

Demelza swiped at her mouth, embarrassed. When her sister Evadne flew the nest and entered the service of a king, Demelza had been terrified for her. The king had her necklace, after all. If he wanted, he could turn her into a swan at a moment’s notice. But Evadne was unfazed.

The trick is never to reveal what you lack. I tell the king I yearn to be a swan, and so he does not give it to me. Men delight in that, Demelza. They delight in the joy of withholding and it is for us to delight in their foolishness.

“I could get you some more if you’d like,” Arris said.

“I do not want any more,” said Demelza, even as her stomach growled in dissent.

“It wouldn’t be any trouble,” said Arris. “Well, perhaps a little trouble. The flour came from cave wheat near the eastern borders of the Glimmers. Most people don’t realize this but without direct sunlight, the wheat—”

“Must be sung to in the language of flames in order to grow,” finished Demelza. She mimicked the molten speech of fire. Speaking the elements did not, as one imagined, extend to control over them. It merely allowed for polite suggestions, which some elements acquiesced to with more generosity—like water—whereas others took offense or were often too flighty to listen properly, such as fire or air.

“That’s exactly right,” said Arris. He looked stunned. “How did you know that?”

Demelza scolded herself. She really couldn’t help it when it came to revealing bits of knowledge. The wyvern was never impressed with her scholarship, and while her sisters and mother had feigned interest, they were not curious. Not like her father, who would engage Demelza in conversation for hours over the translation of a single word.

“I read a lot,” said Demelza, dusting the crumbs off her dress. “It is time we talk the specifics of our bargain.”

“Oh. Yes. Very well,” said Arris. “What do you suggest?”

“A weekly report?” said Demelza. That was the sort of thing her sisters did, so it seemed fitting.

Arris nodded. “I imagine the pool will thin dramatically with tomorrow’s first trial. I want to know why people are here, and if their reasons have changed. Someone might want to cut out my heart one day and then change their mind the next. Or at least one hopes.The only complication is that you’re also in the competition, so does that mean—”

“No,” said Demelza, sharp. “I only came here because this is the one place my father cannot spy into.”

“You’ve come here because your father doesn’t give you any … privacy?”

“I’m here because he wants to cut out my heart for a spell of eternal life,” said Demelza. “I am not here for your heart, nor do I have any intention of giving away mine. Ever.”

Arris fell quiet, and Demelza imagined she could see him turning over the little pieces of information she had given him.

“Well, you’re a veritas swan, so I don’t blame you,” said Arris. “Getting turned into a bird by your beloved whenever they want? Terrible.”

Now it was Demelza who stared. “How did you know that?”

“I read a lot,” said Arris, grinning. He stood up, offering his hand to her. Demelza refused it, but if Arris was offended, he didn’t show it. Instead, his smile widened.

“It seems we have a bargain, Demelza.”



Not what she expected. Not in the least. That was the thought running through her mind as she made her way back to the sleeping quarters. When she entered her room, a little box sat on her bed. Inside was a loaf of that orange bread with a small note: Just in case.
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The next morning Demelza awoke to Ursula throwing open her door and shouting:

“Found her, Talvi! She slept through breakfast!”

Demelza’s eyes shot open. For one glorious moment, she imagined that she was back in her nest and snuggled into a pile amongst her sisters. And then the day’s events flew back to her.

“Are you quite all right?” asked Ursula from the doorway. “If you slept through breakfast I bet I could find you—goodness, where did you get that?”

Ursula walked into the room and picked up the prince’s orange pastry sitting on the little table beside the fire. Ursula was wearing a dark-blue gown sewn with flowering brambles and wild berries. With her golden hair arranged in a pile atop her head, the effect was striking.

“I … I saved it from the welcome tent yesterday,” said Demelza. “I must’ve grabbed the last one.”

Ursula closed her eyes, inhaled deeply and then sighed. “Is that milled cave wheat? Goodness, it smells delicious. I wonder if I might—”

“Ursula!” said Talvi, appearing beside her in the doorway. “Didn’t you just say Demelza had no breakfast?”

Ursula moped back to the door. “I was only asking … must you punish me for that? You sound like my mother.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” said Talvi.

“My mother is half the reason I entered this competition,” said Ursula.

“And the other half?” asked Demelza, pocketing away this bit of information.

“The food,” said Ursula, grinning.

“Demelza, everyone has started to line up. Do you, um, do you need anything? Can I help you with your costume for the talent trial?”

Demelza pointed at a peg on the bathing door, upon which her ragged dress of rushes hung. Despite looking utterly bedraggled, it was bespelled against dirt, and merely flicking water at it caused the rushes to shake off any impurities and gleam as if they were freshly cut. Which was not to say that it was beautiful … but at least it was clean.

“That’s all I have,” said Demelza. “My belongings were misplaced, though I have sent for them.”

She really needed to figure out how to get more clothing. If her sisters were here they would have draped her in their own dresses. But she was alone. And even if she wanted to ask them for help, she had no way of reaching them. Each sister possessed a stone from Hush Manor. Whenever they placed a letter beneath the stone, it appeared in their parents’ breakfast room. Demelza wondered what their parents had told them … if they’d told them anything at all. Or did her sisters imagine that she was still at home? Still toiling in the library and waiting for her wings?

Demelza threw back the covers. Talvi yelped and covered her face with her hands.

“Your sleeping garments also went amiss?” she asked.

“I hate wearing clothes to sleep,” said Demelza.

“I agree!” shouted Ursula from somewhere in the adjoining sitting room. “If I must be caged in a dress all day, then let me be free at night!”

Talvi shook her head. The Aatos Mountain girl was wearing a simple but lovely gown that looked as if someone had sheared off part of a blizzard. The dress was long-sleeved and spangled with snow. The hem might have been considered scandalously short, but that was because of its partial translucence. Mid-thigh, the dress unraveled into snowfall.

“Well then, I shall leave you to your morning ablutions. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t feel abandoned,” said Talvi.

“Thank you,” said Demelza, and she meant it.

Before Talvi closed the door, she frowned at the mantelpiece.

“I would ask why in the world you brought that of all things, but I’m a little scared to know,” she said, laughing as she shut the door.

Demelza followed her gaze. The fire mantel held very little. There were some tomes of poetry bookended by large pieces of agate. A few candles. A vase of dried flowers. And there, tucked between the vase and a candelabra, was an eyeball with a bright-red pupil. Was it decor of some kind? It certainly seemed … odd.

Just then, a gong sounded from far below and all thoughts of the eyeball vanished as Demelza rushed to get ready.



Demelza figured that they would be led back to the wintry lake, but once all the contestants had gathered in the main hall and the door of the mushroom tower opened, it was not the grounds of Rathe Castle that greeted them but an underground cavern.

“Form a line, please!” said the fox-faced attendant from yesterday.

Demelza rushed to the back of the room, which was just as well considering the number of flying elbows and yelps of “Watch the hair!” as the contestants fought for prime placement. The Lady Edmea, Demelza noticed, did not participate in the fray. She sat at the end of the dining table, drinking her tea. For all her reputation in the sartorial world, she was dressed rather plainly in a gown the color of an eggshell. When she finally stood, Demelza noticed the exquisite craftsmanship of the hemline and sleeves, the invisible seams of the bodice. As Edmea passed Demelza, her eyes flicked over her dress of rushes. She raised an eyebrow and kept walking until she made her way to the front, where one of her inner circle—the Aatos girl with closely cropped hair—had saved her the first spot. The girl had done so at great duress, it seemed, for when she moved to grant Edmea her place, Demelza noticed she was sporting a black eye from another contestant.

In front of Demelza stood Talvi and Ursula. Ursula tugged at her hair, muttering, “Did I label the roasted dusk seeds properly? Or did I get them mixed with the container of Glimmerian floating pepper … oh dear…”

Talvi appeared calm. Demelza was willing to bet Talvi rarely lost her composure. As they entered the caverns, the light from the main dining room vanished, replaced with an eerie glow. Along the uneven walls, slow-moving beetles the size of Demelza’s head crawled up and down. Glass lanterns had been affixed to their jeweled carapaces, giving the light an iridescent and underwater quality. It was cool and damp, but not uncomfortably so.

While many of the contestants were murmuring to themselves or going through the complicated motions of a dance or whatever it was that their talent performance demanded, the only thing that twitched about Talvi were her hands.

“You look as if you’re writing,” said Demelza.

“Is it that obvious?” asked Talvi, wide-eyed.

“Just a guess,” said Demelza.

“I think I’m always writing … though whether it’s any good, I have no idea,” said Talvi, laughing.

“What do you like to write?”

Talvi made a face. “Romances, mostly. Do you read romance?”

“No,” said Demelza, before quickly adding: “But not because I don’t wish to! I don’t think there were any romance books in the library.”

Actually there had been quite a few, but Araminta had thrown them out. She didn’t want her daughters getting any ideas about love, which was a shockingly different approach from Prava’s. When he found out Araminta had forbidden romantic tomes, he had sat them all down for a family meeting.

“Romance and love and the intimacy between willing bodies is a beautiful thing! Nothing to be ashamed of, my dears. Read what you like and ask whatever you wish!”

However, Prava’s approach of “You can talk to me about anything!” was just as bad as their mother’s tight-lipped silence. If not worse. Out of solidarity with his daughters, Prava insisted on taking a monthly draught that gave him stomach pain, fatigue and moodiness to better understand their female anatomical plights and avoid raising children who would later “wrestle with demons of shame.”

“I think I’d prefer the demons of shame,” muttered Demelza.

“What?” asked Talvi.

“Nothing,” said Demelza. “If you don’t mind my asking, why did you decide to come here?”

Talvi’s smile turned dreamy. “Inspiration? I think? I don’t know, really … I saw the invitation and all of a sudden, it was all I could dream about. I’ve never been anywhere and while I love my mothers, they have very different notions of what I should do with my life.”

“I understand that completely,” said Demelza.

“Everyone in the Mountains is a scholar. They study, translate, observe. They speak to the clouds, the rain, the snow. But I don’t think they dream … or if they do, they consider it merely a hobby, not as a way to live … whereas I can’t imagine any other way of living,” said Talvi quietly. “I don’t expect to make it through all three rounds, let alone this one, but if I must go back to my mothers’ home and find some area of study, then I wish to fill up my well for dreams. Do you know what I mean?”

“I…” Demelza started to speak and then trailed off.

No, she thought. She had no understanding of making space for dreams. With every step, her life painfully crystallized. The other contestants had made space to cultivate talents, but Demelza had never made space for such a thing. She and her sisters had been raised to fulfill Prava’s ambitions. What would follow, they had been promised, was a paradise of power. No one had asked her if that’s what she wanted.

Did Demelza even like what she had studied? Or was she simply good at it and in pursuit of praise? Prava had called her gifted in the study of history and languages, but Demelza wasn’t sure if she had ever approached her studies with the same dreamy joy that Talvi felt when she spoke of writing romances.

Talvi touched her arm. “Are you all right, Demelza?”

“What even is a Demelza? If one is simply raised as an instrument in service of another person, then are they even a person?”

“Uh … I’m not certain I follow…”

“Shh!” said someone ahead of them in the line. “The attendant told us to be quiet!”

The girls were soon ushered into an antechamber with dozens of star-shaped windows cut into the rock walls. Through the windows, Demelza glimpsed a large theater that was softly lit by the fire beetles clinging to the jagged stalactites of the cavern ceiling. The walls had been carved out to form tiered benches, which were entirely empty save for three individuals: Queen Yzara, Princess Yvlle and Prince Arris.

A thousand alarms went off in Demelza’s head. She had no talent! She couldn’t possibly subject them to her singing … maybe she should dance? What about that juggling trick Evadne had taught her last year?

One by one, the contestants were summoned to the theater. Demelza’s panic congealed. Focus, she told herself. She was here to observe and so she must. An idea was sure to come to her.

And if it does not? whispered a voice in her head.

Demelza tried to ignore it. She tried to focus on the sounds around her, but the roar of her racing heart kept stealing her attention.

Lady Edmea was the first to perform, still dressed in her plain gown. Her rose-pink hair gleamed in the light. At the sight of her, Arris sat up straighter. He was dressed in an ocher jacket with brass trim and copper buttons. Demelza had never seen the princess Yvlle until today. The princess wore a patch over one eye, but even with that addition, it was clear that they were twins. But while they had similar features, Yvlle had an unsettling intensity about her. Demelza noticed that she seemed to stroke the shadows beside her as if they were a tamed beast. Between the siblings sat their mother, Queen Yzara. She was dressed similarly to her son in a bell-sleeved dress of hammered copper and a circlet of rubies at her brow.

The queen waved her hand. “Begin.”

“Your Royal Highnesses,” said Edmea, curtsying. “I am Lady Edmea of the Vale. As you might have heard from my own reputation, I love the latest fashions and I am not humble about the fact that more often than not, I am the one who sets them.”

Edmea shrugged.

“Many are under the impression that beauty is something one is born with, rather than a carefully curated presentation that requires immense talent and skill,” said Edmea. “Some might think I’m merely being coy when I ignore questions of who makes my gowns. Others assume that they are created by my mother, the Countess Erda. The truth is that I make them.”

In the antechamber, a number of the contestants gasped. A few muttered “I knew it!” Some rolled their eyes. “I bet she’s lying,” Demelza heard a few people say.

“I have been trained, of course, by my mother, whose skills are renowned across the Isle. If I may be so bold, My Queen, I notice that you are wearing one of her autumn designs from ten years ago,” said Edmea. A number of girls sucked in their breath before Edmea added: “It looks resplendent on you.”

In the stands, Queen Yzara arched an eyebrow. Demelza guessed that the queen was more intrigued than offended.

“My talent today is to demonstrate that I am not merely a beauty in the bloom of youth. I may determine the season’s fashion, but my perspective and influence can transcend time,” said Edmea, raising her hands. “If you choose me, Your Highness, you will find that you have a queen for every season.”

At once, the pale gown began to change. Like all sylke tailors, Edmea had infused it with her very will and imagination and now it overtook the stage. Huge icicles burst forth from the shoulder straps. Frost clambered up Edmea’s neck, fashioning itself into a diamond collar and a matching tiara. Edmea snapped her fingers and veils of snow-flecked winter winds unfurled from her bodice, billowing out into a small storm. Edmea twirled and the armored ball gown melted within seconds, replaced by thousands of rosebuds, which burst to life, blooming to create a gown with a twelve-foot train of hypnotic petals.

Edmea reached for the seam and tore off the skirt in a wide flourish. The underside of the skirt flipped up as vermilion and scarlet colors raced up the petals, transforming them into autumn leaves while the bodice transformed into a thicket of brambles and holly. With each outfit change, Edmea grew taller and taller, as if some invisible podium hoisted her into the air. The effect was mesmerizing and it ended with a great crescendo of water as Edmea transformed the dress into a final interpretation of summer on the Isle of Malys. The skirt fell away, replaced by a formfitting gown of hammered gold and braided sunlight. The dress was so bright that it was almost painful to behold. But Edmea did not wince from the radiance. Instead she stood there with her arms raised, crowned victoriously in light.

Queen Yzara clapped loudly. Princess Yvlle gave an appreciative nod, while Prince Arris—who had not once taken his eyes off of Edmea—finally blinked and flashed a dazed smile. Edmea curtsied and exited, leaving a scorched mark on the stage.

“Thank Wrate I don’t have to follow her,” said Talvi. “Can you imagine?”

Demelza could not. She looked around the antechamber, but there was no escape. And even if she could escape, how could she proceed to the next trial and uphold her bargain with the prince? Demelza pressed her face to the star-shaped window, willing Prince Arris to make eye contact with her and confirm he had some plan to let her make it to the next round. But he was deep in conversation with his sister, who was pointing at the next contestants who had arrived on the stage: Thalassa and Pearl.

Does this mean you have to marry both of them? Princess Yvlle mouthed to her brother. Arris pinched the bridge of his nose, but Demelza could’ve sworn that his cheeks turned red.

Thalassa and Pearl walked onto the stage, each carrying a jug of water, which they poured onto the floor.

“You need a strong queen, Your Majesty,” said Thalassa.

“One who can light your way through any dark,” said Pearl.

“Which is why you should choose one of us, for we are the rarest pearls the Famishing has to offer,” they said in unison.

They each dipped a toe in the puddle between them. Their gowns—which floated about them in translucent tentacles—glowed for a single moment before Thalassa and Pearl disappeared. Their forms were rendered into small, bright lights. They bobbed and wove about the stage, shifting and contracting like stars herded into a symphony. In the Famishing, such a dancing technique was known as the La Noctuid. It was a dance of exquisite death and had originated as a tactic to lure shipwrecked sailors out of their shelters and back into the arms of the sea.

Heka of the Glimmers followed with an alchemical demonstration where she transformed two rusted, jagged pieces of bronze into a gleaming golden heart.

“The cracks might still be visible, but they do not detract from its beauty,” said Heka.

In the audience, Yvlle mimed retching. Arris did not seem to notice.

The contestants’ performances went on and on. Demelza recognized the rabbit-eared Zizorelle from the evening before, who proceeded to perform an improvised skit about a hare who could not stop hopping. At least Demelza thought that’s what it was about, for she had no idea. Neither did the royal family, it seemed, for no sooner had she finished than the ground opened up beneath her and Zizorelle vanished with a howl of: “YOU DO NOT UNDERSTAND MY ART!”

Zizorelle was quickly joined by Miella—who impersonated a boulder and, well, that was it—and then Zanaza—who sang a song so piercingly awful that stalactites cracked off the ceiling—and then Eyolda—who proceeded to cry a literal river—and was nearly swept away by her own current.

Some contestants appeared to pass to the next round without comment, but others impressed. A siren named Dyane showed off her ability to transform into massive sea creatures and nearly tore off the ceiling when her armored ball gown erupted into crab legs. This was followed by Orinthia, an Aatosian girl, who sculpted an entire army out of snow. When she blew upon them, the soldiers sprang to life for a full minute. Even Yvlle clapped.

When Ursula stepped onto the stage, she revealed an elaborate tower of pastries that was nearly twelve feet high. At the snap of her fingers, an enchanted knife sailed through the air, shearing the sugary tower onto plates so that the royal family might sample her creations.

“I present to you my interpretation of the first day of autumn in the Ulva Wylds,” said Ursula.

Demelza noticed that Ursula was not lumbering and joking as she had been for the past day and a half. When Ursula spoke of her home, there was reverence in her voice. It made Arris sit up straighter.

“I give to you the candied sunshine that rests on the clover and the sweetness of the wind carrying the first breath of frost. I have baked the dreams of the dormice hoping for fat acorns and warm tree hollows. I have sweetened this with the sap of the fire maples and the rare spices brought back by my mother from her travels.”

Arris took a modest bite of the food before his eyes widened. Yvlle did away with the silverware after one bite and shoved everything in her mouth. Queen Yzara sighed after her first bite, and when she opened her eyes she stared most curiously at Ursula.

“You mention your mother but not your desire to be queen of this realm,” she said.

Ursula shrugged. “You asked for a talent and I don’t know that my skills in the kitchen would make me a good queen, but I do know that a belly full of good food and drink wards off stupid decisions, and if a ruler knows how to ensure that is always the case, then perhaps it’d make for a happier kingdom.”

Arris laughed.

“Well reasoned,” allowed Queen Yzara. “But who, pray tell, is your mother?”

For the first time, Ursula looked uncomfortable. “I would rather not say quite yet, Your Highness.”

The queen made a grumbling sound before nodding and waving Ursula off the stage. Demelza watched Ursula join the antechamber holding the contestants who had already performed and were now watching from the shadows.

“Next!” called out Queen Yzara.

Only Talvi and Demelza remained. Talvi took a deep breath and grinned at Demelza.

“May we meet happily on the other side of this,” she said.

By now, the royal family looked rather exhausted. Queen Yzara stifled a yawn and Yvlle did not bother hiding how she had slumped in her chair, her black cape tumbling decadently around her. Only Arris remained bright-eyed. Hopeful.

When Talvi took the stage, Yvlle gave her a sharp look.

“And what is your talent, child?” asked Queen Yzara.

Talvi bowed her head. “I leave that for you to decide, Your Majesties. But I have always thought it a talent for listening.”

And then Talvi began to sing.

Demelza recognized the lyrics instantly. It was “The Lamentation of Enzo the Fool,” but in Talvi’s crystalline voice, the song changed form. It was no longer about the clever Enzo who tricked a witch for power and ended up with a curse … it was the song of the sea witch. The heartbreak of a woman who realized her love had never been returned.

Despite possessing no talent for singing, Demelza knew when music transcended into magic, and this was one of those moments. Talvi’s voice seemed to scrub centuries off a legend and reveal the witch for who she really was—a woman, wronged and wounded. It was a bold choice to sing such a tale before the descendants of the witch and Enzo, but when Talvi finished, Arris was standing and clapping. Queen Yzara wiped a tear from her eye. Yvlle could not stop staring.

Somewhere between the thunderous applause and Talvi’s modest acknowledgment, Demelza found herself on the stage, her heart hammering. Her palms were sweaty. Her voice gummed up in her throat.

Demelza had not realized how the royal family loomed over the stage, how they would be looking down at her, how huge the cavern would seem, how far away the stalactites—

“Is this part of her talent?” asked Queen Yzara loudly.

Too late, Demelza realized the queen was speaking to her.

“Sorry?” she said, and then wished she could kick herself.

“I said what talent do you bring us, girl?” said Queen Yzara, annoyed.

“I…”

Above her, the stalactites looked an awful lot like convenient daggers that might drop down and impale her at any moment. Demelza tried to look into the prince’s face, but his expression was draped in shadows. Beside him, the princess was just as inscrutable.

“I have none,” said Demelza.

Queen Yzara sighed. “Take her away!”

Before Demelza could try to redeem herself, let alone speak, Arris stood up and shouted:

“Wait!”
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As usual, Arris had no idea what he was doing. His best hope was that wisdom would rush to his side for the sake of novelty, but until that moment arrived it was just him and the cacophony of his thoughts.

On the stage below, Demelza was struggling against the cave itself. The castle grounds had interpreted Queen Yzara’s dismissal as a command and was in the process of trying to pull Demelza through the ground before spitting her out the gates of Rathe Castle.

“Wait!”

The word echoed through the caverns. Beside him, Yvlle remained with her chin resting in her palm. She looked up at him, raising a single eyebrow. Beside her, his mother looked even more bewildered.

“You can’t be serious, my love—she has not completed the first trial!” said Queen Yzara. She glanced disdainfully at the mud-splattered Demelza in her dress of weeds. “And I can see nothing of note to otherwise recommend the girl. Unless there is something else about her?”

Arris was careful to avoid his sister’s one-eyed glare. Ever since Demelza had revealed herself at the orangery, Arris had felt the burden of her secret. Veritas swans had long since passed from history to legend … but even the legends spoke of their value. The bones of a veritas swan could be fused into a chair, the contact of which would force whoever sat upon it to reveal the truth. Add to that her story that she was running from her father, a wizard. There was only one person whom she could mean … Prava the Sly.

Many years ago Prava had been the architect of Rathe Castle and even an advisor to one of Arris’s great-great-grandfathers, but Prava was a bloodthirsty sorcerer. His appetite for ambition proved insatiable and so he was given the whole of the Silent Lakes district in exchange for staying far away from Rathe Castle. It had been a trick, however. Once there, one of Arris’s ancestors had managed to bind Prava to the Silent Lakes so that he could never take his magic elsewhere and use it against the Crown.

But it would seem that Prava’s ambitions had flourished anyway.

Arris could have told his parents the truth of Demelza’s origins, but he hesitated. His parents were good people, but they were even better rulers … and Demelza could prove dangerously useful to them. Granted, Demelza was going to be beyond useful to him in the course of this tournament, but at least that was on her own terms. However, there was another reason nestled at the heart of himself.

Demelza was the first person who had ever asked Arris for his protection. Perhaps she was the first person to imagine that he could even give such a thing. All the power of the Isle ran through his veins, but Arris was considered, at best, an instrument and, at worst, an impediment. Demelza saw him as something different though, and more than anything Arris wanted her to be right. Let him be different than others imagined. Let the ending of his story surprise even him.

When Arris held up his hand, the cave floor stopped trying to drag Demelza under the stage. She looked up at him, her eyes wild and accusing. “It’s not my fault you didn’t prepare for the trial!” Arris wanted to shout, but he stopped himself.

“The girl has professed to having no talent. What is the meaning of this, my son?” demanded Queen Yzara.

Arris cleared his throat. “Talent is a privilege, but some do not have the luxury of the time to hone such skill. Some are too busy working their family’s fields, or eking out a living.”

He glanced into the antechamber holding the contestants who had already demonstrated their talents. A few of them nodded appreciatively. Most looked deeply annoyed.

“I admire this contestant’s honesty,” said Arris. “For that reason, I grant her this one and only exception that she might remain.”

Arris could feel his sister’s gaze boring into him. She was trying to suss out his secrets. Arris did his best not to look at her.

“Talent, after all, can only take one so far!” he said. “After that, determination is the truer steed.”

What in Wrate’s name was he saying? Steed? What steed? How did a horse wander into his metaphors? Arris was beginning to panic.

“You may be wondering what any of that has to do with horses … um, if you’re looking for a good ride, wait—”

“Well-reasoned, my son!” said his mother, raising a hand. She was very clearly done entertaining this conversation, which was good, because Arris knew he needed to be stopped. “The contestant with no talent may remain. For now.”

Immediately, Demelza was released. She fell to the ground, gasping, before she righted herself and scrambled into the adjoining antechamber.

Queen Yzara stood. “My congratulations to those of you who are still remaining with us now that the talent portion of this trial has concluded. We have a few moments before dinner service, and I have a small surprise for you.” Yzara’s smile turned sly and knowing. “May what follows be a time of reflection for all of us.”



The Ozorald Cave was very dear to Queen Yzara and King Eustis, for it was where they had shared their first dance and, later, their first kiss. The vaulted ceiling was beset with thousands of ozoralds so that if one squinted, it would seem as if it were dazzling sunlit foliage instead of gemstones and glowing roots above them. The floor was polished onyx, flecked with bits of silver. His mother had once told him that of all the things that made her realize she loved his father, it was the floor of the Ozorald Cave. She had told him in the early days of their marriage that he could not avoid his fate and that the stars themselves had marked him for death. Eustis had not minded. He told her that for her love, he would crush the very stars beneath their feet.

“That was how it looked when I danced with him that first time,” Yzara said. “As if we were smashing the stars to dust simply by choosing to love one another.”

When Arris entered the Ozorald Cave, he had been expecting lively music and a bevy of floating drinks, but instead he found a seemingly endless row of mirrors. Each one was at least twenty feet tall and each frame was simple, hammered gold. There was something odd about the mirrors’ silver. It looked frosted … and Arris could have sworn something darted beneath its surface.

The contestants, who had just entered by way of a nearby arch, looked as confused as Arris felt. Perhaps they had been expecting a panel of judges or two doors … one that would lead them to the next phase of the tournament and another that would cast them out of Rathe Castle. Instead, the room was austere. Eerie.

“In marriage, you will not always love one another,” said Queen Yzara. “That is normal. It is a sign of growth. But, in these turbulent phases, there is one way to move forward and it requires immense work. You must decide to see the person you have chosen for all that they are. Not just the bad, which rises to the top of your thoughts in times of distress, but the good too. The odd, the whimsical, the curious. And so I invite you to wander through these version of yourselves and, forgive me, reflect upon it.”

His mother smiled as she gestured the remaining fifty or so contestants to take to the onyx floor.

“You know, I thought eliminating some contestants would be more intriguing,” said Yvlle. “I wanted to see two girls get into a screaming match and then challenge each other to a duel. Something about them merely being sucked into the ground stole all the fun out of it.”

“Fighting to the death for the sake of my hand?” asked Arris. “Sister, I’m honored to know that you believe I can inspire such passion.”

“Please do not ruin my fantasies with your fatuousness,” said Yvlle.

“Your fantasies have no place in my bridal tournament,” said Arris. “My future wife is somewhere in that crowd so I would prefer you refrain from ogling any of them.”

“Half of them wish me to do far more than ogle, brother,” said Yvlle, smirking.

Arris hated when she smirked. As twins, it only made sense that they should be able to do the same things. But for some reason Yvlle was capable of whistling and smirking, and Arris could do neither. When he tried to whistle, he ended up spitting. And when he attempted to smirk, he looked as if he had been hexed.

“Go,” said Queen Yzara, pushing them onto the dance floor. “Go speak to people and open yourselves to wonder.”

Yvlle winked at him. “That’s exactly what I plan to tell some of your contestants, Arris.”

Arris rolled his eyes. He thought his mother would scold her, but Queen Yzara was misty-eyed. She flashed a trembling smile before excusing herself and leaving Arris to the mercy of the contestants and their hundreds of shifting reflections.

There was no true music in the Ozorald Cave, but somehow a stray wind had found its way into the cavern. The way it brushed the gemstones above sent a whisper that bounced off the mirrors. Arris watched as each contestant found her way to a mirror. Gone was their earlier fervor … now they seemed sedate. Transfixed, even.

Arris had only just stepped onto the onyx floor when he heard a shrill cry. Not ten feet away stood the Lady Edmea—once more attired in her pale gown—who was pointing furiously at her reflection. Arris went to her, curious. When she had performed her talent, she had mesmerized him, and when he stood beside her, he tried to imagine what their lives might be like and pictured a riot of color. It made him smile.

“Are you well?” he asked.

“Oh! Your Highness,” said Edmea, curtsying. She could hardly bear to tear her gaze away from the mirror. “I’m sorry you have to glance at such hideousness. I can assure you I have no intention of becoming … that.”

In the reflection, Edmea was older. Much older. Her pink hair had dulled to a mere blush. Her neck was loose and her face was crinkled. And yet in this reflection, she was smiling and her eyes twinkled with liveliness.

“I find her lovely,” said Arris.

Edmea looked stunned. “You do?”

He nodded.

“Sometimes I think that even if my mother had the chance to grow old she would have refused for the sake of beauty,” said Edmea.

She spoke archly, but Arris could sense the pain under her voice. She was looking at him as she spoke, but when he glanced in the mirror, he saw a glimpse of a different version of her. A little girl with rosebud hair standing in a pool of gowns, laughing as someone dropped a scarf over her head.

Edmea shook herself.

“You know, for all my mother’s beauty, she was famously cold,” she said. She glanced at Arris from beneath her lashes and his heart beat a little faster. Whatever softness had stolen over her expression now hardened to elegant iciness. “You will find that I am quite the opposite, Your Highness.”

She curtsied and Arris, smiling, continued down the row of mirrors. He thought there would be more conversations with the contestants but not everyone wished to reflect on things. Whatever Orinthia saw in the mirror made her storm toward him and kiss him so hard he nearly stumbled. But she was shoved out of the way by the bejeweled Zoraya, who had tears in her eyes as she said:

“I need you to know that what I saw in the mirror convinced me that I am exactly where I am supposed to be,” she said. “And by the end of this tournament, you’ll know it too.”

She stroked her finger along his cheek, and Arris—still a bit dazed from Orinthia’s icy kiss—leaned forward rather hopefully but Zoraya only winked and walked off. In the distance, the dinner gong rang, and Arris began to make his way to the entrance of the Ozorald Cave. Along the way, he found that some of the contestants had left him messages on the mirrors. One message, by the siren Cordelia, was so daring that the mirror was still steaming.

“I was hoping to speak to you alone,” said someone behind him.

Arris turned and his heart skipped a beat. Talvi, of the Aatos Mountains, stood there with her hands clasped. She was exquisite. He had always thought the Aatos Mountain girls to be icy beauties, but Talvi’s loveliness was the delicate wonder of frost and soft snowfall. He thought of her song about Enzo’s sea witch consort who had loved him and then cursed him when her love was not returned. All his life, his ancestors had cursed the sea witch for setting the precedent of carving out hearts and shortening the life expectancy of Enzo’s male descendants, but Arris had always felt bad for her. How much pain must she have known to inflict such damage on her own line?

“Your song was beautiful,” said Arris.

Talvi smiled. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“It was quite the bold choice to sing the woes of the woman who essentially cursed me,” said Arris, before adding: “I’m glad you did.”

Talvi smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that. There’s something I was hoping to show you…”

Talvi reached into the folds of her strange dress, which resembled falling snow. As she was withdrawing her hand from a pocket, there was a blur of shadows to her right—

Yvlle stepped out of the shadows and grabbed Talvi’s wrist: “Drop your weapon.”

“Really, Yvlle!” said Arris, annoyed.

Talvi did not flinch, nor did she gasp. She leveled Yvlle with a cold stare. In Talvi’s hand was a slender book.

Yvlle scowled. “I stand mistaken.”

“Did you?” asked Talvi, rubbing the spot on her wrist where Yvlle had grabbed her. “Knowledge is a formidable tool. Perhaps you were right in your assessment, though brutish in your approach.”

“I believe you owe her an apology,” said Arris.

“Do I need to apologize for looking out for my brother’s welfare?” asked Yvlle. “What is that, anyway?”

“It’s a rare tome from my mothers’ library. They have a whole collection on the poems and dialects of clouds, the majority belonging to cumulonimbus, for they are the loudest,” said Talvi.

“Fascinating!” said Arris. “I’ve read quite a bit of cloud poetry and I’m always delighted by the cleverness of the noctilucent and the bawdiness of the cirrus.”

Talvi’s eyes widened. “You are well-read, Your Majesty.”

“I try,” said Arris.

“This is a poem by a nimbostratus,” said Talvi. “As you know, it is considered the rarest of cloud speech, for they are often the shyest. It was recorded hundreds of years ago and was considered a rarity for its focus on the sea witch consort of Enzo. I thought you might find it interesting.”

“I’m honored you would think of me,” said Arris, taking the book lightly in his hands. “Although I am most sympathetic to the plight of the sea witch, the one who is most obsessed with that question is actually my sister. I sometimes wonder if half of her tinkering in her shadowy studies is to bring the sea witch back to life.”

Yvlle was staring hungrily at the book. Arris had no doubt his twin would take it from him the moment Talvi’s back was turned. Perhaps it was petty, but he relished rifling through the icy pages—and inhaling the minty sap of the spruce ink—before Yvlle could get her hands on it.

“Is that so?” asked Talvi.

“I have a number of scholarly interests,” said Yvlle, curt.

“Odd,” said Talvi. “Scholarship is a delicate art and requires a patient temperament.”

Yvlle tilted her head. Yvlle was tall, nearly as tall as Arris, and she towered over the diminutive snow maiden. “Are you suggesting I lack such a temperament?”

“Well, you certainly exhibited a lack of patience in your hostile search of my person,” said Talvi.

“I would hardly call that a search,” said Yvlle.

Talvi faced her fully. “What scholarly assessment led you to believe I was hiding a weapon?”

“You know, I think this is the most excellent-smelling book I have ever come across,” said Arris. “Anyone else want a sniff?”

“It was your dress,” said Yvlle.

Arris shrugged. “I will take that as a no.”

“My dress?” said Talvi.

Yvlle gestured at the skirts of Talvi’s gown. Around the bodice, the white fabric sheered away so that it resembled snow falling outside one’s window. As with true snowfall, there were patches of translucence, and when Talvi had walked off the stage, Arris had glimpsed a bit of her ivory legs.

Apparently he was not the only one.

“It caught my attention,” said Yvlle, before adding: “It could be hiding anything.”

Talvi laughed. “All my dress is hiding, Princess, are my legs. I invite you to study them more closely in my retreat, as I imagine I now hear the second chime of the dinner gong. I take my leave of you both,” she said, curtsying to Arris before lifting her chin at Yvlle. “If you wish to search the dress, I am sorry to tell you that when it is not on my person, it is merely a pile of snow. I hope you’re not too disappointed.”

And with that, she sauntered off. Perhaps it was Arris’s imagination, but the gown seemed a little more formfitting than it had been earlier. As if proving that there was nothing else she could be hiding.

It was certainly an alluring dress.

Arris glanced between Talvi’s retreating form and the stormy look on Yvlle’s face. Then he looked down at the book.

“It really does smell wonderful,” he said.

“Do not pick that one,” Yvlle muttered. “I can’t imagine having to stare at that smug face every day across the breakfast table.”

“Well, that’s a shame. I think she’s lovely.”

“She looks like a doll,” said Yvlle. “I’ve always hated dolls.”

“Really?” said Arris. “Because when we were twelve, I remember you practicing kissing on one of them—”

“Give me that,” said Yvlle, snatching the book.

“Talvi was right, you are extraordinarily hostile,” said Arris.

His sister glared at him and stalked off.

“I love you too, my darling sibling,” he said.

Yvlle continued muttering.

Alone in the Ozorald Cave, Arris let the day wash over him. What he wanted was quiet, but before he could enjoy any peace, he wished for confirmation of his own instincts. Some of the contestants’ smiles had struck him as artificial. Others seemed … tender. Honest. Who was lying? Who spoke true?

Demelza would know, but Arris had not seen her since her time on the stage. He thought she might have been hiding and listening and would make herself known any moment now … but he was alone. Which left him only one choice:

He must go to her.
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Arris had not intended to walk past the Grove of Ancestors, but that was where the path had led him in his attempts to locate Demelza.

It was said that the ancestor trees stretched as far back as Enzo himself and that for those who could reach him, he would still speak. The idea had captivated him as a child. When they were thirteen years old, Arris and Yvlle had packed a satchel of food and set off, convinced that if they could find Enzo, they might find some way to avoid Arris becoming a tree. They walked for hours. They walked until the trees stopped speaking and commenting on how tall they’d grown and whether or not so-and-so had kept the sitting room the way they liked it. Arris and Yvlle trudged past honey oaks, black ash, slippery elm and a dozen sycamores. They walked past sea pines and silver walnuts, shrieking spruces and a hundred fir trees. They got as far as their great-great-great-great-grandfather Lyall-the-Large (who had elected to return as a pebble the size of a thumbnail) before they were forced to stop. The moment Arris and Yvlle turned around, they found themselves once more at the entrance of the Grove, the distance they had covered vanished in a single blink.

“Everyone tries to reach Enzo at least once or twice in their first life,” Eustis had said to them that night.

Yzara had wanted to cover her children in ointments and salves, to give them warm seawater baths and soothe their aching limbs, but Eustis forbade it. It was one of the few times Arris ever remembered his father denying his mother anything.

“Futility is a horrible feeling,” he told his children. “But know it now so that you never waste a moment of your life.”

When Arris first heard this, he was distressed. What did his father mean by “waste”? Not wasting any moments was in and of itself a waste, for then how did one find the necessary rest to appreciate life to recognize what was worthwhile and what was, well, a waste? For a few months after this, Arris had gotten so anxious that every moment spent not doing something was a disservice to existing that he had asked Yvlle to make him a draught that would remove the need for sleep.

For a month straight, Arris would run around wide-eyed and talk far too fast about the music of the planets, which one could hear quite clearly just before dawn, and doesn’t sunlight seem to scald anyone else and he had started ten books but finished none of them and, really, he was doing fine and how many hours of one’s life were spent on blinking and maybe Yvlle could find a way to do away with that too …

This was not a good time for the family.

“Each life is an individual scale, Arris,” his father had later told him. Arris remembered that it was the same day he had woken up after being knocked unconscious and forced to sleep an entire week. “Only we can determine what holds value in our lives. Sometimes it takes the whole of our lives to figure out what that means. That is not a bad thing. Futility is different. Futility is trying to wring a boulder for milk. It is asking the impossible of a situation rather than opening yourself to other wonders. That is what I meant to impart to you and your sister.”

Arris felt that he understood his father, but his greatest fear was that even now, he could not tell what was futile. This tournament that he had subjected the entire kingdom to … was it all just a last scrabble for wonders?

The evening’s dinner was held in the caverns and Arris had been relieved not to find Demelza seated at the table. His mother had nodded in understanding when he explained he was too exhausted for conversation and thus excused himself. And although Arris had been enjoying the contestants’ attentions, he was also relieved to find himself above the ground and beneath the moon.

In the distance, the contestants’ residences gleamed and Arris felt the inexorable press of the days ahead.

“Let this not be futile,” he said, closing his eyes.

He was not sure if he was praying or shoring up his own courage, but whatever it was, he felt lighter. Hopeful that the next step he took would bring him closer to peace.

What he did not expect was that his next step would be followed by a loud, irate grunt that was coming straight from the ground.

“Wrate above!”

Arris jumped and looked down. Beside the cobblestone path, a figure threw off a sylke cloak that appeared to be one of camouflage. One moment there was nothing beside the moonlit cobblestone pathway but a couple of rocks, wildflowers and dirt. The next, it was as if someone had peeled back the air. That someone was Eustis.

“Father?” said Arris, frowning. “What are you doing here?”

Eustis blinked and looked around. He always seemed pleasantly surprised by his own surroundings, as if he was just seeing them for the first time.

“The moon is exquisite tonight,” said Eustis. “Good for steeping in clarified thoughts, don’t you agree?”

Those who found Arris flighty and easily distracted had never interacted with his father.

“Shall we steep together?” asked Eustis. He dropped the cloak and sat upon it before patting the space beside him.

“I was actually on my way—”

“Only for a few moments,” said Eustis.

Arris sat down beside him. King Eustis was rarely dressed in anything other than pajamas. He had a hundred sets, some of which were nothing more than a loose dress. Others had complicated buttons. He liked to tell his children that it was as much for ease and comfort as it was a reminder that rest was a necessity of life.

“I’m sorry I was not at the first trial,” said Eustis.

“No you’re not,” said Arris. “You hate court functions.”

“True … I shall amend my statement, then. I am only sorry if you had wished me to be there and I had disappointed.”

Arris smiled. “It’s fine, Father. Really.”

Eustis sighed and stared up at the moon. “The truth is that it is too painful to watch, Arris.”

“What is?”

“This,” said Eustis, gesturing around him. “I was raised knowing that I would not live long and then I did. And then you were born and I told myself that this was simply the continuation of our line … that this was the way things had always been and would always be … my own grief at how short your life might be made me feel selfish for living as long as I have.”

Arris was quiet. For all that he was told how similar he was to his father, they had never quite bonded the way Eustis and Yvlle had. Arris had never doubted his father loved him, but he had never guessed, until now, how painful that love might have been for him.

“I applaud your desire to find love. I admire your wisdom to know and appreciate all the emotions that life may offer,” said Eustis. “But I suppose part of the reason I wished to find you was to tell you that in the moments when you think you will never love to remember that you are and always have been … deeply, deeply loved … I know I have not been able to express it as well as you might have wanted, but Arris, if I could forfeit my existence to extend yours, please know that I—”

“I know, Father,” said Arris. “I know.”

It was all too much in that moment. Arris wanted to feel appreciative, and he did, but he was ashamed that he also felt … annoyed. He did not wish to bear the burden of his father’s grief and regrets on top of his own. And it wasn’t as though that’s what his father was asking, but love is a burden, Arris realized. He loved Eustis and he did not wish for him to feel this way, but he also wished he didn’t have to go through any of this in the first place.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Eustis.

“The inconvenience of possessing emotions,” said Arris.

Eustis laughed. “Yes, they are quite terrible.”

The air, so stuffy and oppressive the moment before, lightened. Arris looked up at him and grinned. “So you were lurking in the dark all this time to tell me that? You couldn’t have waited until breakfast?”

“This is hardly a breakfast conversation,” said Eustis, huffing. “And I was not lurking, per se. I was waiting for you to emerge from the cavern because I knew you would not stay for the dinner with the contestants—”

“How could you possibly know that?” asked Arris.

“Give me some credit for my powers of observation,” said Eustis. “Anyway, I figured you would emerge and be lost in your thoughts and hopelessly beleaguered by the days ahead, because that’s how I felt when I went through my own selection of a bride, and then I thought it would look very wise of me to emerge from the shadows at this opportune emotional moment, but you took longer than I thought, so I figured I might as well take a quick nap but then I truly fell asleep.” Eustis paused to exhale. “And then you stepped on me.”

“Sounds like an exhausting ordeal for you, Father,” said Arris.

Eustis nodded. “I have found parenthood to be a terrible drain on one’s supply of energy. Rewarding, but also awful.”

“… Good?”

“How do you feel after our talk?” asked Eustis.

“Confused,” said Arris.

“Well, it’s better than crushed by despair!” said Eustis. “You’re welcome! Now, up we get. I imagine you have some brooding to do and I wish to return to my book.”

Eustis made a great deal of harrumphing sounds as he hoisted himself up. Arris paused before he stood. He looked around at the spot where his father had been waiting for him for long enough that he fell asleep. He could picture Eustis rehearsing what he would say, then getting overwhelmed by the thought of speaking and lying on the hard ground. Arris was still annoyed, but warmth flickered through his chest regardless. He may not find the love he sought, but he did not doubt that he had known love all his life. Perhaps that was the double-edged sword of such a gift. Such love had given him the strength to imagine that even the impossible could be within reach.



Arris looked up at the mushroom tower that housed the contestants. It was a towering thing, draped in thick vines of ivy and swirled up and down with hundreds of windows carved in the shape of teardrops. Arris could not see much, but where all the other windows seemed dark and silent, there was one window near the middle that glowed with candlelight and Arris was certain that inside it, he would find Demelza. He looked around for a door, but could find none. A safety measure, he figured. Fortunately, the exterior of the mushroom tower was softly pitted, and it was easy enough for Arris to wedge his foot into one of the hollows while grasping the vines. Step by step, he began to climb until—

“And just where do you think you’re going, Your Majesty?”

Arris yelped. Just below the knoll where his foot sought purchase, the vines pinched together, shifting and rolling until the writhing mass unfurled at Arris’s eye level. When he blinked, the plants appeared to have arranged themselves into the face of a nosy-looking old uncle. The vines had managed to pick up a twig, which resembled a downturned mouth, and were complete with narrowed leafy eyes.

“Angling for some alone time with the contestants, are we? Hmmm?” demanded the vines. “A marriage bed is a sacred thing, boy, not something to be sampled with—”

“I am not sampling anything!” said Arris. “I have an arrangement with the contestant—”

“Oh is that what the young folk call it these days!”

“I am not attempting anything untoward with her,” said Arris. “I need to speak with her.”

“You can’t do that within public view? You have to go to her bedroom, where the door, I might add, is already shut?”

“Yes—wait. How do you know that? Are you spying on the contestants?”

“I am guarding them from the concupiscent urges of lordlings such as yourself!” said the vines, before adding smugly: “The queen herself summoned my spirit from the forests to serve as security for the future regent of the Isle.”

“You must be very good at your job, then,” said Arris.

The vines relaxed. A few of the leaves arched and Arris suspected that the roots were judging him.

“I am,” it allowed.

“If you allow me to continue on my way then you shall see for yourself that I am no threat to anyone’s virtue,” said Arris.

“Hmpf,” said the vines. “Any manner of carnal mischief will be immediately disrupted. I … shall … be … watching. I shall raise the alarm. Do you understand?”

“I can assure you that I am alarmed,” said Arris. “And a bit disturbed too.”

This answer seemed to satisfy the vines, who pulled back—though not before poking Arris’s hand with one of its thorns—and allowed Arris to scale the rest of his way to Demelza’s window.

Arris did not wish to be rude, but had the vines seen Demelza? The girl was covered—literally—in a fine scrim of dirt. She had charming eyes, which stood out all the more in her grubby face, but there was nothing short of bodily force that would induce Arris to be above—or below—that girl.

Arris opened her window and was immediately met with bodily force. Within moments, he found himself pinned beneath Demelza. Not that he immediately recognized this. The Demelza he had encountered was grubby-faced and soot-streaked. Arris wasn’t sure he’d properly seen her face until this very moment. Her skin was pale and luminous, like the inside of a pearl. And her eyes, which had earlier stood out, were not charming but arresting. The color of leaves upon still ponds. She sniffled when she saw him and he realized that her tears had dislodged some of the mud that had been stuck to her face.

“Oh,” she said. “It’s you.”
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Demelza would have leapt off the prince herself, and was actually on the verge of doing so, when her window started shrieking and the walls rattled as seething vines pushed into her bedroom.

“THERE SHALL BE NO CARNAL MISCHIEF DURING THE TOURNAMENT! I MEANT IT, BOY, I DO NOT CARE IF YOU’RE WRATE HIMSELF—”

“That was my fault!” said Demelza.

The vines paused.

“OH. WELL. NEVER MIND, THEN.”

Sulking, they spiraled back into the dark until all that was left was the faint muttering about “the moral corrosiveness in the heart of the youth” and such. Demelza shook her head and then glanced at the ground, where Prince Arris remained sprawled. He was still dressed in the coppery attire he had worn during the trial. He groaned as he righted himself and Demelza was annoyed to notice that the candlelight illuminated shades of auburn in his chestnut hair. And then Demelza was annoyed at being annoyed, because he’d spared her in the competition and made that grand speech while she’d skulked back to the shadows with the other bewildered—and pitying—contestants, because finding herself indebted to the prince was one thing, but finding herself attracted to him on top of it was pathetic.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“You were not present in the Ozorald Cave,” he said.

“I was … overcome,” said Demelza, hoping that sounded like something fine ladies said. Her sisters had told her that a lady being “overcome” was something of a conversation ender. But Arris was nonplussed.

“By what?”

Demelza sighed. “If this is about my report on the contestants, you shall have it by the week’s end, though I can say with reasonable certainty that I do not believe Talvi or Ursula are here to harm you.”

“Really?” asked Arris, brightening. “That’s good.”

“Yes,” said Demelza. “Again, a further report shall be—”

“You look like you’ve been crying,” said Arris. He still had not moved from the floor and was now regarding her curiously with his arms wrapped about his knees. “Why?”

Demelza slumped into the nearest chair. She didn’t have much talent for lying. None of her sisters did. Perhaps it had something to do with their veritas lineage, for they could only evade the truth, but not deny it. Demelza didn’t see the point in being coy. Telling the truth wouldn’t make her seem any less competent than she did right now with tears crusting her face.

“I suppose you could say I’ve had an ill-timed personal crisis,” said Demelza. “I’m only now realizing I’ve lived the entirety of my life in the service of someone else. I have asked you for shelter and safety, but I do not know what I’ll do once I possess them. I cannot hide from my father forever. And when someone asked me what I want, I had no answer. Am I supposed to have an answer? I don’t think I’ve ever asked myself what I wanted. I wanted to be useful to my father. I wanted to be needed. Necessary. And now I find that I am, but for all the wrong reasons! I’m not wanted for my intellect or whatnot. I’m simply wanted for my heart. It feels … it’s horrible.”

Demelza finally drew a breath. “Does any of that even make sense?”

“Yes,” said Arris. “I understand that perfectly.”

The prince’s eyes possessed an unnerving intensity. At first, Demelza felt as if the whole of her being was rifled through, but then his eyes softened, as if he was letting her peer inside him as well, and when Demelza looked at him, it was like stumbling upon a mirror. Here they were. Two individuals whose purpose outweighed their personhood.

“How do you stand it?” she asked.

Arris laughed. “I suppose I don’t fight it, and that helps. I find a certain comfort in knowing that I’m not supposed to possess all the answers to the universe. It lets me approach each hour as a gift, which my sister tells me makes me exceptionally annoying company.”

“Are you the sort of annoying that waxes philosophical about the sunrise?” asked Demelza.

“No, but I once wept over what I considered to be my first and last experience of a perfect spring breeze,” said Arris.

Demelza didn’t want to laugh, but she did. Arris grinned. It made his ears stick out a bit more.

“For however long it lasts, it’s my life and I shall live it as I wish,” said Arris. He leaned forward, and the sparkle vanished from his gaze. “But I’ve had years to fight my way to that perspective, and there are many days where I cannot find my way back to that sense of peace. As for what you said about not knowing what you want … I think that’s good.”

Demelza scowled. “How so?”

“Sometimes, the space to want is a worthy enough goal,” said Arris. “I don’t know what I want except to keep wanting, which is a choice that would be taken from me were I to turn into a tree.”

Arris stood, dusting off his copper-colored tunic and fussing with his hair. He looked a little rumpled, but no less handsome. He extended a hand to her.

“Help me find my future bride, Demelza, and I shall do my utmost to make sure that you too find the space to discover your wants.”

“Very well,” said Demelza, and they shook upon it once more.

Demelza sank back into the chair. She felt like an open wound. It had been humiliating enough to announce to the royal family that she had no talent. It had been even worse sulking back into the antechamber holding all the other contestants, who had at least managed to do something. Edmea was at the front of the group, arms crossed and looking at Demelza as if she was something discovered upon the bottom of her shoes.

“I hadn’t even considered extreme patheticness as a strategy, but well played,” said Edmea.

It was a dismissal as much as it was a declaration:

Demelza was not one of them.

Demelza groaned. For the hundredth time that day, she longed for her sisters. They would know how to fix this.

“I need to gain the confidence of your contestants again,” said Demelza. “My performance for the talent portion was not well received.”

“You know that was a one-time exception, yes? If I pull that stunt again, they’ll think I’m smitten.”

“I know,” said Demelza. She stood up, pacing the room. She had thought the prince would be more anxious, but he was just curiously poking about the room. Arris went to the fireplace to inspect the assembled books.

“I wonder what books they supplied you—ugh! The Complete Works of Rodolfus Frey? The man is a fool. Who picked these?”

Demelza glanced at the mantel of the fireplace. It took her a moment to realize something was missing. And then she recalled the red eyeball. It was nowhere to be seen. Odd.

“What is your plan with the contestants, then?” asked Arris. He frowned. “What is it?”

“I could’ve sworn there was something else on that mantel … well, never mind … it was unsettling anyway,” she said. “I need to get close to the contestants.”

“Dressed like that, I don’t think they’ll let you anywhere near them, unfortunately,” said a new voice.

Against the wall, the tall dressing mirror began to tremble. Demelza leapt back as shadows darted across the surface and Yvlle appeared in the reflection. The princess wore black silk pajamas. Her hair, somewhat long in the front and cropped short everywhere else, was swept off her face. For the first time, Demelza could see her scarlet eyes. Again, Demelza was struck by the fact that Yvlle and Arris were twins. Same handsome features, but a different hand—a crueler hand—had sketched the princess.

“It was your eye,” said Demelza, pointing at Yvlle. “On the mantelpiece!”

“Yes, yes, shock, disbelief, etcetera,” said Yvlle. “Now what’s this about a bargain between the two of you?”

Arris marched forward. “You were spying? Have we no right to privacy?”

“Of course not, brother, this is an absolute monarchy. You’re fortunate that it teeters on the side of the rational more often than not,” said Yvlle. “So. You are a veritas swan with a murderous father? Where are you from?”

Demelza thought about not answering, but didn’t see the point.

“The Silent Lakes,” she said.

“I thought no one lived there but the wizard Prava.”

“He is my father.”

Demelza glanced at Arris, whose shocked reaction looked a bit … delayed. He must have known. And yet he had kept her secret.

“Arris, how could you be so profoundly incurious about this girl whose services you’ve enlisted!” said Yvlle. “It is a wonder you’re still tethered to this life!”

Arris did not appear to be listening. He had taken Demelza’s seat by the fireplace and was now dragging his finger through the flames. The light caught on his fingertip and he began to swish shapes and sigils through the air.

“Fire calligraphy,” he said, when he caught Demelza looking. “Excellent for the expression and articulation of love poems. The method was first created by Zaaru in the eleventh century. Apparently he had eaten coals, and then belched a sonnet so lyrical that the air held its shape simply to read it again.”

“You mean Zaaru claimed credit for the work of Zaavitra the Noseless in the ninth century,” said Demelza. “Most scholars agree that she wrote about the method in a treatise on the peculiarities of zulfur and zalt. She could not smell such elements, and so she studied their other properties. It was how she alerted a merchant of his son-in-law’s plans to murder him for the deed to his cave.”

Arris scowled. “I prefer believing in the calligraphy’s more romantic origins.”

In the mirror, Yvlle groaned. “Do you see why he is constantly on the verge of being murdered?” She eyed Demelza. “I did not know Prava had a daughter.”

“He has seven,” said Demelza. “I’m the youngest.”

“And the rest of your sisters?”

“Off conquering thrones and bringing the spoils of other kingdoms’ magics to my father,” she said. “He was looking for the final piece of a puzzle to the secret of everlasting life, and he found it. In me.”

Yvlle frowned. She looked between Demelza and Arris. “I am sorry to hear that,” she said, and Demelza heard genuine sorrow in her voice.

Too late, it occurred to Demelza that her father might not be the only one interested in everlasting life. That someone far worse and far crueler could find just as much reason to carve out her heart. But Yvlle did not make Demelza nervous. If anything, she reminded Demelza of her sister Eustacia, who had dyed her golden hair red from the blood of a vizier she had slain on the occasion of her nineteenth birthday. Bloodthirsty, yes, but still … loving.

“If you’re to suss out which of the contestants have murderous motives, then you must understand that they will not speak to you unless they think there’s something you can give them in return, such as proving yourself to be a useful ally when they take the throne,” said Yvlle. “I could help you, Arris. You are my favorite brother, after all.”

“I’m your only brother.”

Yvlle shrugged. “Fine. Why not. I’m in between experiments anyway. Now … what to do … what to do…” Yvlle peered about as if she could see past the mirror’s edges and into every corner of Demelza’s chamber.

“Did you bring any other clothes?”

“There was no time. Will this not serve?” asked Demelza. “The cloth is enchanted to clean itself.”

“And the mud?”

“Enchanted,” said Demelza. “My mother’s idea of camouflage … it has begun to fall off, but it will take some time. What else can we do? What do you think they might be drawn to?”

“Power,” said Yvlle. “Which you have but cannot reveal.”

“I disagree, Sister,” said Arris. “It is not power that draws the eye. It is mystery. A dazzling king can be poor fodder for the imagination. But a pauper with a tale? Now, that can dazzle a crowd.”

Yvlle made a hmm sound.

“The next trial is in one week’s time, and by then, Mother will want the contestants narrowed down even more,” said Yvlle. “There shall be teas and whatnot—nothing planned in the evening, for you know how she is about a grand ball. Tomorrow I believe there shall be a tour of the palace menagerie. I know how mother feels about the place, but I can’t imagine why she’d want anyone there.”

“How one treats an animal says more about the person than the beast,” said Demelza.

Both Arris and Yvlle eyed her, as if slightly perplexed.

“Fair point, Demelza,” said Arris. “Then I suppose it’s settled. Naturally, Demelza’s secret stays between us, Sister.”

Yvlle scowled. “Obviously. I have no desire to see what madness would be unleashed on the palace if they knew what she really was.”

A slight thrill raced through Demelza’s body. She had always longed to go on missions like her sisters, and although these were dramatically different circumstances, there was still intrigue. Glamour, even. Demelza felt positively giddy about it, which made her wonder if she’d bumped her head in her rush to get to Rathe Castle. Demelza had never been singled out for this sort of attention. Never been fussed over like this either. Never had a chance to prove what she could do—only show that she could do enough. It was … exciting.

“I will fetch you in the morning,” said Yvlle. “If there’s nothing to be done about the hair then at the very least we’ll begin with a new wardrobe and figure out what tale to tell of you. Brother, get out of her room. I can hear the vines mumbling from my quarters in the Castle.”

Arris shook his head, smiling. “Good night, Demelza.”

“Good night, Your Majesty,” said Demelza.

He paused. “I think we’re beyond that, don’t you? Call me Arris.”

Arris, thought Demelza. The door closed. Demelza glanced at the mirror, but Yvlle lingered.

“My brother is a strange one, but he deserves a chance, you know,” she said.

“To what?”

Yvlle smiled. “To live.”







18
The Royal Menagerie



Of all the strange and wondrous places on the grounds of Rathe Castle, the menagerie was Arris’s least favorite. Near the orangery holding the great dream tree and beside the gardens and labyrinth, the menagerie was hardly noticeable, for it resembled nothing more than a copse of trees with only a low, circular stone wall to demarcate where the animals lived.

Once one entered, it was something else entirely. Acres and acres had been twisted and pinched off, and only the enchantments of the stone wall kept the vast expanse of land in place. Arris knew this because when he was eight years old he had pried a gap through the stone so that he could spy on the animals inside only to have an entire tropical jungle attempt to squeeze itself through the opening.

His mother had been furious. Arris thought she was mad that he had broken the wall or wandered farther than he should, but her anger was on behalf of the creatures.

“At the very least, you could leave them their privacy,” she said. “Their situation is miserable enough.”

Arris did not understand. “But … but they seem happy?”

The sky bears who belched clouds liked to lope toward him and eat from his hands before floating off and away, while the firebirds who made their nests in volcanic pits did not burn him when he came near. Even the great two-headed lizard in the lake rarely raised either of its heads when Arris tossed rocks in front of it.

“Because they have no choice,” said Yzara. “Their very wills have been tamed and bound by the menagerie. They do not even know they are imprisoned.”

Arris had been horrified. “Then free them!”

“We cannot,” said Yzara. “They are too rare. Many of them are the last of their kind. If they were free, they would be hunted. It is not a perfect solution, but at least they are safe. The very least we can give them is some dignity, yes?”

Over time, the menagerie had changed. Arris had persuaded his father to stop accepting exotic beasts as gifts from other kingdoms. Slowly, the menagerie was becoming a place of rehabilitation rather than recreation. Now it was a source of pride … but Arris still couldn’t bring himself to enjoy it.

Every time he stepped foot inside the menagerie, he felt a rush of embarrassment. The menagerie formed a trail, separated by manicured lawns, benches and fountains. Every few paces, a separate vista revealed itself and one need only step through that archway to find oneself in a lush jungle, sandy desert or cool forest. The creatures had room to hide, but they never did, for their fears had been removed by the menagerie’s enchantments.

Inside, all manner of beasts awaited visitors. There was the gigantic snail nearly the size of an oak who ambled over roots in search of a mate, not knowing that it was the last great snail in existence. At the desert archway, the scorpion-tailed cats liked to roll over Arris’s feet, purring and marking his legs, oblivious to the fact that their native land had hunted them to near extinction for their poisonous pelts. In the mountain vista, the rock owls had come to associate Arris with mice, and no sooner would he appear than they would soar out from their boulders, graceful despite their feathers of granite and quartz. They were exquisite birds, beloved of fantastical taxidermists and obscure apothecaries who considered their rocky plumage to hold great healing properties. Arris hated how sweetly they sat on his shoulders, chirping and fighting over mouse scraps. Their trust in him was unearned, and Arris always left the menagerie feeling that he had stolen something from them.

Visiting the menagerie was the closest Arris ever came to understanding how others might feel whenever they met him. Did they also find him docile, cheerful and utterly and completely trapped? Did they marvel over his riches as if they were the most resplendent of plumage and wonder how he might look as a trophy? Beneath Arris’s sorrow for the beings lay an emotion that shamed him, for it was pride. If there was only one difference between himself and the menagerie beasts it was this: at least he knew he was trapped. At least he had that dignity.

The morning after the first trial, Arris arrived at the menagerie early. Whatever emotion the place evoked in him, Arris wanted to desensitize himself to it before the contestants arrived. Once he stepped through the main gate he was met with a dozen conflicting smells. There were the smells of spruce-sweet mountains and boulders heated by the sun’s glare; plums rotting in autumn leaves and the charnel saltiness of the ocean. Beneath it all lay the unmistakable tang of the animals. All of this, Arris had expected.

What he didn’t expect was that he was not alone.

Walking along the pathway was Zoraya, the beauty from the Glimmers. She wore a shining purple dress that matched the amethysts braided through her hair. A pleasant swoop went through Arris’s chest when he saw her glance shyly in his direction.

“Your Highness,” she said, walking toward him before curtsying.

Arris reached for her hand and kissed it lightly. Zoraya smiled.

“You’re here early,” he said. “How are you finding the menagerie?”

“Oh, it’s beautiful,” she said, sighing. “My mother told me stories about the vanishing hue sparrows that once lived in the Glimmers. I never thought I’d actually see them alive, but when I walked past the cave pavilion I saw what I thought was a cluster of emeralds … but when I reached out to touch them, they flew apart into a dozen little birds. I feel as though this place has broadened the appetite of my dreams.”

“That’s a lovely sentiment,” said Arris, and he meant it.

How beautiful to see a place and take away only the dreams it might inspire.

“You’re the first to arrive,” said Arris, looking about the empty path. “Unless the others have met an untimely end all at once.”

“Unfortunately, no,” said Zoraya, before laughing. “I am only jesting, of course.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I suppose everyone is still getting ready.”

“Ah, that makes sense,” said Arris. “Shall we take a walk, perhaps?”

But Zoraya was not finished.

“I always get dressed far too quickly, it seems,” she said. “You see, my mother forbade me from wearing face paints of any kind, and now I don’t really know how to apply such artifices, whereas for other ladies, it takes them ages to apply their cosmetics.”

“Cosmetics is a formidable art,” said Arris, thinking warmly of how he and Yvlle used to perch on their mother’s vanity to watch her get ready for court functions.

Zoraya looked annoyed. “I often wish other girls would befriend me and perhaps show me how to apply such paints and pretty falsehoods, but for some reason, other girls turn away from my company.”

“Really? How sad … They seem like a friendly lot though?” said Arris. “Perhaps if you ask them to instruct you in cosmetics, they will show you?”

Zoraya stopped fidgeting with her hair and glared at Arris. “So you’re saying that I need cosmetics?”

“What? No?” Arris blinked. “But you just said—”

“I’m so lonely all the time,” said Zoraya, taking in a shuddering breath. “But sometimes I think I inflict such isolation on myself so that I will never know rejection. Particularly when it comes to love…”

Arris paused. Her words had taken him by surprise.

“What?” asked Zoraya, alarmed. “Did I say something wrong, Your Majesty?”

“No, no … not at all,” said Arris. “I am very much in agreement with you.”

“You are just being kind,” she said, moving closer. Her voice was breathless. “You must think me a fool.”

Zoraya had beautiful eyes. They were as dark as caves and as bright as the jewels found within them. Arris very much wished to kiss her.

“I think anyone who makes themself vulnerable to such a thing as love is brave,” said Arris. “And I would rather be a brave fool than a cowardly sage.”

Zoraya smiled at him. He had not noticed until this moment that her teeth were a touch crooked. It charmed him.

“I think for the right person, I too would be willing to be a brave fool,” said Zoraya, closing the space between them.

Zoraya draped her arms about his neck and pulled him into a kiss. Her body seemed to melt against his and Arris’s senses went aflame. Her hair was cold silk against his hands and she tasted very pleasantly of mint. Zoraya smelled like midnight honeysuckle and sandalwood, which Arris thought was curious because it seemed like every girl he kissed smelled vaguely of sandalwood and it wasn’t even that he liked the smell of it so much as he had come to associate it with kissing and therefore his whole body was quite attuned to it. It was a wonderful kiss and his only real complaint was that it was cut short by the sound of footfalls—

“Your Majesty!” cried out a dozen or so voices.

Zoraya broke the kiss with a breathless laugh. “May we both find ourselves to be lucky fools, Prince Arris.”



The next few hours were surprisingly pleasant.

He found Orinthia in the frigid tundra pavilion, where he watched her search the snowy field for the Aatosian ice hare, not realizing that the creature had been dogging her steps and dusting off her footprints the whole time. Arris revealed the hare’s presence by throwing a snowball at it, and the startled hare dropped its invisibility. Orinthia had shrieked in delight and when she smiled, Arris saw that her eyes and nose crinkled.

“Got you!” she said, happily reaching for the creature.

But it bolted away into its snowy warren.

“They’re mischievous and very proud of their camouflaging abilities,” said Arris, joining her. “I’m not sure he took too kindly to me revealing his whereabouts.”

“What a sweet, silly little thing,” said Orinthia.

Arris wholeheartedly disagreed. The reason the Aatosian ice hare followed after people and dusted their footprints with its long ears was to make sure they got lost in the snow. No one had ever seen the hare devour a human. But whenever they were sighted, a corpse was usually nearby.

“Yes … they’re very endearing,” he said.

Orinthia smiled and then looked over her shoulder. Not ten paces away was the menagerie walking path leading away from the snow banks.

“Thank you for spending some time with me, Your Majesty,” she said. “I am sure you are eager to get back to the attentions of Lady Edmea.”

“I’m quite content where I am,” said Arris.

Orinthia blinked. A shy smile stole across her face. “Truly?”

“Yes,” said Arris. “Which is saying something, because I’ve always considered this place a bit of a wasteland.”

Orinthia grinned. “It’s not a wasteland, Your Majesty. It’s a blank page.”

Arris remembered Orinthia’s talent of snow sculpting. She demonstrated it for him now, crouching to pile up the snow, whispering to it before she huffed a breath and a beautiful ice hare bounded across the fields.

“Exquisite,” said Arris.

“There is something else that you might find equally exquisite,” said Orinthia and then she kissed him.

It was a lovely kiss, although Arris was once more struck by the scent of sandalwood. Had his mother filled all the bathing chambers with a sandalwood soap? And if so … why?

After Orinthia, Arris stumbled upon Ursula in the wisp woods, a terrain near the mountains where the fog of the Isle seemed most alive. She was in the pavilion farthest from the entrance, the point at which the menagerie walkway looped back upon itself. People often assumed there was nothing here, for fog typically curled around the archway, obscuring the trees and animals from view. On this morning, however, the mist was thin and Arris was able to see not only the tall, translucent wisp willows but also Ursula hurling stones at the berries and cursing loudly.

Wisp willows were odd trees. Their boughs floated upward, weaving into pale corridors where clouds drifted over the ground and the sky was impossible to behold. Strung along each limb were white, succulent berries. It was a favorite food of the cloud bears, who often hunted and floated in and around the wisp woods.

Arris stepped through the archway. “What are you doing?”

“Struggling, evidently,” said Ursula, not sparing him more than a glance.

It was a shockingly informal response. Arris found it refreshing.

“If you don’t mind my saying so, I’d be careful not to hit—”

One of Ursula’s stones missed the leafy canopy of white berries and instead hit the trunk of one of the wisp willows. Upon contact, the willow burst apart, leaving only the ghostly impression of a tree where it had once stood.

“—the wisp willows,” said Arris.

“Ugh,” said Ursula, plopping onto the ground.

“Cloud berries are quite coquettish, as far as fruits go,” said Arris, hoping that might comfort her. “I don’t think they can be knocked to the ground, I’m afraid. They can only be harvested by touch. Everything else bounces off or goes through them.”

Ursula glanced at him, bemused.

“Did I already curtsy to you?”

“No.”

“Did I speak with the appropriate amount of deference and all that?”

“Uh, well—”

“My mother would throttle me,” said Ursula, shaking her head. “Can we pretend I did all those things?”

Arris laughed. “Yes. Let’s.”

Ursula pointed at the canopy of white berries. The wisp willow she had hit a moment ago was slowly beginning to reform and gain solidity.

“Cloud berries are annoyingly hard to find in the markets of the Ulva Wylds,” said Ursula. “You have to rely on travelers and merchants, and oftentimes the berries are bruised beyond recognition or are simply glass berries painted with mallowmill to make them look like cloud berries.” Ursula made a sound of deep annoyance. “Have you ever tried them?”

“Only once, I’m afraid,” said Arris. “But I’ve never forgotten the taste of them—”

“Or how a single bite lets you rise up a few inches in the air,” said Ursula excitedly. “My mother had a few jars of cloud berry jam. They’re all finished now, but she always let me take huge spoonfuls of them. When I asked for seconds and thirds, she never said no … I didn’t even know how precious they were until I tried to find them again.”

Arris eyed her. “Sounds like you have a generous mother.”

Ursula made a face. “Yes. It sounds like that.”

Arris waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. Arris remembered her reticence about her parents during the talent trial, and it made him curious. The longer he looked at Ursula, the more he felt as if he’d seen her somewhere …

“Here’s our chance!” said Ursula, pointing.

Arris followed her gaze and saw two cloud bears floating into the tunnel of wisp willows. They were diminutive creatures, no taller than a child, and their fur was gray and smoke-soft. They moved gracefully, oblivious to Arris and Ursula on the ground far below them.

Ursula clapped her hands happily. “Excellent. We’ll just wait for the bears to take them and then we’ll have some for ourselves.”

“I really wouldn’t do that,” said Arris. “They’re mostly tame but when it comes to their food, they’ll fight you. They have extremely sharp teeth, you know. It’s why the palace cooks only save cloud berries as a treat.”

“So they’re scared of nothing?” she asked.

“Well, I imagine they’d be scared of other bears out in the true wilds, but they’re the only ones of their kind in this pavilion,” said Arris.

“Excellent,” said Ursula, standing. She started waving her hands up and down, trying to catch the cloud bears’ attention. One of them, with a tangle of cloud berries already in its paw, looked down at Ursula. A low snarl filled the air. Alarm raced through Arris’s veins. A mauling would be a poor precedent for marriage, and while Ursula struck an imposing figure—

Arris blinked. One moment she was standing in front of him, golden-haired and sharp-toothed. The next, she had transformed into a huge blonde bear loping under the arcade. She bellowed and the cloud bears scampered away with frightened yelps. Ursula nosed at something on the ground, and when she turned around, she was not only a girl once more, but also carrying an armful of cloud berries. She grinned at Arris.

“Want some?”

For the next half hour, Arris and Ursula gorged themselves on cloud berries. He kept thinking—rather arrogantly—that everything was a pretense for a kiss. But Ursula made no move and neither did Arris. For a moment, they were both lost in the small treasure of the cloud berries, laughing as their feet lifted off the ground with each bite. The berries tasted of pure delight, like the daydream of eating a cloud come true in the way only a child could imagine. Fleeting and innocent and achingly sweet.

“Thoughts?” asked Ursula, patting her belly.

“I was thinking of how refreshing it is not to smell sandalwood for a moment,” said Arris, rubbing his mouth. All that kissing had made them chapped.

Ursula blinked. “I meant in the sense of how you would use cloud berries in a sweet or savory dish.”

“Oh.”

Ursula laughed. She was extraordinarily pretty, with her long, golden hair and generous build. Ursula didn’t seem to want anything from him, which made her a safe choice … but a sad one too. Maybe he was a fool to wish for the thrill of danger if it meant he might know the ecstatic heights of love.

Ursula smacked her lips happily. “I think it all depends on what you want. It’s not as though either of us have to make a decision about it today, but still … fun to ponder.”

Arris knew she was talking about a recipe, but the words calmed him.

“We don’t have to make a decision today,” he echoed.



After he left Ursula and the wisp woods, Arris was so deep in thought he almost didn’t hear Heka shouting to him from the pavilion of tropical lagoons.

“Your Highness!”

Through a wooden archway, Arris saw Heka moving through the pale lagoon that was home to the pearl crocodile. All of Heka’s clothes were quite sheer, which put Arris in the awkward position of looking as respectfully as one could while also acknowledging that the fabric, when wet, appeared as if it had been painted onto her curves. He felt a bit like prey in a trap.

Arris walked through the archway. Here, it was warm and humid. He took off his shoes and walked to the sandy riverbank.

“Come swim with me, Your Highness,” Heka shouted.

“I … I am not appropriately dressed, unfortunately!” he called out.

Heka winked. “Who said you needed to be dressed?”

Well. She had a point. Arris grinned as he began unbuttoning his jacket—

“I implore you to cease before I see something that will make me curse my own sight,” said a cold, familiar voice.

Yvlle stood behind him holding a note.

“Your presence has been urgently requested in the pavilion of the tranquility pond,” she said.

Arris frowned and took the note, which appeared hastily written:


THERE IS SOMETHING YOU NEED TO KNOW.

—DEMELZA
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A Distinct Lack of Tranquility



When visitors entered the menagerie, the very first pavilion that greeted them held the tranquility pond. It was the only pavilion that held no beast. Not even fishes swam in the pond. It was also the smallest of the pavilions and hardly more than a domed stone chamber. At regular intervals along the walls, flickering candles softened the darkness. At the center, the pond was long, rectangular and knife slim. The menagerie had been built around the tranquility pond. It had been there for a long time; some said since before Rathe Castle was even built. Perhaps even before Enzo the Fool had ever stepped foot on the Isle of Malys.

No one knew what the tranquility pond did. It was rarely touched. The water had a curiously observant quality to it, an aliveness that, while not malevolent, was uncanny. One could swim in its waters without ever coming to harm. Arris and Yvlle had done so a few times, always daring one another to plunge into the pond. The thing was …

Arris did not remember having done so.

No one did. He could only assume that he had swum in its waters because his clothes were drenched and because Yvlle said she had seen him go under the surface. Perhaps when he swam through its darkness, it had entrusted him with its secrets, knowing that he would never remember how to share them.

All one could take away from touching the pond was a sense of unearthly calm. It lasted only a few moments, but in those moments, that sense of calm could be dangerous. Whoever stepped out of the pool was vulnerable to suggestion. And with the wrong intentions, that could be very bad indeed.

When Arris entered the pavilion, he wondered if Demelza knew of the pond’s history. Or lack thereof. He wondered what she would say to him.

But it was not Demelza who greeted him in the pavilion.

“Hello, sweet prince.”

“We heard of your woes.”

It took a moment for Arris’s eyes to adjust to the tranquility pond’s dimness, but once they did, he recognized Thalassa and Pearl, the siren twins. Their long, magenta hair was pulled back, ornamented with the spines of fish and gilded kelp. The surrounding candlelight flashed gold on their pink scales. They wore slippery black gowns, which blended into the dark. Arris noticed that they kept flexing and unflexing their hands.

“Woes?” he echoed, smiling. “I have neither more nor less than usual.”

“That’s not what we heard…” said Thalassa.

“We heard you slipped and injured yourself quite badly,” said Pearl. “Take your rest with us, sweet prince. We can take away any pain.”

Thalassa tilted her head. “Your shirt is undone.”

“Let us help you with the rest of it,” added Pearl.

“Oh, that’s … that’s all right,” said Arris, taking a step back. He looked at the archway. It was about ten paces away. Maybe if he—

Thalassa gripped his chin, turning it sharply to her. The twins were far closer now. Pearl licked her sharp canines.

“Marriage sounded sweet, but you seem far sweeter,” said Pearl, her jaw hinging open.

From the archway, a great shriek echoed and the surface of the tranquility pond trembled. Light spangled the air. Arris felt his tongue loosening, an impulse to speak grasping hold of him.

Thalassa shook her head, clapping her hands over ears. “What in Wrate’s name—”

“Who else wishes to harm Prince Arris?” demanded a thundering voice.

Pearl’s jaw slackened. Her eyes glazed over. “I remember Oona speaking of it in her sleep … that she wondered if the prince would realize it was a compliment to use her grandfather’s dagger on him…”

Oona? thought Arris with a pang. But they’d had such a wonderful conversation the other day. Still, he had to know:

“Is the grandfather’s knife considered a precious family heirloom at least?”

“Sylva spoke longingly of the taste of his blood,” said Thalassa, ignoring the question. It seemed that the one who heard Demelza’s song only answered directly to her. “She wondered if it would sparkle when she drank it.”

“Tell the prince your intentions.”

Pearl was the first to speak.

“I really did think of marrying you,” she said, her voice flat. “But in the end, desire and appetite won out … you’re delicious, Prince Arris. Your yearning floats atop your blood like the thickest of creams. Your beauty is so sweetly unripened … so unlike the lean souls of sailors whose very imagination has gone tough with disuse.”

Arris blinked. “Thank you? I think?”

“Power would have been nice,” said Thalassa, shrugging. “We would never be without a feast.”

The effect of Demelza’s song was beginning to wear off. Thalassa shook herself. The glazed look in Pearl’s eyes vanished. Both twins’ eyes turned lambent and bulbous.

“You take the legs, Sister,” said Thalassa.

“With pleasure,” said Pearl.

Before Arris could move out of the way, there was a blur of blue to his right, followed by a loud splash. Thalassa and Pearl had tumbled backward, pushed into the pond of tranquility by a breathless Demelza.

“Hello!” she said brightly.

Arris was not sure what he was more shocked by: the startling revelation of Thalassa and Pearl or the sight of Demelza in a dress. Her hair was still matted with mud like the wattling of a roof. Her hands were a touch grubby, and despite wearing a silk dress, she was barefoot, with a heeled pair of shoes dangling from a belt of pearls around her waist.

“This morning during breakfast I heard them discussing all the ways they planned to eat you, but no one else seemed particularly concerned and I realized it was because they were speaking in an odd patois of formal Famishing and the marsh vernacular of the common mer-bog,” said Demelza, excitedly. “It’s all rather genius, to be honest. I believe Thalassa and Pearl made up this language to speak only to one another, which is—well, anyway, I was able to catch enough sentences here and there to figure out how to reveal their true nature to you.”

Arris thought back to how the twins thought he had been … weakened.

“You set up a trap!” said Arris.

“For them,” said Demelza.

“Yes, but I was the bait!” said Arris. “I’m not sure that I appreciate being used as such.”

“You looked appreciative enough to me,” said Demelza.

“And you look extraordinarily pleased with yourself.”

“I am,” said Demelza. “I’m discovering that I enjoy feeling … ‘useful’ isn’t quite the right word … vital, perhaps? Instrumental without being a literal instrument?”

She looked triumphant, and although she was caked in mud and smelled like a pond, there was something commanding about her. Something that made Arris stand up a bit straighter.

“In any case, I like it,” said Demelza.

“I can tell,” said Arris.

Arris looked from Demelza’s beaming face to the surface of the tranquility pond. No one had ever drowned in it, and it would be shocking if the first to do so were a pair of sirens, but they had been gone for a little while now.

“I know they tried to kill me, but I’d honestly feel terrible if they drowned,” said Arris. “Should we try to fish them out?”

A bubbling sound interrupted their conversation. The surface of the tranquility pond wrinkled. Out popped Thalassa and Pearl, wearing matching smiles of utter peace.

“Oh, hello,” said Thalassa.

“You are not dead,” observed Pearl.

“I am sorry to disappoint,” said Arris.

“We would only be disappointed if it happened by another’s hand,” said Thalassa.

“In your own mind, I am certain that is a kindness,” said Arris. “I’m afraid I must ask you both to leave Rathe Castle. Your belongings will be packed up and delivered to your home, but it’s best if you leave immediately. On your way out, if you could inform the guards to come and collect Lady Oona as well that would be deeply appreciated.”

“With pleasure,” said Thalassa.

“Goodbye, sweet prince,” said Pearl. “I will forever mourn that I will never know exactly how sweet you might have been.”

A pair of previously unseen vines grasped hold of Thalassa and Pearl. Their time at the tournament had come to an end. Thalassa blew Arris a kiss as she and her sister were yanked—rather politely, it must be said—out of the pavillion.

Arris and Demelza were alone. They glanced at one another. Demelza slumped to the floor. Arris copied her. He wasn’t sure who began to laugh first. All he knew was that the sound of Demelza’s laugh was as startlingly bright as her singing was shockingly bad. When all the laughs had tumbled out of them, Demelza unlooped her shoes and began to put them on. She glanced through the pavilion’s arch.

“I wonder when I’ll catch the next contestant,” she said.

“You seem awfully enthusiastic about more attempts on my life,” said Arris.

“Not enthusiastic,” said Demelza. She paused. “Well, not exactly.”

“I’m flattered,” said Arris.

“I only mean that I can see a future for myself,” she said, her voice quiet. “I’m not sure I’ve ever felt that before.”

Demelza’s presence—despite the bizarre circumstances—was oddly comforting to Arris. It wasn’t like being with Ursula, where he felt that she amiably permitted his company but otherwise held him in as much regard as she would a tail on a cat. Demelza sought him out. She spoke openly. Excitedly. And in return, it made him want to speak. He wondered if it was the aftereffects of her truth magic hanging in the air that almost compelled the need not merely to understand her but also to be understood by her. Arris reasoned that such a response was because she had been enlisted to guard his interests. Of course he would wish to know her better.

“What are you feeling right now?” he tried to ask, but instead he said:

“I need to know what you’re feeling.”

All his life Arris had felt as if he was swimming from one day to the next, always looking for something to grasp hold of to make sense of his surroundings. Whenever Demelza spoke, things felt different. Her honesty had a way of crystallizing a moment. Perhaps it was her truth magic that made the world feel a little more real when he was in her presence.

If Demelza was taken aback by how he had phrased his question, she did not show it. Her smile was almost beatific.

“I feel like I can want and want and want,” she said. “You?”

Yes, thought Arris, and his whole soul felt like an exhale.

“That’s exactly how I feel.”



“You looked slack-jawed and dazed,” observed Yvlle. “To be clear, I imagine this is very appealing for the contestant hoping for a husband who will soon be dead so she may take all his wealth and power.”

“I am dazed with the exuberance of being alive, my beloved sister.”

“Not this again.”

“It’s what happens when someone makes an attempt on one’s life,” said Arris. “And one is granted the wisdom and perspective to see one’s life anew.”

The two of them were walking back from the tranquility pond. Demelza had melted into the crowd of contestants. A few were still visiting the pavilions, but most of them were on the walkway, speaking in scandalized voices of how Thalassa, Pearl and Oona had been eliminated from the competition.

“When?”

“What did they do?”

“How did he find out?”

Arris was only half-listening, and thus he nearly crashed into a young woman on their path.

“My apologies!” he said.

The girl turned and Arris recognized Talvi.

“Your Highnesses,” she said. She curtsied to Arris and Yvlle, then lifted her chin at Yvlle. As if daring her to be hostile once more.

“I hope you find no fault in my dress today,” said Talvi.

She was simply attired in a loose gown that looked, upon closer inspection, as if it was made of sheared black ice. At first Arris thought the gown was adorned with blown glass beads or finely milled onyx, but it was in fact little beads of condensation that dripped and rolled this way and that.

“Fitting dress for a funeral,” said Yvlle. “Are you planning his in the near future?”

Talvi laughed, which only seemed to annoy Yvlle more.

“I wore this because I wished to visit the pavilion of the dusk deer and I did not want to dress so brightly as to startle them away,” said Talvi.

“I think you look exquisite,” offered Arris, but neither of them seemed to hear him.

“Ah yes, the ever diminutive dusk deer,” said Yvlle.

The dusk deer lived in a pavilion where a precise hour of time had been sewn into the trees, the leaves and the clouds. Dusk deer had once flourished all over the Isle, gently nibbling the dregs of nighttime off the grass and waking up the land. But their numbers dwindled when people began to notice the curious abilities of the dusk deers’ pelts to blend into the night and soak up the sunshine such that in the dark, one need only possess the creature’s pelt and they would no longer be lost. Their skins became precious exports and they were hunted until they no longer existed in the wild. Now they were a beloved attraction for those who visited the royal menagerie. The dusk deer were famously calm, and if one grabbed a tuft of nighttime off the grass, the deer were docile enough to eat out of one’s palms.

“I don’t find them diminutive,” said Talvi. “In fact, I find them ferocious.”

“You must have led a very sheltered existence indeed,” said Yvlle. “Were you raised in a dollhouse, by chance?”

Talvi stepped forward. “All that night sees, they consume. They are not scared. They crush it between their teeth. They might be docile, but do not ignore their appetite for destruction. They are night’s greatest enemy, after all.”

Arris grinned and started clapping. “Beautifully reasoned.”

Talvi smiled and then bowed her head. “Good day, Your Highnesses.”

Yvlle was speechless. Arris was delighted.

“Remember a few minutes ago how you were observing that I appeared slack-jawed and dazed? Well—”

Yvlle held up her hand. “This is not that. That little ice doll annoys me. Meanwhile, you seem to be in the first flush of love … but with whom, might I ask?”

Arris only smiled. His daydreams had a rabid quality to them, an effect most likely attributed to the fact that he had only narrowly escaped being eaten. Maybe it was all nothing but a burst of frantic energy, but Arris enjoyed how it conjured visions of the future with every contestant who crossed his path.

When Aster kissed his cheek, she tucked a sylke flower into the buttonhole of his jacket so that he might think of her, and Arris pictured her walking down an aisle toward him, borne aloft by the ethereal sylke blooms of her wedding bouquet. Miella smelled of honey and cinnamon, and Arris imagined that perhaps each year they would exchange pots of honey. Eyolda reminded him of a lissome shadow, and he imagined following her into the dark. Zanaza’s charming laugh rang in his ears long after she walked away, and he dreamt of a child sounding like her. He thought of tracing his finger down the curious scar of Flykra’s neck and Heka’s warm breath on his cheek and what it would feel like to touch the pink silk of Edmea’s hair.

Arris wanted, wanted, wanted.
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Ursula’s Secret



A few days after the first trial, Demelza woke to a piercing howl. She bolted upright in bed. Every time she woke up in the mushroom residences, Demelza imagined she was in Hush Manor. She pictured waking up in the library with a rare book nuzzling her fingers, her father’s latest research assignment waiting beside a steaming cup of tea.

It was odd to dream of such things when her dreams before Rathe Castle had always been the same. In them, she would wake and stretch her arms and then gasp in shock at the sudden weight on her back throwing her off balance. In those dreams, Demelza saw the sprawling shadow of swan wings on the floor before she realized they were hers.

But Demelza had not dreamt of swan wings in some time. Of late, her dreams seemed infinite. Sometimes she was a crone tending to a cottage garden. Sometimes she ruled an empire that the stars trembled to behold. Sometimes she was surrounded by strangers. Sometimes she was ensconced in her family nest, where her mother and sisters laughed at Prava’s pitiful attempts during a game of charades.

When Demelza heard the howl, she thought she had imagined it. But she knew she wasn’t imagining the sudden brightness in her room. Splashed along the walls was a familiar, shifting emerald light. Was she so homesick that she had conjured the precise fragrance of Prava’s library? She could smell her mother’s perfume of oleander and honeysuckle. She caught the scorched book smell that filled the room every time the library wyvern had a nightmare …

But how?

Demelza turned to her right and saw that a tear had been rent into the stone wall. It was quite slender, no more than the span of one’s hand, but through it Demelza could see—

“Home,” she breathed.

A figure flickered past the tear in the wall. Demelza thought she saw a ripple of the library wyvern’s inky fur. And then:

“Demelza? Child? Is that … is that you?”

Demelza was convinced she was still dreaming. She reached a trembling hand to the wall only for another howl to rip through the room. She startled, her gaze whipping to the door. A dream? It couldn’t be … it was too real. Even now, the scorched smell of paper lingered heavily in her room. Unbidden, her father’s voice found her.

“The stones of Rathe Castle and Hush Manor taunt me terribly … They whisper, you know, for siblings talk…”

Siblings.

Demelza wished to think longer on this, but the howl had yanked her back to her surroundings. She grabbed her robe and ran into the sitting room. A blonde bear sat in a wreckage of what appeared to be various cushions, several glass bowls full of cream, broken eggs and at least a hundred lemons.

“RIGHT IN MY EYE!” she howled, tumbling to the floor and pawing miserably at her snout, only to bellow and wave her left paw in the air. “AND A SPLINTER? I HATE SPLINTERS.”

Talvi stepped out of her room and stared at them.

“This is a terrible dream, yes?” she asked.

“Ursula!” said Demelza. “What … honestly, what am I looking at?”

Ursula flopped onto her belly. “I got hungry.”

“How!” said Talvi. “The kitchens started leaving bread, fruit and cheese downstairs because of your petition!”

“But I didn’t want that,” said Ursula miserably. “I wanted lemon cake. And it was going fine, but lemon juice got in my eye and I got startled and then a wooden spoon broke and now…” Ursula held out her paw. “And now I have a splinter. I’ve been trying to get it out on my own for the past hour. Someone else has to do it.”

Talvi looked around the room. Her gaze lingered on the ripped cushion. She scowled and tightened her robe around her. In that moment, Talvi reminded Demelza of her sister Corisande. Corisande was the sweetest of her sisters. In her spare time, she was always bandaging the limbs of broken animals or soothing one of the ghost servants when they had to endure their death anniversary. Corisande always had time for everyone … except if she was woken up before she was done resting.

Then she was downright ferocious.

Prava, who had once gotten it into his head that their family ties would be stronger if they went on early-morning hikes through the moors, made the mistake of waking Corisande with a small trumpet. The shrieking honk she let out in her fury made the foundations of the nest tremble and turned the fur of the wyvern hare white for an entire day out of pure shock. Corisande didn’t even remember getting upset. When she finally awoke at a more reasonable hour, she laughed as she spread beetle jam on her toast and told them all about how she had the silliest dream.

After that, Prava decided they would do evening puzzles as a family instead.

“Ursula, I cannot remove your splinter as I, firstly, have no wish to be decapitated and, secondly, am so sleepy I am convinced that I am a figment of my own imagination,” said Talvi. She turned to go back to her room, but then looked over her shoulder at Ursula, who pitifully waved her wounded paw. Talvi snarled.

Demelza sighed and held out her hand. “All right, let’s see that splinter.”

“No,” said Ursula, reflexively tucking her paw against her chest.

Talvi dropped her head in her hands. “Make it make sense.”

“Have you considered changing into your human form?” asked Demelza. “Would that make it less … painful? Perhaps?”

Ursula stared at her in horror. “Bear anatomy is nothing at all like human anatomy! Imagine someone took an axe to my hind leg! I’d probably be able to scamper off and tend to my wounds, but if I turned into a human after that injury I’d lose the whole leg!”

“So you’re saying that that splinter”—Demelza pointed at the splinter in question, which was impressively long but incredibly thin and very shallow—“would take out your whole hand?”

“I don’t know but I have no desire to find out!”

“Very well, then,” said Demelza. “Deep breath and on the count of three, ready?”

Ursula kicked her legs. Since she was a bear this had the effect of shaking the floor and sending lemons tumbling everywhere. Talvi had given up trying to be upright and had curled up on the rug. She was asleep, which was annoying, but she was still here, which was endearing.

“Surely this cannot be your first splinter,” said Demelza.

Ursula mumbled something.

“What?”

“First one away from home … My … my mother had a way of very deftly removing them.”

It was rare for Ursula to discuss her mother.

“And how did she manage that?” asked Demelza. “Poultice? Potion? Pure force?”

If Ursula could turn into a bear then her mother must be just as imposing. All the Wyldfolke possessed two spirits: one animal, one human. Most could only become badgers and rabbits, stoats and hedgehogs. It was far more rare for a Wyldfolke to take the form of wolves and bears, foxes and deer.

Ursula was the first Wyldfolke she had seen who could shape-shift into an imposing animal and had apparently not enlisted in the army. The Isle was defended by a battalion of beasts, all recruited from the Wyldfolke, who had once been led by the fearsome General Azeria. Demelza had always loved hearing tales of the great general and the clever ways she outsmarted her enemies. Demelza eyed Ursula, who was still miserably pawing at her snout. When there were no wars or skirmishes, the more imposing Wyldfolke served as mercenaries for distant kingdoms. For one who could take the form of a bear, the opportunities must be infinite …

And yet here was Ursula.

“Well?” prompted Demelza. “Tell me how your mother did it.”

“Stories,” mumbled Ursula. “She would tell me a story and then she’d just … do it, I don’t know, but I wouldn’t care because by then I was more drawn to the tale.”

“I know just the tale,” said Demelza, smiling. Ursula looked at her hopefully. Demelza took hold of her great, warm paw. Her fur was the color of watered-down honey and her paw pads were licorice dark and astoundingly soft. “I will tell you the tale of a Wyldfolke lass who was a fox born into a family of badgers. In her youth, she could not attack like a wolf, but she could run faster than them. She did not have a snake’s bite, but she had a serpent’s agility. She did not possess a bear’s strength, but she could leap through the trees as if she had wings. And her name was Lady Azeria!”

“No!” said Ursula. “The last thing I want to hear is another story of how great my mother is and—OW!”

Demelza yanked out the splinter. Only then did Ursula’s words fully register. Mother?

“Lady Azeria is your mother?” said Demelza.

Even Talvi had woken up at that. “What?”

“Yes, Lady Azeria is my mother, though I’m sure she curses her misfortune at being so as much as I lament being her daughter,” said Ursula. She shook her shaggy head. A moment later, the blonde fur lengthened into golden tresses, and when Ursula tossed back her head she was human once more. She eyed them warily, her shoulders hunched about her ears as if her body could not decide whether it wished to fight or flee.

Talvi was the first to speak. “I’m certain your mother doesn’t consider it her misfortune to have you as a daughter.”

Ursula snorted.

“Look how talented you are!” said Demelza encouragingly.

Ursula peered at the wreckage of eggs, cream, lemon and cushions.

“You’re an artist,” said Demelza. “Things can get messy.”

“Tell that to my mother,” said Ursula, slumping into the least maimed armchair in the sitting room. “She does not understand why I wish to throw away my talents to be ‘a cook.’ Then she went on and on about service to the Crown and then my father suggested we come to a compromise and let me enter the tournament. If Arris picks me, then as queen, I’ll live in service of the Crown. If he doesn’t pick me, then at least I’ve had a run of the kitchens and an introduction to the cooks.”

“The cooks do seem to, um, like you,” said Talvi.

“They do not like me.”

“They’re terrified of you, which is far more useful than affection,” said Demelza.

Ursula grumbled, but Demelza caught the flicker of a smile.

“This competition is not what I thought it’d be like,” said Ursula. She toed a lemon back and forth across the floor. She did not look up. “I thought I was here to escape my mother … or at least make a new path for myself. I did not imagine I would ever make friends.”

“Aww,” said Talvi.

Ursula looked faintly nauseous.

“When you say you didn’t imagine making friends … did you mean in general?” asked Demelza.

Ursula squawked in outrage and Demelza laughed. What followed was a mostly friendly game of hurling lemons at one another that ended only when Talvi—who really needed to sleep—threatened to squeeze lemons into their eyes if she was not allowed to shut hers.

Smiling and smelling of lemon, Demelza shuffled back to her room. Ursula was not alone in her shock over the tournament. As she crawled into bed, Demelza thought of how the competition was nothing at all like how she’d imagined.

Technically she was supposed to be here to find out everything about the contestants. And she was. But she was more delighted to discover what she was finding out about herself. She had always assumed that she longed for crowds, having only ever been in the cozy silence of Hush Manor. But she found that crowds exhausted her, and although she liked some social engagements, she needed time to herself. She was shocked at how much she liked the refinements of fancy shoes, considering she had always found her need for slippers an embarrassing reminder that she could not fly around like her sisters. Yvlle had loaned her several pairs—“a downright hideous collection of pastels, you are welcome to all of them and if you seek to burn them afterward I will be indebted to you”—and after noticing how Demelza had a tendency to pet them adoringly, piled the rest into the corners of her bedroom.

No one seemed to notice except Edmea, who remarked one day at breakfast that Demelza had an endless supply of ugly shoes. “Oh to possess the means to be a different flavor of hideous every day!” said Edmea. “It is a shame wealth can buy everything but sophistication.” The statement echoed through the breakfast hall. Demelza felt the crush of a thousand options when Edmea spoke to her. Should she be cutting? Was she even a person who could keep up with the endless banter of small, elegant cruelties? Would her earnestness be endearing or annoying? And then Demelza dismissed all the ways in which she might be caricatured for the truth:

“I think it’s fun,” she said.

Edmea raised an eyebrow. “It’s about as unfashionable as coating your hair in muck.”

“Perhaps I don’t want the beauty of my hair to intimidate you,” said Demelza.

This was hardly a concern, but it was fun to say and even more fun to hear the thrill of half the remaining contestants sucking in their breaths. Edmea laughed it off, but it had changed the mood amongst the girls. Where they had usually shrugged off Demelza’s attempts at conversation, now they engaged her. It was nice to be sought out …

Plus it made it easier to determine which contestants posed a threat to Prince Arris.

The next morning, the queen hosted a concert on the glass wyvern boat. On board, a musical trio of snow sylphs from the Aatos Mountains launched into a performance of mournful singing accompanied by ice flutes and frost-furred zithers.

“Prince Arris adores this music,” said the queen. “He finds it extremely relaxing and often meditative.”

The music was … awful. Of the twenty girls that were left, every face was a stoic portrait of endurance except for Talvi. Talvi whispered to Demelza: “My mothers made me sit through these performances every year when I was a child and I have always detested them. If the prince wishes for an explanation, I’m happy to give it but there is no way I shall willingly endure this a moment longer.” Talvi stood, smiled politely at the performers, and descended to the hull, where refreshments were to be served.

Queen Yzara watched her, that cryptic smile still curving her lips. When Aster, another Aatosian girl, got up and left, Demelza followed after her. Drowned out by the din of the terrible music, Demelza waited until they were alone on the staircase before uttering a single note. The ice ribbons on the banister melted at the sound.

“Do you intend to kill the prince?” asked Demelza.

“Not today,” murmured Aster thoughtfully. “Though I don’t think I’d need much cause … if he didn’t like this music, I’d do away with him within a week!”

Demelza frowned. “Wait, you like this music?”

“Oh, I adore it,” said Aster, wiping a tear from her eye.

“Then why did you leave the performance?”

“I am out of handkerchiefs and the music is so poignant that I know I shall soon weep and I do not wish to disturb my cosmetics.”

“Oh,” said Demelza.

She stepped aside and Aster continued on her way. Demelza had discovered that for some reason, no one seemed to remember speaking to her when they heard her sing. It was odd, considering that Arris had remembered … but perhaps that was because she had wanted him to, an impulse that was absent from her dealings with the other contestants.

After Aster left, Demelza waited in the shadows of the staircase until another contestant appeared. Zoraya. Zoraya looked faintly ill and when she saw Demelza, she flashed a sympathetic smile.

“I see we had the same idea,” she said. “That music is wretched.”

“Not as wretched as some,” said Demelza, and then she sang.

Zoraya’s gaze went unfocused. “You’re right. That is dreadful.”

“Quite,” said Demelza. “What would really be terrible is if the prince stayed alive and someone actually had to go through the process of marrying him, don’t you think?”’

Zoraya’s eyes suddenly welled with tears. “I would only find it terrible if the person who married him wasn’t me.” Zoraya started sobbing. “We were made for each other! All the prince has ever wanted is love and that is all I have ever wanted too!”

Demelza found it a little hard to believe that no one had ever loved Zoraya.

“Are you truly telling me that no one has ever told you they loved you?”

Zoraya sniffed, drying her tears with the end of her long braid. “No … never.”

“That’s … shocking.”

“I know,” said Zoraya. “I mean, I fend off a marriage proposal every other month and men have pledged their hearts to me, brought me exotic animals, one gentleman had a gold sculpture carved in my likeness … but no one has ever said they loved me. I want that. I deserve that! My dearest friend, Niko, says that I deserve all the beauty in the world for that is what I bring to the world. He says—”

Demelza had passed the realm of incredulity and into deep annoyance. “So you have no desire to murder the prince?”

“Of course not!” she said. She looked suddenly stricken. “Why? Does the prince think I am capable of such a thing? Because Niko thinks I am the soul of gentility!”

This continued for some time until Demelza began to ponder the merits of throwing herself down the staircase for the sake of being unconscious and thus spared more of Zoraya’s woeful tales of her own beauty.

Eventually, however, the horrid concert ended and Demelza’s covert interrogations came to an end, which she was extremely grateful for as her back was beginning to ache from hiding in the boat’s stairwell. When dusk fell, the mushroom residences unfurled out of the ground and the girls trooped inside for dinner.

“I was sure Prince Arris would have joined us today,” muttered one of the contestants, a girl named Oliana. She pouted. “I nearly snapped my ankles wearing these shoes because he said he liked the color gray, and they are most uncomfortable.”

“Perhaps he is deliberating which one of us should go home next,” said a girl with the spotted and swiveling ears of a deer. “Did you notice that Erinya wasn’t there when the boat docked? I heard she got thrown overboard!”

“Serves her right. She was so pompous. And I hated her perfume. She smelled like a wet dog.”

“Well that’s fitting considering she’s an absolute—”

Demelza tuned out the chatter, dragging herself up the stairs and into her room, where she wanted nothing more than to peel away every thought and throw herself into her bed.

Soon, she thought, trudging to her room and opening the door. Soon she would be gloriously alone—

“Hello!”

Demelza blinked. Sitting very comfortably in her room was Prince Arris. He was dressed in a rumpled tunic and brown trousers that were rolled at the cuff. He was, oddly, barefoot. And even more oddly, Prince Arris was holding a plate of pie. He grinned and Demelza recalled the other night.

Call me Arris.

He held up the plate. “Pie?”
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A Very Peculiar Kind of Hope



Demelza had never in her life said no to an offer of pie and she wasn’t about to start now. But the prince had not come to her room to bring her a pastry. He wanted information and was merely being polite.

“Why not,” said Demelza, slumping into the chair across from him. “As far as reports go—”

“I never see you in the dining hall with the other contestants,” said Arris. “Why is that?”

Demelza shrugged. “I’m not hungry at this hour. Whatever Ursula makes is a thousand times better anyway and she spends the dinner hour foraging. I’d sit with Talvi, but she only drinks snow tea in the evenings and reads alone.”

Her stomach growled. Traitor, thought Demelza. Arris glanced at her belly, but he said nothing. Instead, he continued to regard her with those wide, brown eyes that seemed to perceive far more than Demelza would like.

Unnerved, Demelza added: “Plus my dinner manners are, I am told, appalling. Edmea announced that she nearly retched watching me eat and as I have no desire to ruin anyone’s appetite, I thought it would be best to spare them.”

Demelza waited for him to ask her what she had learned, but he only quietly pushed the plate forward. Demelza could fight it no longer. She seized the plate of pie as Arris began to say:

“It’s made with a custard of firebird eggs and soaked in morning violets, which I’m hoping will bring a balance of spicy and—”

Within three bites, the pie was demolished.

“—sweet,” said Arris.

He looked alarmed. Demelza belched a puff of hot steam. Then she coughed.

Arris winced. “Too spicy?”

“I liked it,” said Demelza, even though her eyes were watering. Aware that he was staring at her, she frowned. “What? Has my method of eating offended your refined appetite?”

“Yes,” said Arris.

Demelza refused to be embarrassed. “Well—”

“You don’t take the time to enjoy yourself,” he said.

“And waste my life extolling the virtues of a single berry?” Demelza sneered. She hated being told she was lacking and she felt all the more foolishly cornered because deep in her heart, she wanted to eat and walk as beautifully as her sisters. As elegantly as Edmea. But the act of even trying seemed a recipe for more shame, and so she continued to scoff: “Is this the part where you take pity on me and hand-feed me as if I am a chick and tell me how to eat and what to taste and then look at me pityingly since I imagine you’ll just assume I’m as in love with you as everyone else? Is that what this is?”

Arris grinned. “You really think they’re all in love with me?”

Demelza threw her hands in the air. Again, Arris spoke. This time his voice was softer.

“An abundance of time is a luxury that most assume only the richest may afford, but that is not true,” said Arris. “When one is impoverished of hours, days and years, the art of savoring becomes an act of defiance. I take the time to enjoy things not because I have the time but because I don’t. And you don’t have to do the same, but if it’s awkwardness you feel when you eat around others, then I assure you nothing is more off-putting to them than your own joy.”

He had not scolded her … but Demelza felt chastened all the same.

“For what it’s worth, I would never hand-feed you,” said Arris.

“Good,” said Demelza.

“You seem liable to bite and I’d like to keep my hand.”

Demelza laughed. Afterward, they spoke of the contestants and Arris left and Demelza figured that was that. There were more efficient ways he could get his reports from her and it was probably just coincidence that he had been experimenting in the kitchens and wished to have someone sample his concoction.

But the next evening when Demelza went into her room, there he was again. This time he had brought something savory: “Rock quail in a sauce of almonds and snow cherries!” Arris paled. “Wrate above, do you even eat quail … I mean … you are a bit of a…”

“Bird?” answered Demelza.

Arris nodded.

“Well, only on my mother’s side,” said Demelza.

“Would this be considered cannibalism?”

“Hope not,” said Demelza, helping herself to the quail.

It wasn’t the first time she had eaten poultry. Her sister, Evadne, even enjoyed hunting game on the moors, which Prava happily encouraged, accompanying her in stalking about the property during the season. Though it had to be said that Araminta abstained from any entrée that had previously possessed feathers.

“I feel as though I have committed some awful sin in preparing this for you,” said Arris.

“It’s delicious,” said Demelza, not bothering to look up from her plate.

“Ah! Good!” said Arris. “Well, in that case … I suppose I feel absolved…”

“Thank you for this,” said Demelza. She was trying to make herself slow down as she ate, but it only served to anger her stomach.

“I am in the company of a mythical being who is helping me survive—I am the one who is thankful,” said Arris. He reached for a glass on the table and raised it in her direction.

Demelza decided not to inform him that he was holding a candle.

“Mythical,” echoed Demelza, laughing.

“If I may … how did your parents meet?”

“My father plucked out the eyes of a blue-eyed prince so he would look more innocent, then he courted my mother until she fell in love with him, thus trapping her to his side forever,” said Demelza.

Arris blinked. “What?”

“As far as these things go, they’re reasonably happy,” said Demelza.

“Is that bit about the necklace true?” asked Arris.

“That when we fall in love a necklace appears in the hands of our beloved?”

Arris nodded.

“It is,” said Demelza. She touched her bare throat.

“Does it hurt?”

“I wouldn’t know and I hope I never do.”

“Really?” asked Arris.

“I have no desire to be trapped,” said Demelza.

“And I have no desire to be killed, but you have to admit that love is dazzling,” said Arris. “Can you imagine it? To be entrusted with someone’s heart … to be all the radiance in their world? To be the only shelter in which they know both safety and bliss?”

Against her will, Demelza found that every word pulled on her like an enchanted tether. She was leaning toward him. The firelight splashed over his face and his brown eyes turned luminous. What would it be like to make room for someone in her very soul?

A log snapped in the fireplace and Demelza drew back. Once more, her hand went to her neck. She busied herself with the rest of the dish, ignoring the frantic cadence of her heartbeat.

“And what would it be like to know that your safety is not guaranteed?” she asked. “What would it be like to live as prey, your very soul in the hands of someone who could change their mind and devastate you?”

“Not one for trust, are you?”

“A veritas swan’s love is the end of her life,” said Demelza. “Once she loves, her life and limb are tethered to her beloved. Once they have the key to her heart, they can change her form. And even if she tried to be free … even if she tried to kill them to get away, there’s no point. The loss of a veritas swan’s beloved is the loss of her life.”

“That’s terrifying,” said Arris, but he did not seem too bothered.

“And you?” asked Demelza. “How can you possibly hold any trust in love?”

“I am in possession of a very peculiar kind of hope,” said Arris. “It’s a strong variety, of the kind one usually only finds when approaching the hangman’s noose.” He raised the empty candle again in a toast. “That said, I trust my instincts. I know what I’m doing.”

“You have been raising toasts with a jar that used to hold a candle. In fact, it does not even remotely resemble a goblet.”

Arris glanced at the jar, momentarily bemused.

“To imagination, then!” he said. “And to love! May the existential panic of such a devastating emotion be worth it!”

Demelza huffed out a laugh. She reached for a candle that was actually lit and clinked it to his, and though earlier she had imagined the room felt a touch cold, when Arris smiled, all she felt was warmth.

Somehow, this pattern of visits continued. The next time, Arris brought blown sugar baubles that tasted of wild roses, followed by a roasted fish with mirror-bright scales, and then a tea of steeped blood grass and then an edible bouquet of spicy, stinging lilies.

Each time, Demelza told him she wasn’t hungry. Each time, she ate whatever he offered, and more often than naught, she enjoyed herself. Demelza noticed she sometimes ate slowly just to put off the hour at which Arris would leave. But this didn’t alarm her. It was for the sake of her own research, for how could she ask questions about a person she did not know? But when their conversations concerning the contestants were finished, they spoke of books they had read and books they had not. They talked of music, and while Demelza found his taste astonishing, bordering on the abysmal, she liked how animated he was when he spoke.

So it was that the days bled into a week or two, and now, with two days to go until the second trial, Demelza fell into a pattern that left her comfortable. That night, she slept easily, for she knew what the morning held and she felt inexplicably safe.



In this, she was wrong.
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A Scarcity of Carnal Mischief



The next morning, Demelza made her way to breakfast.

Unlike the first trial, there was no way to prepare. A test of discernment? Of noticing? Noticing what? For the past few days, breakfast had been a time of speculation. Some of the girls had taken to memorizing details of Arris’s face, reciting them in an odd chant. Others studied maps of the ever-shifting and sprawling grounds of Rathe Castle, convinced that a test of discernment was one where a future queen would need to know her future home. All this is to say that Demelza was not particularly concerned by the hushed whispers that met her in the breakfast hall. It was only when she plopped into the seat across from Ursula and Talvi that she realized something was wrong.

For one, Ursula had a full plate and was not eating. Talvi sipped her tea, and a book—usually opened—lay closed before her. Both of them watched her oddly.

“Yes, I know, my hair is still muddied,” said Demelza, yawning. Eyes half-closed, she fumbled for a cup from the tea service on the middle of the table.

“It’s not that,” said Ursula.

At that moment, wind gusted through the dining room. Demelza and the others looked up to see a swirl of silver near the chandelier of glowing root tendrils. The silvery drift solidified into the fox attendant with a sudden pop!

“Ladies!” it announced. “Considering the second trial will begin the day after tomorrow, this remaining time shall be focused on cultivating the mindset needed for it. Today’s event is optional. Should you be interested in a demonstration of cloud sculpting by the palace artist, Lady Stratasia, you are welcome to join the royal family in the winter courtyard at your earliest convenience.”

At the mention of the royal family, the mood in the dining room turned frantic. Teacups clattered against porcelain plates, sharp words punctuated final grabs for scones and biscuits and the rustle of nightdresses and scrape of pushed-back chairs filled the room as almost all of the contestants made a mad dash for the stairs.

All except Talvi, Ursula and Demelza. Demelza thought they were still hungry, but then she noticed they were watching her. Demelza put down her scone.

“What is it?”

“You … you never seem to be in a rush to meet the prince,” said Talvi, her words careful.

“So?”

Talvi and Ursula exchanged a look.

“So, you are here for the competition, aren’t you?”

Too late, Demelza sensed danger.

“Why else would I be here?”

Ursula stuffed a biscuit in her mouth. “See? Told you. I think the rest of them are full of it.”

“The rest of who are full of what?” asked Demelza.

“Nothing,” said Talvi, too quick. “We believe you.”

There was a small, simpering laugh and Demelza turned to see Edmea descending the staircase. Her pink hair was piled atop her head and held together with pins shaped like stars. A dainty silver star winked at the corner of her lip. She appeared to be wearing a gown stolen from a daydream. It was bone pale with sheer, billowing sleeves and a high waistline that ended in a ballooned silhouette complete with a smoky, ethereal hemline.

Edmea paused to allow herself to be admired.

“Careful,” she said, before walking out the door.

But she wasn’t speaking to Demelza. She was talking to Talvi and Ursula. Demelza frowned and then she stared at her friends.

“What’s happened?” she asked.



Thanks to Yvlle, a rumor had spread that Demelza was the illegitimate daughter of a minor lord in the Vale of Sylke, cursed from a run-in with an angry toad after she had splashed around in his pond and frightened his tadpoles. She was allegedly still a bit curse addled and so her mannerisms had not been given much thought.

Until recently.

Demelza practically stomped to the winter gardens, her eyes set on one person and one person only. Ursula and Talvi followed after her. Talvi looked nervous.

“Is this really necessary, Demelza? Perhaps speak to her in private?”

Ursula loped in bear form. A bit of spittle appeared at her muzzle, and Demelza imagined here was General Azeria’s famous bloodlust shining through at last.

“Rip her hair!”

“Ursula!” scolded Talvi. “That is … that is uncouth!”

Ursula huffed.

A crystalline cage enclosed the courtyard, each bar an exquisitely carved piece of ice. Inside, the air was redolent of winter roses and warmed as if by unseen fires. Clouds of all sizes—some no larger than a cherry and others briefly gargantuan—floated past Demelza. A pair of life-sized lovers danced to invisible music, twirling once, then twice, before their forms stretched beyond recognition, flattened and then dissipated to mist. A great whale dove down from the courtyard’s ceiling, turning gracefully and leaping as if to breach some hidden surface before the clouds unraveled like sea-foam. Amidst these wonders stood Edmea, surrounded by her small cohort of admirers. In her arms, a huge, white snake sinuously coiled about her shoulders before melting into the air.

“You,” said Demelza, pointing at Lady Edmea.

Edmea did not turn, but she did remark in an exaggerated whisper: “Careful, ladies. I can’t imagine which is worse, getting your dress or your reputation muddied by proximity to this creature.”

Beside Demelza, Ursula snarled. “Definitely rip out her hair.”

“Surely some wound in her spirit is causing her to react in such a fashion?” said Talvi. She was out of breath from keeping up with Demelza and Ursula. When a cloud mouse scurried toward her, she demolished it with a single exhale and then looked extremely distraught.

“Edmea,” said Demelza.

As she walked farther into the courtyard, she became aware of the remaining contestants’ weighted glances. Orinthia had smiled at her yesterday. Now she was stony faced. Zoraya had offered to give her a recipe to nourish her hair after the mud fell off. Now she seemed preoccupied with a hive of cloudy bees.

Every single one of the contestants—contestants who, as recently as yesterday, had been friendly—must have heard Edmea. But they did not look in Demelza’s direction. And they did not speak to her. She felt herself turning translucent and fading into the background. She had known that feeling all her life, and the thought of turning invisible once more made her heart race and her thoughts jumble.

Edmea turned, looking innocent and shocked. “Are you speaking to me, Demelza?”

“Yes.”

Edmea laughed. “And what could you possibly have to say to me?”

“I don’t take kindly to liars,” said Demelza.

Edmea tilted her head. “And what, pray tell, have I possibly lied about?”

Demelza’s panic hardened. She looked around the room and knew immediately what the others saw: an uncouth girl who did not know how to play this game. Her face turned hot. Demelza and her sisters always had trouble lying. It was agony for a veritas swan to lie and whenever Demelza tried, each false word poked her tongue like a hot needle. If she spoke the truth she would be seen as an overly sensitive and hotheaded fool. Why was she turning herself into a spectacle? Because her feelings had been hurt? Because she was terrified of being shunted to irrelevance and invisibility? What kind of annoyingly earnest reasoning was that?

“I—” Demelza started to say, but Edmea spared her.

“All I said was that the tale of the toad seemed awfully convenient and that perhaps the prince must have some reason for keeping you around. He took pity on you during the talent trial, which, trust me, I can understand why,” said Edmea, smiling. “But I see no revelation of talent or gifts since then? What I have noticed is that you’re curiously … not around. And no one has ever seen you in the company of the prince, so perhaps you are here for different reasons. Are you here to spy on us? To report back to their royal highnesses? What is your relationship with the prince?”

“That is a private matter,” said Demelza, hating that she was unable to lie outright. She could salvage this, she told herself. “Love is a private matter.”

“Love,” said Edmea, her voice flat.

Immediately, Demelza knew she had made a misstep. Beside her, Ursula shook her muzzle. Talvi sucked in her breath.

Edmea looked about the room. “She thinks the prince loves her. Well then. My apologies, Demelza.”

Demelza realized her finger was still outstretched. She dropped it. She glanced at the contestants. She had not wanted to be invisible, but she didn’t want to be this either. An object of incredulity.

“I see now that assuming you might be a spy was giving you far too much credit,” said Edmea. “I am certain that time would cure you of such ridiculous fantasies, but I daresay after the second trial, we won’t be seeing much of you.”



As usual, Arris climbed into Demelza’s bedroom once evening fell and the dinner service had concluded. The guardian of the residences had become accustomed to this pattern. In fact, these days it seemed a bit concerned.

“No efforts at youthful mischief? Are you quite all right? At your age, one could not tear me away from the company of nymphs! I used to creep and crawl and sneak out of anything designed to contain me! Your generation is an utterly bloodless lot. I find it deeply concerning.”

As had become his pattern, Arris carried a small satchel that was no doubt safekeeping his latest kitchen experiment. And, as usual, the smell of whatever he had made was nothing short of intoxicating. The only difference was that this time, Demelza had no appetite whatsoever.

All day, she had tried to recover from the awkward and heated exchange with Edmea … but it was useless. Flykra walked right past her. Heka pretended not to hear her question. Zoraya looked at her pitifully, but made herself scarce whenever Demelza approached her.

At lunch, Demelza stared at Talvi and Ursula. Neither of them had quite met her eye after the exchange in the winter courtyard.

“You believe me, don’t you?” asked Demelza. “You don’t think I’m a spy?”

“No,” said Ursula.

Talvi shook her head. This should have comforted Demelza, but she could sense they were holding something back.

“But?” she prompted.

Talvi and Ursula exchanged a look.

“Love, Demelza?” asked Talvi. She grimaced. “I mean … I have to admit, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you alone with the prince. Or even seen you seek him out.”

“Have you seen Ursula alone with the prince?” asked Demelza.

“Well, no,” admitted Talvi.

“See!” said Demelza, triumphant.

“But he also mentioned sampling cloud berries with her the other day,” said Talvi. “I heard him mention it to Begonia.”

“What did you do when you were alone with the prince?” asked Ursula. “Where were you?”

In my room, she thought.

“On the grounds,” said Demelza, vaguely. “And we didn’t do anything. We just talked. Mostly about books.”

Talvi nodded, so at least the conversation seemed a fitting one to have with the prince.

“Keep your secrets, my friend,” said Ursula. Even though Demelza still felt like the whole day had her cornered, a part of her thrilled at the mention of being someone’s friend. “But just know that we can’t defend what we don’t know.”

The rest of the day had passed in a blur. And it was only when Arris waved a hand in front of her that she came back to herself.

“Does it look revolting?”

Demelza looked at the table and saw a slice of sugar beetle pie. It wriggled in a congealed, iridescent mass and Demelza felt a pang of homesickness.

“You mentioned this was a favorite of yours at home,” said Arris. “I must admit, I have no desire to try it, but if you say it’s a delicacy—”

Demelza picked it up and bit down, smiling when the beetle legs tickled the inside of her cheek. Arris had added pond nettle, which gave the flavor a peculiar brightness. Her sister Corisande would love this.

Arris walked across the bedroom to fix a silencing charm to the doorknob. His brown hair was mussed and dusted with sugar. There were faint signs of sleeplessness under his eyes, but his gaze was bright as always. When he plopped into the chair across from her, he immediately launched into conversation.

“Do you think Begonia meant it when she said that her future husband not liking the color green was a matter of life and death?” he asked.

“I would imagine so, considering I confirmed it for you,” said Demelza.

”But what kind of death?” pressed Arris. “The death of the flush of new love? The death of the dream of finding a partner who shares your every preference?”

“Your death, Arris,” said Demelza.

“Pity. I fancied myself a bit in love,” he said.

“You’ve said that about every contestant!”

“Considering I’ve got to marry one of them, I can’t imagine that’s a bad thing,” he said.

He grinned and Demelza registered that she should laugh, but she could not focus. Thanks to Edmea, she was at best invisible, and at worst irrelevant. If none of the contestants would speak to her, then she would be of no use to the prince. Even if she somehow made it past the second trial, he would be certain to cast her out, and Demelza did not want to go. She had grown to love the grounds of Rathe Castle and its strange wonders. She had made friends in Ursula, Talvi … even Arris.

Did he think of her as a friend? Would he notice if she was gone? If she returned to Hush Manor, she realized she would still think of this. This slice of pie and the boy who had made it for seemingly no other reason than that she had mentioned it was her favorite. The very thought touched something within her that was as tender as a fresh bruise.

“What is it?” asked Arris, leaning forward. “Is the pie that bad?”

“They’re avoiding me,” said Demelza.

“Who?” asked Arris.

“Everyone,” said Demelza, miserable. “None of the contestants will let me come near them anymore.”

“Is it the mud, you think?” asked Arris. “I’ve actually gotten used to the smell; it’s almost pleasantly like rotting leaves and summertime ponds.”

In the corner of her room, the surface of the mirror rippled. Yvlle stood in the reflection with her arms crossed, her black sleeves rolled to her elbows. Something winked and flashed in the princess’s fingers and it took Demelza a moment to realize it was Yvlle’s eye. Her other eye glowered at them. She had not bothered with her usual eye patch, and through the fall of her chestnut hair, Demelza glimpsed a dark and angry socket.

“We have a problem,” said Yvlle, her gaze slicing to Demelza.

“What?” asked Arris.

“Not what, who,” said Yvlle. “More specifically you.”

Demelza steeled herself. “I have done nothing except—”

“Stop right there,” said Yvlle, holding up her eyeball. “I have watched you and doing nothing is the problem!”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Arris. “She’s brought us the best information and saved my life and—”

“I’m not talking about that, Brother. I’m talking about the fact that this is a competition for my brother’s hand in marriage, Demelza!” said Yvlle. “You have not revealed yourself as appropriately besotted! And then your comment to Edmea was carried around—”

“What comment?” asked Arris.

“I said that what was between us is a private matter and foolishly added that love is a private matter,” said Demelza.

Arris blinked. “You said you loved me?”

“You are hardly ever seen communicating with Arris,” added Yvlle. “It is as if you are not here for him at all!”

“But I’m not!” protested Demelza. “If I spend time simpering about, then I won’t know the secrets of the other contestants and you’ll have no use for me!”

“And if you capture our mother’s curiosity for the wrong reasons, you’ll be thrown out of the competition and then we will certainly have no use for you,” said Yvlle.

“I find all this talk of a person’s worthwhileness rather cruel,” said Arris.

Demelza thought it was an endearing sentiment, but really—

“And this is why you are so easy to kill, my beloved twin,” said Yvlle. She tugged at her hair, and Demelza saw profound exhaustion etched in the princess’s features. She was worried for her brother.

“You must manage both, Demelza,” said Yvlle, her voice softer this time. “More flirtations and the like are needed. With the trial so soon, you cannot afford to rank low amongst the contestants. I have done my best to discover what our mother plans but so far I’ve found nothing. If you want to remain here, then it lies in your hands. Not ours.”
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To Kiss a Friend



The time and place where Arris and Demelza planned to put a stop to the rumors had been carefully chosen. They would meet right after breakfast, in a copse of trees beside the winter courtyard, where the contestants would be gathering to hear the rules for tomorrow’s trial. The trees were the most important part, for they were peeping myrtle. The blossoms—dramatic, velvet and black—were notoriously voyeuristic and in the presence of any sort of intimacy turned translucent as a glass pane. They were popular choices for the walkways of a garden around a ballroom. Arris had heard that a particularly suspicious wife in the Ulva Wylds had elected to begin her second life as a peeping myrtle, provided she was planted just outside her husband’s bedroom.

Arris had woken early this morning in anticipation of the planned kiss. It all felt rather clinical, and since he knew the whole idea was to be witnessed by everyone, he had stressed about his attire for an entire hour. He couldn’t wear white, considering that had been his sartorial opening for the start of the tournament. He had worn copper for the first trial. Silver would look trite amongst the frost and sparkle of Rathe Castle’s winter atmosphere. Blue? No. He always looked younger in blue. Red? Far too aggressive. Yellow would make him look like a bird. He had settled, in the end, on a color he rarely wore. Black.

One would think he eschewed the hue because it might as well belong to Yvlle entirely, but Arris avoided it for a different reason: he liked it. In fact, he felt he liked it too much. When he wore black, he looked good. Older. He felt authoritative.

It was like staring at an alternate version of himself. The dark Arris could waste time with abandon. The dark Arris could love at no risk to his life.

The dark Arris got to grow old.

Arris shrugged on the sable-colored jacket as if it were a talisman. He adjusted the silver buttons as if they were stars spelling a fate within his control. He thought about a cape, but decided against it. And with that, he went out into the cold.

It was far too early to meet Demelza, but Arris couldn’t stand another moment in the Castle, so he went in the direction of the Grove of Ancestors. As the second trial was almost underway, the weather of Rathe Castle had begun to change. The winter frost that sleeved the branches had thawed. The shy heads of crocuses and daffodils poked up from the icy dirt.

Deep in the Grove of Ancestors, Arris greeted Argento, his grandfather tree. The rest of his family was still dormant, but Argento was humming, his roots rippling. In his boughs, a family of squirrels had made their home. Argento laughed as a squirrel kit that was mostly tuft and tail scuttled up his trunk.

“When did they arrive?” asked Arris.

“With the frost,” said Argento, with uncharacteristic softness.

“I thought you said you refused to be a ‘hovel for vermin,’” said Arris.

Hypocrite, thought Arris, charmed as his grandfather gently lifted his bough to one of the squirrel kits. The kit appeared to be exploring outside its nest for the first time and it tumbled happily into Argento’s grasp. It trusted him completely.

“I imagine this is what it must be like to hold a child,” said Argento. “Never had the chance to do that with Eustis, you know. By the time he could sleep in my branches, he was eight! None of that newborn scrunching business that I had heard spoken of so fondly.”

Arris watched his grandfather’s boughs gently swishing, alternating like cupped hands to form a staircase for a pair of cautious squirrel kits.

“Do you regret it?” asked Arris.

“Regret is a dangerous path to walk down and fortunately I have been stripped of my legs. Roots cannot drink from regrets.”

“I see,” said Arris.

“How is your exercise in procrastination faring?”

“You mean the tournament for my hand in marriage?”

Argento huffed.

“It has been … illuminating,” said Arris.

“Eh? Is that so? Kissed any of them yet?”

“Many,” said Arris.

“Anyone beautiful?”

Immediately, Arris thought of Edmea’s blue eyes and Zoraya’s silken hair, Orinthia’s dimple and Talvi’s slender silhouette. He grinned.

“Lots,” said Arris.

“Anyone funny?”

He had exchanged charming witticisms with Heka. Flykra did a hilarious impersonation of a snow ferret that made him chuckle. Demelza … well, Demelza didn’t count, but he often laughed in her presence.

“A few,” he said.

“Anyone you trust?”

The question took Arris aback. The only person he really trusted was Demelza. When he was around her, he never looked over his shoulder. With Demelza, he gave no thought to the dangers of his future because he was too busy reveling in the delights of his present. Odd how he had only just realized that. None of that mattered though. Demelza didn’t count.

He started to explain that much to his grandfather: “She—”

“Marry that one,” said Argento.

“Pardon?”

“The one who made you hesitate,” said Argento. “Marry her.”

“She’s not truly in the competition, grandfather,” Arris said cagily.

“And why would she be?” retorted Argento. “If you trust her and she makes you laugh, then what competition could there be?”



Arris saw Demelza before she saw him. She was crouched on the ground, half-hidden in the morning fog that moved sleepily over the grass. Beside the copse of peeping myrtles, the glass wyvern boat lay curled up in the middle of the lake, its nose hidden beneath the flop of its great, spiked tail and its sail wings neatly tucked along its back. Demelza’s hair was still mud-spattered, but the mud had begun to crack, and Arris spied bits of gleaming red hair. Demelza was wearing a nightgown. It had a high collar and long sleeves and billowed out around her. It hid her body completely from view but Arris blushed anyway. He had kissed girls who revealed far more skin than Demelza, but he had never kissed a girl in a nightgown. It was strangely intimate. Scandalous, even. It was the only garment meant to know one’s skin as well as a lover.

His heart beating uncommonly fast, Arris cleared his throat as he approached. Demelza turned and grinned. She looked bright-eyed, the previous evening’s panic gone from her eyes. She pointed at the shrub’s peculiar blooms, which looked like roses with petals of gray smoke. Arris had not noticed them until now.

“When I was a hatchling, my mother planted these in our nest,” said Demelza. “They’re fog roses.”

The word “hatchling” seized Arris’s thoughts.

“I’m sorry, when you were a what? Are you suggesting that you came from an egg?”

“Yes?” said Demelza. “Why? How were you born?”

“Violently, I’m told,” said Arris.

“The birth of a veritas swan is the opposite of violence. It’s supposed to be serene. Musical. We hum when we hatch, our voices rising into a crescendo of magic and purity so that our parents might bask in the truth of our perfection,” said Demelza.

The words were lofty, but she spoke them drily. And she scowled when she finished.

“Apparently, however, I squawked like a goose and sounded like someone had taken an instrument and thrown it off the cliff where, in the midst of its descent, it was attacked by a hailstorm,” she said.

Demelza then did something Arris did not expect. She laughed. At herself.

“Did it ever bother you?” he asked.

“Certainly,” said Demelza. “I learned to love it though. My sisters’ songs might be magical, but, I’d argue, mine is the most memorable.”

Demelza beckoned him behind the row of peeping myrtles. Not far off, Arris heard the sound of the other contestants approaching the garden walkway.

“Shall we?” asked Demelza blithely. She picked at something on her nightgown and scratched her head, where a great chunk of mud flaked off and tumbled to the ground. Beneath it, Arris could see the dazzling red of her hair.

Demelza faced him with an expectant look. “Or should we try to time it for the moment they walk past?”

“Have you … er, done this before?” he asked.

He really did not have a reason to be nervous, but her frankness was disquieting.

“No.”

“You seem quite … unfazed by the prospect of a first kiss,” said Arris.

Demelza waved a hand. “I have read enough of kisses and the like in my sisters’ letters. They seem to have varying degrees of passion. Dulcinea found her kisses with the king quite gentle and boring, and much preferred the heated embraces with his consort. Evadne, Eulalia and Eustacia prefer kisses of a crueler variety and intimacy that derives its fervor from the illusion of control or presentation of ruthlessness. Euphemia is, by her own admission, ‘deliciously depraved.’ So you see, from their letters, I have known a thousand first kisses.”

“Oh,” said Arris. “Well, in that case.”

He bent his head toward her, but Demelza moved back.

“Wait a moment,” she said, reaching forward to pick something from his hair. “I got a bit of mud on you by accident.”

“Oh, that’s all right.”

“Considering how particular you are about your appearance, I doubt you’d take kindly to being caught in an embrace speckled with dirt,” said Demelza.

“You are calling me fussy!”

“You are fussy, Arris,” said Demelza, arching an eyebrow and smiling at him. She brushed her fingers through his hair once more, pushing a curl behind his ear. “There.”

“Thank you,” said Arris.

“Of course,” said Demelza. “What are friends for?”

Friends, thought Arris. They were friends. How natural the word felt, how easily it settled into the space between them. Arris had never really had a friend. What made someone a friend, anyway? He admired his teachers and the company of scholars and as a child had delighted in the acquaintance of the courtiers’ children. He had laughed with some of them until his cheeks hurt and spoken with others until the night and all its stars unraveled into the dawn.

But they were not friends. There had never been the same ease or understanding. No one else had shared in his desire not simply to live, but to continue wanting. Not one person had truly understood … until Demelza.

“I suppose we are friends,” said Arris.

He thought about adding something that might be considered profound, but the thought vanished when Demelza placed her hands on his chest, rose up on her toes and kissed him fully on the mouth.

Kissing Demelza was exactly like kissing any other girl, which is to say that it was delightful. Lips are always soft wonders and the feminine form was a mystery Arris had, quite literally, risked life and limb to explore.

As a result of the persistent crusting of mud and twigs in her hair, Demelza smelled like a pond. This was not altogether pleasant, but Arris had grown used to it enough that now some part of it signaled comfort in his mind. When he kissed her, the smell of the pond gave way to the imaginings of one—dragonflies with stained glass wings, water lilies at dusk, the flash of scales beneath a patina of green.

Usually, in a kiss, Arris found himself jumping forward a thousand steps … to the possibility of darker corners, the threshold of a secret room, the slight answering catch in a girl’s breath that painted fire along his bones. But not with Demelza. With her, Arris was not thinking of the future at all, but the past.

He had never laughed before he had kissed someone. He had never kissed a friend. He had never stood there, forgetting what he was supposed to be doing.

This kiss was no prelude to something else, it simply was, and it felt so natural as to be uncanny. Arris could not imagine that he existed for any other purpose than to kiss Demelza surrounded by the blousy, dark blooms of the myrtles and the silver gleam of the fog roses.

Slowly, Demelza’s hands traveled from his chest. Her fingers interlaced behind his neck and the kiss, so carefully planned, moved into a realm Arris hadn’t expected. He gripped her waist, felt the heated contours of her body through the nightgown’s slippery fabric. He tasted the warmth and sweetness of her mouth and wondered if he was dreaming.

“You’ve got to be joking!” said a loud voice.

Abruptly, Demelza broke the kiss. Arris stumbled, a part of him reluctant for the moment to pass. The velvet blooms of the peeping myrtle had turned crystalline and through them, he saw the row of contestants, their shock and bewilderment turned to fractals by the blossoms.

Dimly, he heard their curiosity and shock, but he paid it no mind. Demelza held all his focus. She was not smiling triumphantly, the way Arris had imagined and the way Yvlle had insisted. She was frowning. She turned her back on the contestants. Arris waved his hand over the peeping myrtles and the blooms turned opaque once more. He ignored the shocked and bewildered gasps of the contestants as they were, rather forcefully, shut out of this tableau. Yvlle had told him to make a scene about being caught, but he didn’t want to be witnessed anymore. The whole of his being seemed bent around Demelza’s frown. The lush mouth he had kissed a moment ago had flattened into a grimace.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, panicked. “Was that … bad? Did I hurt you or—”

“No,” she said. “You didn’t.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

When Demelza faced him, she was composed. She even smiled, although the expression did not reach her eyes.

“It was exceedingly pleasant,” she said. “And it was generous of you to respond with some measure of passion toward the end. Clearly, my inexperience left me more affected than I expected. I’m grateful you didn’t recoil.”

Demelza paused, then laughed, and Arris—still stunned by the kiss—realized a moment too late that he had missed his chance. He should have cut her off, should have told her that he had been moved to kiss her like that of his own volition.

“Thank you,” she said.

An automatic sense of propriety kicked in.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

Something raw flashed in Demelza’s eyes. There and gone.

“Well. I have to go,” she said. “Must hear instructions for the second trial and all that. I’ll report back later, but no need to visit me this evening, yes? I should probably spend time with the other contestants. I’m sure they’ll have many questions.”

Once again, a moment too late, Arris realized he had not just missed his chance … he had crushed it beneath his heel.

But a chance of what, exactly? What was he mourning? He wanted to talk it over with Demelza, but by the time he recovered himself, she was already gone.



As Arris walked back to Rathe Castle, the world changed. Spring colors saturated the once pale and sparkling winter landscape. A blush snuck into the icy cherry trees. The pale blue of the pond deepened to azure. Snow-covered bushes of trembling hollies and purple itchweed ripened with honey-hued blooms and iridescent berries. A patch of slow thyme, so named for its soporific effects, which were rumored to enhance an hour of lovemaking, put forth a redolent fragrance that Arris, if he was feeling fanciful, might have described as the smell of music at midnight.

But Arris was not feeling fanciful.

And truth be told, he didn’t even notice the theatrics of springtime. His mind was elsewhere. At least, it was until he entered the castle, walked into the dining room and saw his parents. Eustis was hunched over. His hair was lank and stuck to his scalp. His skin was gray and covered in a pale sheen of sweat. Arris stopped short.

His father was dying.







24
King Eustis at Death’s Door



“Oh hello, darling!” said Queen Yzara, smiling.

A thick sheen of silver coated her lips.

“Your mother is besting me at poison chess,” groaned Eustis. “Again, I might add. I am at death’s door.”

“And there you shall remain until you yield your knight,” said Yzara. “Honestly, I am a bit insulted you are not eager to lose.”

“Mercy is the ambrosia of the sinner in the gallows,” said Eustis, reaching out a trembling hand toward Yzara’s face. “And since I shall know such succor from thy lips, I wish to relish their sweetness.”

Yzara smiled. She reached for her husband’s hand, cradling his blue fingertips with such gentleness that Arris felt he had intruded upon something. Eustis smiled at her.

“I have never seen anyone die so beautifully,” said Yzara.

Eustis kissed her hand.

Somewhere to the left of Arris came a loud retching sound, and he turned to see Yvlle standing and glowering at everyone.

“Have I also been poisoned?” asked Yvlle. “Because I’m feeling nauseous watching this exchange.”

“Witnessing love is certainly unsettling to the body, my viper,” said their mother before turning to Arris. “The competition will thin considerably after tomorrow, my dear, and that is for the best. Simply because a marriage requires one to be charitable does not mean that it is a charity. There shall be no more exceptions out of pity.”

She was talking about Demelza.

“I stand by that choice,” he said.

“And I admire your tenacity, darling, I’m just reminding you that’s all,” said Yzara, grinning to herself as Eustis’s chess piece wobbled forward. “You’re slipping, husband.”

“No, I am certain the cherry pie has feathers in it,” muttered Eustis.

Yzara sighed. “I knew I made that tincture too strong. Yvlle, will you be a darling and put that towel on your father’s head. I poisoned him too much it seems.”

“It’s not that the feathers don’t taste good, but I suspect the ostriches have good reason for keeping them! Maybe they didn’t want to be in a cherry pie! What if they preferred apricot!”

Yvlle looked unbothered as she threw a towel over their hysterically giggling father. Eustis slumped forward. Immediately, he began to snore.

“We shall call that a surrender,” said Yzara, patting her husband’s head. “When you are conscious once more, I am confident you shall agree.”

The queen turned her attention back to her son.

“I am serious, Arris,” she said. “No more pitying picks after this round. Deciding upon a bride is a serious endeavor and choosing to allow some innocent and mud-bedraggled creature the chance to become a queen reflects poorly on the family.”

“Her name is Demelza, Mother,” said Arris.

“I am quite aware,” said Yzara. She took a sip of tea, and left a silver imprint upon the rim. “I am also aware that she has the manners of a boar and apparently refuses to eat with the other girls! What kind of behavior is that in a future queen? I would not be sorry to see the back of her—”

Arris cleared his throat. “But—”

“No, my love, my word is final. If she does not do well in this round, you shall not be rescuing her. Understood?”

Arris considered telling his mother that Demelza was of veritas swan descent. But he hesitated. Demelza often said her father loved her, and yet he had been willing to cut out her heart. His own mother had no such emotional compunction toward her and although Arris found her exceptionally loving, Queen Yzara was not known for her mercy. What would she do to Demelza? The thought twisted Arris’s stomach. No, he would protect Demelza’s secret for as long as he could.

“Understood,” said Arris.

Still, if Demelza failed the next trial, then there was a chance there was nothing he could do. In which case, both of them would be at the mercy of everyone else.

“What exactly do you have planned, Mother?”

Yzara smiled. “You’ll see soon enough.”



All night Arris and Yvlle tried to wheedle a hint out of their mother, but with every question, the queen’s cryptic smile only stayed more resolutely in place. When Arris eventually hauled himself toward his bed, he knew this was the end. There would be no more delays of the impossible, no more experimenting in the kitchen, no more music practice on the balcony, no more reading in the trees. Once Demelza was eliminated, his arboreal future was certain.

Arris walked about his room, touching his belongings.

“Goodbye, collection of seagull poetry,” he said, stroking the spines of a pair of winged tomes. The books were sleeping, their wings tucked and pages folded inward in the manner of a dozing bird. They squawked at his touch.

“Goodbye, my strange fragrances,” said Arris, waving at his collection of vials and alembics. In an effort to create a signature fragrance of his own, Arris had distilled all manner of smells—essence of lightning bolt and bog violet, snowfall and sun-warmed rock, flea musk and spider venom. “I am sorry that we were never able to come to an agreement.”

On the Isle, fragrance was as much a frivolity as it was a force to be reckoned with. Without fragrance, Queen Vania the Vain would not have been able to stabilize relations between the aristocracy of the Famishing and the lords of the Ulva Wylds. Arris assumed that fragrance making ran in his veins. He had always wanted something that spoke to his present and hinted at his future, but fragrance was an art … and it was not an art Arris seemed to have been born with.

Arris’s efforts had gotten progressively worse to the point that the last time he had gone to breakfast to debut a new scent—autumn woodsmoke, ink, shredded sunshine, peppercorns, and musk of the common swamp rat, renowned for its prodigious skills at reproduction—Yvlle had conjured a rain cloud into the dining hall to drench him thoroughly.

“Goodbye, moon,” said Arris, standing by his window. “I stand here, in your light, the resplendence of Wrate’s thoughtful eye, and hope that as my end days draw near—”

“Oh stop that,” said Yvlle.

Yvlle was standing in the doorway. What appeared to be a blue glass bottle of perfume was clutched in her hand.

“I would scold you for intruding upon my solitude, but soon enough, solitude is all that I shall have,” said Arris. He sighed and stroked the window.

“No, you won’t,” said Yvlle, marching toward him. “If you turn into a tree, I shall use you for kindling.”

“At least I shall have some use, then,” said Arris.

“All this because you are convinced Demelza shall lose tomorrow?” asked Yvlle.

Arris nodded. At that moment, a tiny frisson of surprise ran through him. As he had bid goodbye to his belongings, he had, of course, been thinking of Demelza leaving. Without her, he would lose certainty in the truth of the candidates’ motivations. But Arris had not been thinking of that when he said goodbye to his room. He was thinking of each time he had climbed into her chambers and sat in the squashy armchair by her fire. He was thinking of their conversation, the ease of their laughter, the way she had risen up on her toes to kiss him.

“She may surprise you,” said Yvlle, holding up the perfume bottle.

“What’s that?” asked Arris.

“It is in your best interest, Brother, to get some rest.”

“I would if I could!” said Arris. “But I am too frantic! And honestly, Yvlle, what is in your hand? It looks like perfume but you’re holding it an alarming angle and—”

Yvlle aimed the perfume bottle at his face and sprayed once.

“You’re welcome,” she said.



When Arris woke the next day, he was still in his dressing gown from the previous evening and was sprawled on the floor. A thin blanket had been thrown over his body and a couch cushion had been placed beneath his head. Arris scowled. He wasn’t sure whether his sister was spying on him, so he addressed the room instead:

“You couldn’t have at least dragged me to my own bed?”

Arris hauled himself upright. He felt … wonderful, actually. The last time Yvlle had robbed him of his consciousness, he had felt woolly and distracted the next day. Evidently she had improved her formula.

Not long after he had awakened came a knock at his door.

“Enter,” said Arris.

He stretched his neck from side to side. Though he felt well rested, that slippery coil of dread had yet to leave his body. The second trial would soon be upon them, but at least he had the morning’s hours to contemplate and write, to center himself and his thoughts—

“Your majesty, the contestants have gathered downstairs and the trial shall begin shortly. Are you ready?”

Arris whirled around and stared in absolute horror at his frog-faced valet.

“What?”



There had been no time. None at all. No time to bathe, let alone carefully select his attire. And what had his valet meant about the contestants gathering downstairs? Did that mean they were all assembled in Rathe Castle?

Out of choices, Arris had no option but to leave his chambers wearing his dressing gown. The best that could be said of the situation was that at least his clothes were comfortable. Oh, he hated this. The morning was in shambles. And on top of that he had skipped his daily diary entry, and he had been so consistent about it—

“You look well-rested,” said Yvlle.

His sister was waiting for him at the bottom of the stairwell. As usual, she was attired in an all-black ensemble.

“You couldn’t have woken me up earlier?” asked Arris.

“And endure an entire morning of you moping about and slowly working yourself into a fit? I wished to spare myself and our parents,” said Yvlle. “Now come on. Everyone is here.”

Arris stopped short. “Do you mean to say that I have to greet my future bride attired like this? I have principles, you know—”

“Everyone is here, but they do not know what ‘here’ is, my brother,” said Yvlle. “For today’s trial, you are meant to be invisible.”



The dining hall of Rathe Castle was not merely the most beautiful room, but also the most important. It was a place of shape-shifting and whispering, a place where deals were struck and power switched hands. The doors to the dining hall opened only on special occasions. Otherwise, it was kept locked shut, for of all the rooms in Rathe Castle, it was the one that was most suggestible, and such raw power was not to be dealt with lightly. When he was a child, Queen Yzara would allow Arris to remain in the dining hall only if he promised to be very quiet. The dining hall could only listen to one person at a time, and it did not listen for long. A single sentence misconstrued might be the difference between diplomacy and disaster. Before dinners with dignitaries or members of the Isle’s aristocracy, Queen Yzara would utter aloud her needs and wishes with the utmost precision.

“The ambassadors who shall visit are renowned to be a cold folk and I wish them to warm to us, but such warmth must be a conflagration too … for they should remember who possesses the real power to scorch,” she would tell the stones. Instantly a hearth would spring up in the middle of the room while the dining table broke apart, arranging itself into a circle around the flames that were both lovely and leering.

On another occasion, Yzara might say: “The duke’s late wife was quite dear to him and her favorite flowers were black daffodils … the duke is more likely to be in a calm mood if he is reminded of her. Let such a memory be a mere whisper, however, for we would not have our guest too lost in thought.”

Again, the dining hall would comply. Arris remembered how the grain of the table’s wood softened until it resembled the sparkling striations of a black daffodil’s petals. The glass cups took on a blousy shape, like an overturned flower. The room was redolent of rainwater upon roses and the sweetness of laundered sheets and baked bread. Arris remembered how the visiting duke had entered Rathe Castle, his shoulders up to his ears, his brow thunderous. And Arris remembered how he had left, his eyes shining and smile soft.

When Arris entered the dining hall, magic suffused the air. It crackled with raw potential. It seemed as if the very stones trembled in anticipation, ready to become whatever was demanded of them. That the room was now open to the suggestion of anyone aside from Queen Yzara was unheard-of. But then again, so was competing for the hand in marriage of the Isle’s heir.

Inside, the dining hall was dark. The walls themselves appeared shadowed and dimensionless, not yet sure whether to expand into a massive chamber or constrict into a cozy alcove. A slight wrinkle to the air was the only sign Arris had that he and his sister were standing behind a pane of some kind. This was a relief, considering how close the contestants were. They were lined up not more than ten feet from where he stood, each one of them wearing a plain black dress. Arris tried to step forward and see where Demelza had gone, but he only succeeded in running into the enchanted pane.

“Ow!” he said.

Zoraya, who stood closest to him, turned and looked suspiciously in his direction before shaking her head.

The dining hall was entirely bare except for the table, where a feast sprawled across the surface. There were several carafes of wine—some dark as blood, others pale and silver—and tureens of fragrant soup. Roasted vegetables glazed in honey and studded with berries winked like gemstones. Golden bowls of spiced plums, roasted nuts and stewed cherries and immense platters of sliced bread spread thickly with butter gleamed. A haunch of boar and venison flanked opposite sides of the table, the meat already carved and glistening in invitation. Arris’s mouth watered. There had been no time to eat.

Queen Yzara appeared to step out of the shadows, and Arris heard the girls’ collective drawn breath once she appeared. Like the room itself, Yzara was dressed in shadows. In place of her crown, she wore a diadem of onyx braided with silver.

“As queen of this realm, you shall be expected not merely to entertain the appetites of your guests but also to envision the needs of our kingdom,” said Yzara. “In this, you will find that the dining hall of Rathe Castle is a willing conspirator … but only if you understand how to discern what the situation truly demands. For this trial, you will be asked to make a single addition to this room. Only one.”

Yzara paused and Arris studied the faces of the prospective brides.

“To that end, I ask you to envision that you are hosting visiting dignitaries from a city whose occupants are famed for their appetite. Imagine they are homesick and that they have been traveling for many days to be in your company,” said Queen Yzara. She raised an eyebrow. “Tell me. What is missing?”

Everything, thought Arris. There were no lights. No chairs. No music. Clearly that was the point. It was a test to see what his future queen would consider most vital. But it was not a fair test. Whoever went last would have the hardest task.

“You shall be called in an order reflective of your current standing in this competition,” said Queen Yzara.

“Oh no,” said Arris.

Beside him, Yvlle’s mouth pinched in a grim line.

“Edmea, please start us off,” said Yzara.

Edmea stepped forward, smug. Her pink hair was pulled back with a black ribbon. She also appeared to have made some effort with the loose, dark gown. A bejeweled clip that Arris had earlier seen in her hair now pinched the fabric to accentuate her waist. She looked, as always, glorious.

Edmea was quiet for a moment as she surveyed the space. And then she dipped her head.

“Majesty, I would add chairs, but beautiful chairs that are imbued with the power to move about the table, so that every dignitary may spend time at the right-hand side of the king and queen.”

It was a clever answer and the dining hall responded appropriately. Out of the stone, several chairs surfaced. They were made of finely carved wood and began to drift lazily about the circle. They were certainly beautiful … but they did not look comfortable. The carved wood resembled a rose beset with thorns and there was no cushion on the narrow seat.

“How would you improve this, Talvi?” asked the queen.

Talvi stepped forward. “They are homesick, so I would add a fragrance that brings them instant comfort, that they might be relieved of their weariness but not forget the reason why they traveled so far.”

Yvlle frowned. “That is a dangerous little ice doll, Brother. Be wary of her.”

Arris noted that his sister did not take her eyes off Talvi. Ever.

After Talvi, the contestants began to add and embellish in quick succession. Cordelia, a blue-skinned maiden from the Famishing, was the first to earn a smile from Queen Yzara after pointing out that they did not know the environment of the dignitaries, and thus the room should adjust to what they breathed. Zoraya added bubbles of light and quiet, for those who found themselves overwhelmed by the evening’s festivities. After Ursula—who added enchanted plates to warm the food so that the guests would not feel rushed through their meal—and Heka—who adorned the space with music that adjusted to their moods—only Orinthia and Demelza remained.

“Well?” asked Queen Yzara.

Orinthia looked frantic. Her eyes leapt from the lights to the stones. She stammered:

“Perhaps flowers native to their realm?” she said. “For beauty?”

Arris saw that his mother fought back a yawn at the suggestion. Orinthia looked shamefaced as she sank back into line. Finally, Arris could see Demelza fully. More and more, her red hair was on display, though there were still patches of mud and twigs concealing it. Arris remembered her wide-eyed panic from the first trial, and thought she would look just as mortified …

But she did not.

“And you?” asked Yzara.

Clearly, his mother considered this nothing more than a formality. He could see her tapping her toes against the stone, glancing toward the exit. Perhaps she could see Arris and Yvlle through the enchanted pane, for he swore his mother caught his eye just then, as if warning him to stay put.

“This isn’t fair,” said Arris.

“No,” said his sister. “It is not.”

“What do we do?” asked Arris.

But his sister was watching Demelza. Alone of the contestants, Demelza did not speak immediately. She looked unhurried as she stepped forward and walked in a slow circle about the table. She paused, staring at the food.

“Today, child,” said Yzara, annoyed.

What Demelza did next was nothing short of ridiculous. She reached forward and stuck her finger in the main stew. On the sidelines, Edmea gave a horrified gasp. Demelza looked up and smiled at her. Then she gave the stew a good swirl before tasting it. Immediately, her face scrunched into a grimace. A second later, she broke off a piece of the venison. After a single nibble, she frowned again. Then she went for the boar. She had hardly put it in her mouth before she spat it out on the table.

“You … you ate the food,” said Queen Yzara.

“As I imagine a guest would,” said Demelza, facing his mother.

Yzara was stone-faced. “And?”

Demelza wiped her mouth and then curtsied. “Your Majesty, there is only one thing this meal is lacking in entirety: salt.”

Yzara stared at Demelza. Her eyebrows shot up her forehead. Her head tilted ever so slowly, as if she were seeing Demelza clearly for the first time. She smiled. And then, Queen Yzara began to laugh.
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A Salty Swan



Queen Yzara laughed. Not at her, as Demelza had initially worried, but because of her. Demelza felt as if a thread of gold had shot through her veins. She grinned, but the person she wished to grin at was not here. Throughout the trial, she had glanced at the walls, the ceiling, even the floor. Each time wondering whether there was someone hidden. But only the queen watched them.

“You have all done well, but only one of you has managed to surprise me,” said the queen. “Opulence, ornaments and over-the-top frivolities are all hallmarks of a memorable queen … but a true one does not neglect the fundamentals. Such attention to detail is as fundamental as salt is to food. I find myself … impressed.”

As she spoke, her eyes went to Talvi first. Then Edmea. And last … to Demelza.

A sound, like the drag of a heavy velvet curtain upon a stage, caught Demelza’s attention. All this time, the dining hall’s entrance had appeared dark and shadowed, save for the golden gleam of an empty archway. But now, two figures appeared where before there had been nothing:

Yvlle.

And Arris.

For the first time Demelza understood what her sisters meant when they wrote of targets who were “infuriatingly” handsome. She had always wondered why someone’s attractiveness would make them so angry. It’s not as though that person’s beauty had seized the last bit of dessert off your plate or tripped you down a staircase. But now she understood that it wasn’t the beauty that was infuriating, but its belligerent effects. In an instant, one could be disarmed by the hint of a smile. Every piece of armor knowingly and unknowingly constructed around the heart could be rendered flimsy and useless by a single glance. It was the equivalent of showing up to a sword fight with a spoon. There was nothing to be done for it. Nothing to protect oneself against it. All you could do was hope to survive this feeling with your heart mostly intact.

Demelza briefly catalogued Arris: his unbrushed and rumpled chestnut hair, his boyish cheeks still creased by last night’s pillow. She registered his floppy dressing gown of midnight blue and his wrinkled navy pajamas. He was wearing slippers—which was unusual for him—and even more odd was that one of the slippers appeared to have the swiveling ears of a rabbit. When he saw her looking at him, he gave a small wave, his lips—she had kissed those lips—pinched to an awkward, tight line.

Reason told her that he seemed extremely self-conscious in this moment. Rage informed her that he was dressed so artlessly because this trial meant very little to him, thus Demelza’s rather outstanding performance deserved nothing more than that miserable smile. She was suddenly overcome by a desire to hit something.

Queen Yzara cleared her throat, frowning as she looked at her son. “Evidently, my son is so enthused by the prospect of the companionship of marriage that he decided to dress informally in celebration of such future closeness? Yes?”

Arris shook his head. “If you must know—ow!”

His sister elbowed him.

“Yes,” said Arris woodenly. “That is the reason.”

“I had intended for a celebratory luncheon to follow, but perhaps a small respite would be appreciated by all,” said Queen Yzara, clearing her throat. “Contestants, if you please, make your way to the exit … those of you who will not be moving forward in the contest shall find yourself at the gates of Rathe Castle. Those who will be continuing to the third, and final, trial will arrive back at the residences.”

Edmea did not hesitate as she walked straight through the exit … though not everyone was quite as confident.

Flykra sobbed. “But I … I’m not ready!” She stretched a beseeching hand toward Arris, who was plucking at his pajamas in dismay.

“My prince, do not forget the token of my love!” Flykra shouted.

Arris looked up, frowning. He was very far away and hadn’t quite heard Flykra. Had she said something about the luncheon?

“I think it is a brunch affair!” he called back.

Flykra sobbed.

“I’m certain the kitchens can make adjustments if that’s not to your taste!” said Arris.

With a shudder—and a scowl—Flykra followed after Edmea. Talvi waved encouragingly to Demelza while Ursula clapped her hard on the back:

“See you on the other side,” she said, winking.

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” said Heka, sidling up beside Demelza. “I have it on good authority that I’ve actually been moved to an even higher suite to reflect my status as a top contender.”

“My congratulations,” said Demelza, though she doubted that very much.

“Allow me to keep you company on your journey out of here, my dear,” said Heka, fluffing up her hair before she linked arms with Demelza. “I would promise to remember you when I am queen, but the truth is that you and I are on completely different paths…”

The girls stepped into the cool hallway and wind rushed over Demelza. When she opened her eyes, the castle grounds looked so unfamiliar that for a terrible, heart-swooping moment she imagined she was outside the gates of Rathe Castle. Up ahead, the towering, wintry mushroom stalk had vanished, replaced with a squat toadstool the size of two houses. Its bright-red cap glistened with morning dew. Overhead, the once skeletal trees had turned green and lush. Spring drenched the air, and Demelza felt heady with the fragrance of the nearby honeysuckle and noon lilies. Dusk hyacinths, whose petals reflected the last evening’s sky, flanked the path leading to the contestants’ residence. The sky above was blue and cloudless and only the dozen or so puddles left on the path remained as evidence of the earlier rain.

Demelza looked to her left and then to her right. She was alone. Heka was gone.

“Different paths indeed,” she muttered, and allowed herself a moment’s smugness.

Not wishing to dampen her skirts from the puddles, Demelza had hoisted up her dress when a familiar voice called out—

“Wrate above, I am so sorry to intrude, I swear my eyes are averted!”

Demelza let go of her dress. She frowned, turning in a circle. “Arris?”

“And Yvlle.”

“Where are you?” asked Demelza, for she could see nothing around her but the trees.

“Down here.”

On the path before her was nothing but a pattern of stones and puddles. One of the puddles appeared to have something wriggling in it. When she looked into the water, the wavering reflections of Arris and Yvlle greeted her. They stood in a library and leaned forward as if she were the one looking up instead of down.

“Well done,” said Yvlle, grinning.

“I cannot believe we are on the third trial,” said Arris. He shook his head in disbelief. “How did Yvlle manage to get the hint to you?”

Demelza frowned. “What do you mean?”

“We tried to wheedle a hint out of my mother for the second trial, and I thought we’d failed, but evidently not if Yvlle managed to sneak you a hint!” said Arris, smiling.

Beside him, his sister groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose.

Demelza scowled. “I had no hint.”

Arris looked shocked. “You didn’t?”

“She didn’t,” confirmed Yvlle.

“But you said last night that Demelza might surprise me,” said Arris.

“And she did.”

“Oh,” said Arris, stunned. “That answer was all you?”

“Surprise,” said Demelza.

At once, the war glow of her victory and whatever smugness she had felt at Heka’s elimination cooled. Forget all her thoughts on what she had previously found infuriating. Now she was plain angry. Demelza stepped around the puddle and curtsied to Arris and Yvlle.

“I appreciate your confidence in my abilities, Majesties,” she said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I must return to my duties and interrogate the motives of your future queen. I bid you good day.”

Even though Demelza marched out of their sight, she could still hear them.

“Would you like a pie or a cake to celebrate?” called Arris. “Demelza?”

She pretended as though she had heard nothing.

“Was it something I said?” asked Arris.

Yvlle sighed. “Brother, you are a fool.”
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An Unlikely Ally



When Demelza entered the new residences, she found the interior much changed. A great fireplace draped heavily with moss took up one side of the stone wall, which was nearly invisible from the tangles of ivy and wisteria. A semicircle of strangely mismatched armchairs and couches surrounded the fireplace, while an impossibly soft rug of woven flowers—pink larkspur and fuzzing daisies, cat’s ears tulips and slumber nettle—sprawled across the floor. The ceiling was the leafy canopy of a squat oak, the trunk of which disappeared through the floor. Held aloft in the branches were a half dozen glass windows that allowed sunlight to glaze the room. Nearly hidden by the tangle of ivy and the sprawling oak appeared a slender hallway lit by fireflies, through which Demelza could only assume she would find their new bedchambers. As with all things in Rathe Castle, the chamber defied logic and beauty and Demelza loved it with a ferocity that almost rivaled her love of Hush Manor.

“Demelza!” said Talvi, waving at her from a chair carved of ice. “Come join us.”

Demelza slid off her shoes and let the petaled carpet tickle her tired soles. The remaining contestants had also only just arrived and were each flopped in their respective chairs wearing mixed expressions of exhaustion and delight.

“I’m finding it a bit crowded,” said Edmea, rising from her pink and gilded chaise. “My advice would be for everyone to refresh themselves. For those of you who can, perhaps rid yourself of any mud and grime?”

Edmea shot Demelza a parting smirk before vanishing down the hallway. For a moment, Demelza was struck by how lonely the other girl looked bereft of her usual attendants. Normally, she wouldn’t give Edmea’s comments a second thought, but there were so few of them left that her words seemed to dangle in the air.

Amidst the collection of strange seats appeared an armchair that looked identical to Demelza’s favorite seat in Hush Manor. It was as if it had been placed here just for her.

Demelza hesitated. If she took her place amongst them, would they recoil? Laugh at her?

She wanted to be the sort of person who was confident that such things didn’t matter. And in terms of her agreement with Prince Arris, the reaction of the contestants meant nothing. But it still hurt. Demelza forced herself to look at the girls and saw Talvi smiling encouragingly. Ursula raised her hand in acknowledgment. But it was Zoraya who startled Demelza. Her chair—a gold winged-back construction—was right beside the empty one. Zoraya patted the empty seat.

“Don’t mind Edmea,” she said. “I think she feels like you outdid her in the trial.”

Demelza felt a spark of warmth as she took the offered seat. There were so few of them remaining. Only Zoraya, Talvi, Ursula, Edmea, Cordelia—and her.

“So we’re…” started Demelza.

“The finalists,” said Talvi. “I almost can’t believe it.”

Cordelia smiled and her sharp teeth glinted. “Now it’s only a matter of removing the remaining competition.”

Ursula’s stomach grumbled. “Do you think they’ve actually canceled the luncheon?”

“Did you see the prince?” Zoraya asked, leaning forward rather conspiratorially. “Dressed in his nightclothes! How odd! Do you think he spent his evening in someone else’s bed?”

The thought immediately unnerved Demelza. She could guess why that was, but she had no desire to examine the feeling.

“I doubt it,” said Ursula. “I was up all night foraging in the woods and I saw no sign of anyone lurking about the grounds.”

“What do you think, Demelza?” asked Zoraya. She sounded a touch annoyed as she added: “You seem to be able to keep secrets with the prince.”

“Yes, in fact it appeared you were quite taken with one another the other day,” said Cordelia. “It was…”

Demelza could tell she was searching for a word both polite and cruel, and did not see the point in entertaining it:

“Surprising? I know,” she said. “The prince has unique taste, one might say.”

“Agreed,” said Ursula. “We were going to do a recipe exchange but he wanted me to try mixing cheese and fruit, which I think is disgusting.”

“That’s exactly what Demelza meant,” said Talvi.

“He’s a rather good kisser, isn’t he?” said Cordelia, twirling a green strand in her hair. “I took a tiny nibble of him and was rather delighted when he bit back.”

“I found it a little underwhelming, to be honest,” said Zoraya. “I thought he’d be more, oh, I don’t know, sad? Where is the urgent kiss of someone who thinks they will die any moment?”

“Perhaps he has had plenty of practice with that and is no longer quite so bothered by mortality,” said Demelza, annoyed that her voice came out a touch higher than intended.

“Shame,” said Zoraya. “You know, Edmea said he has a talent for knowing exactly what to whisper into a lady’s ear. He can charm anyone. And he smells divine.”

“That’s true,” said Ursula.

Demelza looked at her sharply. “Have you kissed the prince?”

“Just once,” said Ursula, shrugging. “Hasn’t everyone?”

“I haven’t,” said Talvi.

“You’re the only one, then,” said Zoraya, laughing.

Demelza forced herself to sit still and listen. She spoke of kisses she’d never had and laughed at all the right jokes. And all the while, she recognized that she was being ridiculous. What she felt was entirely normal, down to her jealousy and irritation. The kiss had affected her. It had been her first, after all. She had no claim to his lips. She was not even in this competition. Even when she had succeeded on her own merits, Arris hadn’t noticed. He hadn’t even believed it was possible. Was it because of the mud spatter in her hair? Did she reek of something uncouth and unpolished? She wasn’t a feral girl … her mother was Araminta of the veritas swans. Elegance ran through Demelza’s veins.

Or, at least, it should have.

Arris would never have any reason to doubt that Talvi or Edmea were capable of both cleverness and elegance …

“Pardon,” she said, standing. “I suppose I should change.”

“For the luncheon?” piped up Ursula, hopefully. “Do you think once we’ve all changed then it shall start?”

“Maybe,” said Demelza.



A few hours later, Demelza could not believe her luck. She was on her way back from the bathing chambers—a place of stained glass windows filled with spearmint-scented steam and warm pools—when she found Cordelia slinking out of a room that was not hers. Demelza knew this because the doors for each of the contestants’ chambers were emblazoned with their names and Cordelia’s door was at the far end of the hall.

Of all the contestants, Cordelia proved the hardest to get alone. She was always on the fringe of a group, not quite part of the gathering, but never truly on her own. Sometimes Demelza suspected that Cordelia watched the other girls as closely as she did.

Demelza glanced behind her to where the scented steam spilled into the hallway. When she had left, Talvi and Ursula were still luxuriating in the pool, while Zoraya was combing oils through her hair. She had not seen Edmea, and yet it was Edmea’s room from which Cordelia crept. She watched from the shadow of the archway as Cordelia carefully removed a pair of inky black gloves … and then Demelza opened her mouth and sang.

The tune was like a drunk raven cawing and Cordelia winced to hear it. Demelza knew she did not have much time.

“Who are you trying to harm?” asked Demelza, crossing the floor.

Cordelia went rigid. A muscle in her jaw flicked. She tried to keep her mouth shut but the magic coaxed out the truth …



Demelza burst into Edmea’s room. Even in her state of panic, she could not help but register the wild differences between her room and Edmea’s. Their rooms appeared to have started off in the exact same way, but Edmea’s bore no resemblance to its original appearance. There were colorful silks hanging from the ceiling, lights strung up around the windows. How in the world did she manage to get ahold of a bower of roses? thought Demelza. The moment she saw Demelza, Edmea shrieked and clutched a shimmering dress of scales to her chest—

“PUT IT DOWN!” Demelza yelled.

Edmea kept screaming. At her touch, a tinge of scarlet crept down the dress of silver scales. There was no time. Demelza ran toward her, snatching the dress out of Edmea’s hands and throwing it in the fire.

“What is wrong with you?” Edmea said. “Do you have any idea how expensive that was?”

For a few seconds, the flames had no effect on the silver dress. They merely clambered over the scales. Edmea grabbed a nearby poker to remove the dress from the fire when all at once, the dress fell apart, melting into a pool of foul-smelling silver ink. And blood.

Edmea stared at the puddle, some of which had seeped past the edges of the fireplace. “That looks an awful lot like the ink of a spotted eel…”

“It is,” said Demelza, breathing hard. She yanked the poker out of Edmea’s hands and pushed the dress even farther into the flames. The scales—still impregnated with the malice and venom of the poisonous creature—emitted a low-pitched whine of displeasure.

“But that would mean—”

“That someone tried to kill you, yes,” said Demelza. “Did you prick your finger on anything recently?”

“No? Well, actually…” Edmea blinked. “Cordelia handed me a note and I might have gotten a small paper cut. I remember being very angry about it, but Cordelia apologized and I … I thought nothing of it.”

“Cordelia must have kept hold of the bloodied paper and managed to mix it with eel ink,” said Demelza.

The knowledge chilled her. Eel ink was one of the most venomous substances on the Isle. That Cordelia had possessed it and used it only now suggested that Edmea might not have been her intended target.

There hadn’t been time for Demelza to ask whether Cordelia had intended the poison for Arris, but just the thought made her chest tighten. She imagined his open grin going slack and pictured death’s gray filming over his brown eyes. All the poison needed was a drop of the target’s blood.

“How would Cordelia know where you kept your supply of sylke to make your gowns?” asked Demelza. “And didn’t you keep it under lock? How could she have broken into it?”

The first day the contestants had arrived, the attendants had warned them to keep their possessions safely stowed. After all, contestants would not be penalized for attempting to murder one another. They would only be punished if they were caught. And while there had initially been concerns about the whole contest dissolving into a bloodbath, it had appeared that to the majority of the contestants, murder seemed messy and, frankly, unsatisfying.

Edmea looked at the ground, embarrassed. “We shared a suite and she was so … well, adoring and all, so I—I’m actually a very nice person, you know—I might have shown her where I keep things to, well, show her what I have and what she … doesn’t?”

“You’re the portrait of kindness,” said Demelza.

Edmea plucked at her shift. There were odd bits of paper rolled up in her pink hair. A greasy, thick paste was under her eyes. It was incredibly unfair that even now Edmea looked knowledgeable and poised, while Demelza looked like a scruffy child waiting for a pat on the head.

“Right,” said Demelza. “I’ll leave you, then—”

“What? Just like that?” asked Edmea.

“I’ve already saved your life—you’re welcome, by the way—and I can’t imagine what else you’d want from me,” said Demelza. “Surely my very presence must be hard to stomach.”

Something flashed across Edmea’s features. If Demelza hadn’t known any better, she might have said it was shame. When Edmea said nothing, Demelza turned toward the door, only for the other girl to grab her wrist.

“I…” Edmea cleared her throat and her familiar haughty expression took hold. “I refuse to be in your debt. You must ask something of me. What do you want in thanks?”

“Nothing,” said Demelza.

This was a lie. In every glance, Demelza was trying to hoard all the ways Edmea comported herself. Where had she gotten that shift? Should Demelza have one? What were those things in her hair? What was that stuff on her face?

Araminta had taught these refinements to her sisters, but she had never gotten around to showing Demelza. Her mother had never expected her to have use for them. Clearly, her mother was right. No one expected Demelza to dazzle crowds or embody the essence of elegance. Arris hadn’t even believed that she had secured her own victory during the second trial. Over the course of the tournament, what had surprised Demelza over and over was not the magic of her surroundings or the people she encountered … but herself.

She wanted to keep surprising.

“There must be something I can give you,” Edmea continued. “Truly, I cannot have this hanging over my head, the gravity of it all will cause my skin to sag, which would be unconscionable—”

“Teach me,” said Demelza.

Edmea paused. “What?”

“Teach me how to…” Demelza gestured at Edmea’s room and then Edmea herself before her words trailed off. It wasn’t that Demelza felt embarrassed or ashamed to ask for such a thing, but she also didn’t like being looked at so pointedly. Growing up, every lingering gaze from her parents was so full of concern that Demelza wondered if all she inspired was pity rather than potential. She did not want Edmea to pity her.

“You’re serious,” said Edmea. There was no jest in her voice.

Demelza nodded.

“I don’t know what you expect from my instruction,” said Edmea. “Do you imagine that you shall emerge from your chrysalis of poor clothing choices and tactless manners and suddenly be an exquisite butterfly simply because you would have me and my considerable prowess to instruct you? And how fast do you suppose I could even manage such a feat? A matter of days? You really think I could do such a thing?”

The words did not sound particularly kind, but Edmea was grinning in the manner of a cat that had seen a juicy and slow-moving mouse.

“Fine, I’ll do it,” said Edmea. “It’d be nice to have some real competition anyway. But don’t expect that we’re suddenly going to become friends or that I’ve harbored some desire to get to know you because I find you a bit threatening or anything.”

“That was very specific,” said Demelza, who was trying to keep the delight off her face.

Edmea frowned, as if she hadn’t meant to say that. Perhaps when Demelza had shouted, it had let loose the barest bit of truth magic.

“Right, well, let’s start with your gait. I have seen drunk animals walk with more grace,” said Edmea. “I must know, is your whole clumsy infant deer thing an act? If so, cease.”

“I’m not clumsy!”

“Oh, I suppose that’s true, you just seem like you would be clumsy.”

“Thanks,” said Demelza, scowling.

Edmea circled her. Demelza wondered if this was how prey felt.

“That mud is nearly gone,” said Edmea, poking at Demelza’s braid. “I could almost do something with this … and the shade isn’t dyed?”

“No?” said Demelza. She glanced at Edmea’s pink hair. “Is yours?”

“Never ask another girl whether her hair is real,” said Edmea. “If you wish to draw attention to its obvious artifice, do so with a compliment and do so loudly. And if you are confronted in a crude fashion, always be honest. It’s not like there’s any shame in it.”

“When I asked to be taught, I didn’t mean—”

“Shh!” said Edmea. Her eyes were bright and Demelza had the impression that she was warming to the request a little too well. “You shall be the recipient of all my wisdom and you shall be grateful for it.”

Edmea stopped circling her. She looked Demelza in the eye. “They say you are the daughter of a minor lord in the Vale, but I have spent all my life there and I have never seen you. Where are you really from?”

“My home is right beside the Vale,” said Demelza.

This was true.

“Hmm,” said Edmea. She shrugged. “Keep your secrets, then. When I am queen, I shall find out and then you may go back to your strange little village and tell everyone how benevolent I am.”

Edmea clapped her hands. “Now. You want to look striking when you enter a room, Demelza. You don’t want to leave the room stricken—”

“I don’t leave the room stricken,” said Demelza.

Edmea ignored this. “We shall begin with a lesson on colors. I would ask if you are familiar with them as a concept, but judging from that yellow gown you wore the other day I am forced to assume otherwise.”
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The Lingering Legacy of Queen Vania the Vain



The new configuration of the mushroom tower allowed contestants to control their surroundings down to the knitted quality of a carpet and the design of a window. All they had to do was speak and the castle would adjust to their taste. For Ursula, it grew a kitchen and an herb garden. For Talvi, it constructed a chandelier of ice and coated the room in frost. For Edmea, the castle gilded her walls and transformed her linen sheets to silk. Zoraya’s room was essentially one large mirror. No one knew what Cordelia had done with her room, for it was now submerged in water. Demelza hadn’t altered anything about her room except for one thing:

She had removed the window.

The vine-like guardian of the residences had been perplexed. “What? Are you certain? But what about your philosophical discussions with the prince? Last time you were engaged in a rather spirited talk on whether or not magic was evolving or disintegrating the universe, and I found it all very interesting…”

“I would actually prefer not to see the prince for a while,” Demelza had informed it.

“Ah … because he is too much a gentleman?”

Demelza did not dignify this with an answer. That night, however, she dreamt that Arris had found a way to her room anyway. He had woken her softly and apologized for not recognizing how exquisitely wonderful she was. He had a dessert in his hand, but his other hand cupped the back of her head and then he was talking about how sugar was no comparison to the sweetness of her lips …

And then Demelza had woken up.



On the second evening in a row that she had not seen Arris, Yvlle appeared in her mirror.

“I hear there was an attack,” said the princess without preamble. She wore her eye patch this evening, which meant that one of her eyeballs was rolling about the premises … spying.

“On Arris?” asked Demelza, suddenly panicked.

“No,” said Yvlle. “On one of the contestants. The Lady Edmea, I believe.”

“Oh. Yes,” said Demelza.

“I believe you saved her.”

Demelza nodded.

Yvlle raised an eyebrow. “To what end, might I ask?”

“I don’t care for underhanded victories … from anyone,” said Demelza. “Speaking of, why is Cordelia still here? Shouldn’t she have been thrown out of the competition?”

“Why? Was she caught?”

“Well, no, but Edmea—”

“Edmea’s dress was poisoned, but it could’ve been by anyone,” said Yvlle. “Why? Are you worried for Arris?”

“Should I be?” asked Demelza.

“You’re ignoring him,” said Yvlle. “To be clear, I’m not scolding, merely making an observation. I thought you’d agreed to give him a weekly report.”

“I did and I will,” said Demelza. “But it hasn’t been a week yet.”

Yvlle frowned. “True.”

“Why…? Has he … said anything?” asked Demelza.

“Should he have said anything?” asked Yvlle.

Demelza was tiring of this. The princess was sometimes coy or cruel or both, and Demelza could not discern why. Curiosity would normally keep her rooted, but today Edmea was teaching her all about hair-curling contraptions. Demelza, who was trying not to look too eager about the whole thing, had mentioned this to the other girls and somehow it had become a planned evening for everyone to fuss about with their hair in Edmea’s chamber. Edmea had been horrified.

“My mother disdained female gatherings; she said they were common,” Edmea had declared this morning. “She often said that no man would be able to discern one diamond from a whole plate of them and thus it was best to stand alone.”

When Demelza said nothing, Edmea added—with a touch of eagerness—“What time shall we be gathering? And don’t look at me like that, Demelza. If I win on beauty alone it’s insulting to my dignity. I’m leveling the playing field so no one can say that of course the prince had no choice but to choose me.”

“Demelza?” prompted Yvlle’s reflection.

Demelza borrowed from Edmea’s arsenal of dismissals.

“I have much work to do, I’m afraid,” she said.

“Demelza, he … he needs you,” Yvlle bit out.

The words sent a dangerous spark through her heart. For a moment, she let herself imagine what it would feel like to be needed. To be as vital to someone as the air they breathe.

Yvlle added, in a rush: “For your intel, of course. Without you, we would have no clue as to someone’s true intentions and, uh, as you know, Arris … well, without that information his life would be cut short.”

“Of course,” said Demelza, her voice wooden. Demelza knew that she alone had gilded her dreams with the hope for something out of reach, a hope she dared not speak aloud. She had only herself to blame for feelings hurt.

“I know exactly what Prince Arris needs me for.”



Nearly a week passed before Queen Yzara summoned them to a new gathering. In all that time, the contestants had been left to their own devices. Some of them, like Ursula, had been delighted by the break from teas and concerts. Others, like Cordelia and Edmea, were convinced it was a sign of a more sinister plot.

“They’re trying to drive us mad,” said Cordelia over breakfast on the day of the summons.

“Or see which one of us loses composure and is caught out looking mediocre for once,” said Edmea, examining her reflection in a teapot.

“Or perhaps it is the prince’s choice?” said Zoraya dreamily. “Absence makes the heart grow ferocious.”

“Absence makes the heart grow fonder,” said Talvi.

Zoraya blinked. “No, that can’t be right.”

“What is today’s gathering, anyway?” asked Ursula. “Luncheon?”

Cordelia, who had accepted the invitation on behalf of the contestants, waved it dramatically and announced:

“It is an invitation to create … a fragrance.”



Down a narrow pathway lined with spiraled shells and deep in one of the many arching sea caves, the Famishing Sea whispered of its infinite hungers. It was here, in a large chamber that resembled a massive, hollow pearl, that the contestants gathered. In the center of the room was a shiny black mirror of a table. Upon it were a few dozen glass bottles—some filled with colorful liquids, others empty—and a number of small terrariums whose frosted glass lids kept their contents a mystery.

Every now and then, Demelza caught sight of her reflection on the nacreous walls. She had expected her reflection to warp into something opalescent and glossy, but she had not expected the noise of the pearly room. Though the floor was stone, the sea still wriggled through deep channels cut into the rock, and perhaps the sound of it flowing back into open waters was what made Demelza start imagining things. She had imagined the chamber would be silent, but it was like standing in a storm of whispers. Who are you, who are you, I see you, I see you, you cannot hide from me … I promise to keep all the secrets you give me between us and the ever-dark sea …

Beside her, Zoraya shook her head, as if ridding herself of a buzzing insect. Cordelia, who called the Famishing her home, looked even less comfortable and kept shuddering despite the room’s humid warmth. Talvi appeared entranced with her own reflection, while Edmea looked faintly ill. Even Ursula, the most stalwart of all the contestants, shuffled awkwardly, uncertain of where to look.

“I am grateful to each of you for joining me,” said Queen Yzara, stepping out of the pearlescent walls to take her place at the head of the table.

“It is our p-pleasure,” said Edmea, with much effort.

“No it is not, but I admire your efforts,” said the queen kindly. “You are standing in the workshop of the late Queen Vania. It is a strange place … a place of utter honesty, which is inherently uncomfortable. Do you know of her?”

“Was she not called Vania the Vain?” asked Talvi.

“She had many names … many faces, even,” said Queen Yzara, smiling. “She was the wife of King Alpheus the Abrupt, who was so concerned that he would be killed on his wedding day that he did not look where he was going and walked off a cliff. I believe he is now a palm tree in the Grove of Ancestors. Anyway. Vania was a very shy girl who had no interest in ruling, but on the day of her wedding she found herself thrust into a position of extraordinary power. A position that people were only too happy to take advantage of in the hopes that she might fail. When they looked at her, they saw only a small girl from the Ulva Wylds with hair the color of a mouse’s pelt and large teeth. Alpheus had made it clear from the beginning that he had chosen her not for beauty but for meekness. Of all his choices, she seemed too meek and mild-mannered to murder him. Perhaps in the beginning she was … and then she was not.”

As she spoke, Yzara trailed her hands along the assorted glasses and bottles. One by one, the jars opened. Within, Demelza saw the polished skull of an ice swallow, a pile of gilded teeth, lustreel rings and glass feathers. There were dried frostwort and a garland of swamp hyacinths, pulsing heart lilies and nemesis nasturtium that had apparently been only recently picked, for it was still spitting burning nectar upon the table. Some of the herbs and flowers were so rare that Demelza could not guess their use, let alone their names.

“With these ingredients, Queen Vania changed the atmosphere of any room she entered. With a dab of perfume at her wrist she could start wars or end them. She could conjure the fragrance of first love and the stench of simmered resentments. She was not truthful, but she was always honest with herself,” said the queen. “It was her unflinching honesty that let her be what others wanted—or needed—her to be, for she never wavered on who she was. That was her magic and that is the question I pose to you now … One of you is the future queen, but who are you? Can you behold the honest truth of yourself and distill it?”

Queen Yzara let the question hang in the air for a few moments.

“Do note that this exercise is an optional one. To reveal who you truly are is always a risk, but perhaps the reward will be beyond what you could ever imagine.”

The queen dipped her head ever so slightly and then vanished once more through the pearl walls.

“The sooner we’re done with this, the faster we can leave,” said Edmea, pinching her nose as she reached for some flowers.

Ursula shuddered. “That’s true enough—Demelza! Demelza, what about your perfume?”

“You heard the queen! It’s only an optional exercise, which I’m choosing not to exercise!” said Demelza as she hastened to the exit.

Talvi called after her, but by then, Demelza was too far away to hear what she’d said. She needed to get out of that room. Inside that chamber of pearl, all she could hear was a storm full of whispers.

Little bird little bird, what do you want?

Your past is a hunger and your future is a taunt …

Little bird little bird, you want all you can get

You and your reflection have only just met …

Demelza had not been the only one affected by the pearl chamber, but the whispers had revealed that she could never answer the question of who she was … and in truth, there was no need for her to do so. It wasn’t as though she was a real contestant, anyway.

Outside the pearl chamber, Demelza tried to forget the whispers, but they scuttled about in her mind. Annoyed, Demelza tried to sing them away. She continued singing as she stared at the water, watching the lace of sea-foam that the waves knitted one second only to unravel the next. Her voice rose higher, matching the ocean’s chaos until—

“This is either a fortuitous or dangerous meeting,” said a familiar voice.

Not far away stood Prince Arris. He was attired rather informally. The sleeves of his ivory shirt were rolled to his elbows and his trousers were cuffed to his knees. His vest, black silk embroidered with silver stars, was unbuttoned. As usual, he was barefoot. Less usual, he looked thoroughly rumpled and creased, as if he had not slept well in ages. When he saw her, he broke out into a huge grin, which immediately annoyed her.

“What are you doing?” demanded Demelza.

Arris did not look as though he wished to answer, but the truth magic of Demelza’s song was impossible to withstand.

Arris looked mortified. He clamped his lips shut, but the words snuck out anyway:

“Daydreaming.”

Demelza wasn’t going to push the question any further, but perhaps her magic felt as if it had been improperly utilized, because Arris gasped for breath and, in a rush, declared:

“For some reason I have been daydreaming about being cursed and turned into a statue that women from all over the world weep over and kiss in an attempt to bring me back to life, but it’s to no avail and then hundreds of years later a beautiful woman says she longs to know who I really was and kisses me and that’s when I come back to life and all this stone and rubble falls off my arms as we embrace and birds sing and everyone I ever wooed feels terrible about having tried to kill me.”

Arris blinked. His face turned red. He heaved and gasped for more air before holding up his hand:

“Demelza, I beg of you, please do not ask any more questions. My daydreams are a theatrical and depressing realm and they are bad enough to wander through without the embarrassment of divulging them to anyone else.”

“Fine,” said Demelza.

She almost crossed her arms, but didn’t want to look upset. There was no reason for her to be angry.

“What are you doing there?” asked Arris.

“Avoiding your mother’s optional trial of fragrances,” said Demelza.

“Ah,” said Arris. “I take it you had no interest in distilling Essence of Demelza?”

“It’s intended as an exercise for the future queen and, as you know, I am not a real contestant.”

Arris’s grin fell. “Yes. True. I keep forgetting that.”

Demelza was clearly in a mood to torture herself, for she then added:

“Unless you wish for me to be a real contestant?”

Imagine, thought Demelza, if she didn’t come home because she’d run off to become a queen instead. Her father would be furious not to have her heart for his spell … but then again, Prava had always hoped for a greater presence in Rathe Castle.

“Are you … wait,” said Arris. “Are you saying that you’ve fallen in—”

“No! No, of course not,” said Demelza, cutting him off. She did not want to hear him say that word. On instinct, her fingers touched her neck, as if desperate to clutch at a winged necklace that was not there. Such a necklace would never be there until her heart decided it had found her true love.

“I am not looking to be controlled. I am looking for security,” said Demelza. She cleared her throat. “We could have a marriage of convenience. We could wed and I’d be safe and you could live your life and I’d still be able to discern who is lying to you and who isn’t.”

Arris stared at her. “Is this a proposal?”

“Do you want it to be?” asked Demelza.

What in the world was she doing? It was like testing the tenderness of a bruise … seeing how far one could go without more injury. Arris studied her. His gaze flicked to her hair—which Edmea had styled in a fashionable pile atop her head to disguise the remaining mud and brambles—and then to her dress—a high-necked confection of green lace that Demelza thought made her look like a shredded frog, but which Edmea had insisted was the height of fashion—and finally, her lips. Edmea had painted them with the slightest bit of rouge. It was quite subtle, but, as Edmea said, “loud enough that if you kiss a man, it’ll leave a mark.” The thought had made Demelza blush that morning and now she was blushing a second time all because the prince’s scrutiny dragged her back to the moment where they had kissed and something had beat violently inside Demelza’s chest. Like a pair of wings.

“You and I want the same thing,” said Arris.

Demelza’s heart skipped a beat.

“We both want security … we both want to trust that we shall be safe,” said Arris. “And I don’t think we would have it in such an arrangement. How do I know that you would not find it more useful to kill me? After all, I’m sure the wizard Prava would be thrilled to have one of his daughters installed in the Castle, wouldn’t he?”

Demelza said nothing, but her silence spoke for her.

“I thought as much,” said Arris, looking away from her.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. And then Arris moved a little closer.

“You look different,” he said. “Have you—”

“Edmea and I have been spending time together,” said Demelza, patting her hair. “Why? Does it look bad?”

“No,” said Arris. “Just … well, I guess what I’m trying to ask is if things were different…”

He trailed off and now it was Demelza who moved a little closer, and in the space between them, something urgent and fragile seemed to bounce between their very bodies. It was a moment that might become anything … a truth … a kiss …

But it vanished when Talvi stepped out of the sea cave.

“Oh!” said Talvi. “I’m so sorry … I hope I wasn’t interrupting anything?”

She curtsied to Arris and smiled at Demelza.

“No, not at all,” said Arris quickly.

“I was actually looking for you, Demelza,” said Talvi. “They’re about to put away the table of ingredients and I wasn’t sure if you wished to give it a try?”

“No,” said Demelza. “I wasn’t planning on participating.”

“Are you sure?” asked Talvi. “It’s quite fun, you know … well, once you get used to the strange walls. Ursula got mad that the ingredients weren’t edible.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” said Demelza, smiling.

“As you wish,” said Talvi. She curtsied to Arris. “We look forward to your company at tonight’s feast, Your Highness.”

“I am counting down the minutes,” said Arris, nodding.

Arris fell quiet again and at first, Demelza wondered if she felt his gaze on her, but when she looked at him, he was staring in Talvi’s direction.

“What?” she asked.

“Oh … I … I was just thinking about how it always catches me by surprise how someone can be almost ordinary in one moment and, well, breathtaking the next,” he said.

When he met her gaze, he looked embarrassed. No doubt he felt extraordinary pity for her and had no wish to rub someone else’s beauty in her face. It was kind of him.

“Yes,” said Demelza.

The sea wind ruffled his hair and the light danced on the ocean. Arris looked handsome and soft and within reach in a way that Demelza could not explain but that she knew would hurt her. Clearly the day was conspiring to make a fool of her.

“Breathtaking,” she echoed.

“Demelza—”

“I have nothing new to report,” said Demelza. She should not cut off a prince, but he looked pitying and she could stand many things but not his pity. “If I do, I’ll let you know, but I’m not certain there will be anything to gather after tonight’s feast.”

“Oh,” said Arris. “Of course.”

“See you at the feast,” said Demelza, walking off.

“Goodbye?” called Arris.



Only when everyone had left did Demelza creep back into the pearl chamber. The whispers might have chased her away, but she would not let them define her. Alone, Demelza surveyed the wreckage of the table. The jars and ingredients had been upturned. Herbs had been clipped. Bones had been ground to dust. At the far end of the black table sat several gleaming fragrance bottles.

Who are you, who are you, little bird, little bird

Or perhaps, perhaps, you can’t find the words, find the words …

“You’re right,” said Demelza to her warped and glimmering reflection. “I don’t know who I am.”

But she wanted the chance to find out. And it was that pure want that she distilled. When she ran her hands over the table, the ingredients of her own unfinished self called out to her. Spring buds and pond lilies, an ever-burning ember and a tincture of morning fog. All her yearning, her frustration, the things she did not yet know that she loved and hated, and all the hope that followed she braided together through the strange magic of the pearl chamber.

Who was she?

She didn’t know. Not yet. It was an adventure still unfolding and Demelza was determined to greet it with open eyes and an open heart.







28
The Preferences of Beggars



As the grounds of Rathe Castle melted from spring to summer, so too did its ornamentation and landscaping. Gone were the blooming shrubs, the green maze and the courtyard with its dangling ropes of braided wisteria and amethysts. Gone were the landscapes of silver and bone, pink and bloom. Now a lazy heat settled over the land. The trees drooped. Clouds of fireflies spiraled through the air like ecstatic bonfire sparks. The cool spring pond shifted, its borders turning ragged and steep until it transformed into a slender waterfall that fed into a lagoon the deep, grassy hue of polished ozoralds. The glass boat wyvern also transformed. Its wings expanded and rounded. Vivid shades of tangerine and cerulean, cobalt and ruby, indigo and azure, crept across the crystal until the dragon’s wings became the stained glass panes of an exquisite moth. The rest of its body lengthened and slendered, and its once curved and regal horns plumed to feathered antennae. The creature skimmed the surface of the lake, and upon its wide, flat back appeared a round table surrounded by several floating cushions.

By the time Arris arrived to the feast, the contestants were already seated and halfway through what appeared to be the first course. Cordelia was the first to see him.

“Your Highness!” she called out as he walked across the creature’s wings. “How fortunate that you are joining us! We almost wondered whether we were to dine alone this evening…”

Irritation edged her voice. Arris was late. All day, his conversation with Demelza had rattled his thoughts. He had tried to speak to her before the feast and even brought her a piece of tadpole pie, but the guardian of vines had blocked him. Again.

“She is busy!” the guardian had said.

“Too busy for a piece?” Arris had asked hopefully. He even held up the platter and wafted it about the wall, as if the smell of it might seep through, find Demelza and convince her to speak to him again. The vines sighed.

“My prince, you are a downright fool if you believe that is the piece of you she desires.”

Between moping, making a pie and getting scolded by a sentient plant, Arris had barely found the time to get ready. Even so, he was grateful for all the distractions. He felt as though his own mind was keeping something from him … something that it knew would hurt him if he articulated the thought aloud.

“My apologies,” said Arris. An empty cushion hovered by Cordelia, so he sat beside her. She extended her hand and he kissed it. “I knew you would all dazzle, and I wished to strike a good figure next to your beauty.”

The girls laughed—except Ursula, who grunted—and although Arris smiled at all of them, his attention was elsewhere. The moment he had stepped foot onto the wyvern’s wing, Demelza was all he could see. It was unnerving, honestly. Her loveliness had crept upon him so slowly that he almost hadn’t registered it until he had run into her outside the sea cave. Her features were striking but that wasn’t what had grabbed him, for if he could be lured by beauty alone he would long since be married and dead. It was the fact that every time he looked at Demelza or spoke to her, he recognized a bit more of himself.

Arris possessed a rare appetite for existence that he thought no one else had understood until he met her. Demelza always seemed on the verge of furious, and it made him feel vivid in her presence. He suspected he had offended her this afternoon when he had rejected her proposal. Not wishing to offend her again by commenting on how she looked breathtaking that afternoon, he had done his best to avoid her ire, but that only seemed to make her more angry.

Clearly that anger lingered, for she did not meet his gaze at the table. When it came to girls, Arris had inspired lust and curiosity, pity and murder … but never grouchy irritation. It was refreshing. The realization made him grin, which was the exact moment when Demelza looked up at him … and frowned.

The mud had all but vanished from her hair. Only a small patch remained near her temple, but it had been covered up by an array of pearl pins. Demelza wore a velvet burgundy dress that seemed almost ridiculous considering the balmy late spring evening. But it made her look all the more startling, as if she were a defiant winter rose. Beside her, Edmea clucked and fussed with Demelza’s sleeves.

“Honestly, Demelza, the idea is to feed yourself, not your gown,” said Edmea. “Goodness, if I ever have daughters…”

Arris stole a moment to look at the beautiful girls seated around him. Edmea wore a blush pink dress, and feathers gently fanned out behind her elaborate updo. Zoraya wore a golden kaftan with a matching diadem. Cordelia appeared to have risen out of the lagoon itself, and her dress of deep green complemented the glossy blue of her skin and deep purple of her hair. Talvi wore a confection of frothing snowflakes and Ursula wore what appeared to be a pelt of some kind …

By the end of the week, any of them could become his bride. Thanks to Demelza, he felt reasonably certain that none of them would kill him. Or at least, not outright. Perhaps they’d give him enough time to finish reading those volumes he had collected on the history of tapping dream trees for sugared nightmares, the syrup of which could create both a potent weapon on the battlefield and a delicious aperitif for any meal. He should have felt relieved going into the third trial, but Arris was dismayed.

He wanted to live, but if he had the chance to live a long life, then who would he spend it with? With nearly all of them, Arris could perfectly picture the terrain of an unlived life and it was … fine?

A bit boring, honestly. Beggars cannot be choosers, said the rational corner of his mind. Beggars can still have preferences! Arris thought.

At the table, there was one person he could not envision a future with … one person who had proposed to him a few hours ago even as she admitted that she would not be a safe choice. Arris told himself not to think of her in such a way, but once she had put the thought in his head, he was finding it hard to remove. When he imagined a life with Demelza he felt none of the world-weariness he envisioned with the others … he felt wonder. It left him unbalanced. So much so that he almost didn’t realize that he was being spoken to …

“—quite all right, Your Highness?”

Arris blinked and saw Talvi staring up at him with her frosty-blue eyes.

“Apologies, I was … well, it doesn’t matter,” said Arris. “What were you saying?”

Belatedly, he realized that Cordelia was now opposite him. At some magical interval, the cushions—and the contestants—migrated about the table. Arris did not.

“We were just discussing the third trial,” said Zoraya. Her voice was plaintive as she clasped his hand on the table. She whispered: “Only one more obstacle lies between us and eternal love.”

“A contest of power, is it not?” asked Cordelia. She traced the rim of her wineglass.

“Yes,” said Arris.

Though what that meant, he could not be sure. His mother was, as usual, cryptic. He had tried a different tactic by approaching his father, but that was an utter waste. After nearly an hour of Arris pestering him, King Eustis held his son’s face between his hands, looked him deep in the eyes and said:

“My darling child, even if I knew, I would not tell you. I have escaped death from your mother’s hands enough times that I worry good fortune is growing weary of me.”

“But don’t you want to help me?” Arris had insisted.

“Of course I do,” said his father. “But trust me, knowing what she plans will not help you. It will merely unnerve you.”

“What is power to you, Prince Arris?”

Arris looked up to see that it was Demelza who had posed the question. She fixed him with an unblinking stare. A tendril of red hair escaped from her braided coil and fell against the pale skin of her neck.

Arris’s second fiancée, Calantha, had told him that it was the height of romance to tuck a strand of hair behind a girl’s ear. Later, Arris realized this advice had been a ploy to kill him, since she regularly combed venom through her locks. But he thought of it now … that gesture of romance. He had no desire to tuck away Demelza’s hair. He wished, rather, to watch it come undone in his hands. He wondered whether Demelza had caught a glimpse of his thoughts, for a blush suddenly crept up her neck.

“I think it depends on who you ask,” he said.

“I think the truest power is observation,” said Cordelia. “What is it that one can see that no one else does?”

Arris noticed that her gaze lingered on Demelza when she spoke.

“I think it’s strength,” said Ursula, before adding: “All forms of it. Though someone could stand to tell that to my mother … she thinks if you can beat it to a pulp, you’ve bested it, but that doesn’t apply to cooking down a perfect zaza mandarin, you know? If you haven’t the strength of will to peel it and know that your eyes will weep a torrent, then you don’t deserve the unparalleled complexities of its nectar! The strength to withstand a zaza mandarin. That is power.”

“Uh … yes,” said Arris. “Well reasoned.”

Ursula toasted herself and drank deeply.

“Power is knowledge,” said Talvi.

“Power is beauty,” said Edmea, winking at Arris.

“Well, I think…” started Zoraya, before her voice broke. “Power is love. Only love.”

She attempted to reach for Arris’s hand again but her cushion zoomed backward and now it was Demelza who sat beside him.

“And what do you think, Demelza?”

Demelza’s gaze flicked over his face. She did not look away from him as she said:

“Power is a matter of perception. In the end it’s what you believe that holds the most sway. All the rationale in the world might tell you that you are walking headlong into danger, but if you believe yourself an exception … if you believe that fate walks you down a different road despite every evidence to the contrary … then it is perception alone that rules you … nothing else.”

The evening ended soon after, and before Arris could attempt to speak to Demelza again, the toad-faced attendant escorted the girls back to the mushroom tower. Arris tried to appear engaged and polite as the girls made their farewells—or, in Zoraya and Cordelia’s cases, kissed him quite forcefully—but his mind was elsewhere. He watched them vanish down the pathway, swallowed up by the dusk in a final rush of laughter, whispers, and rustling silk.

Arris was not sure how many evenings he had left before the final trial. For the past few weeks, he had ignored most of his hobbies in favor of concocting something for Demelza in the kitchens and then spending his evening talking to her. He had not even noticed the passage of time …

As he stepped off the boat’s wing and resigned himself to an evening in his rooms, he saw a flash of movement.

“Who’s there?” he called into the dark.

The dark did not answer. A shrub of bruising holly—so named for its fearsome tendency to wallop strangers in the eye—trembled. A scaled and taloned foot pushed through the branches, followed by a body that was not a body at all … but a little marble table. The table scuttled to Arris and then it wobbled before him. It was only as high as his knees, and when Arris touched its surface, the table wiggled before staying put to scratch the ground with its chicken feet. Now that it was still, Arris could read its little golden plaque:


THE QUEEN OF YOUR HEART: A SELECTION OF SOULS



Upon the table were a number of perfume vials. One was shaped like an apple carved of ozorald. Another resembled an icicle and the liquid within sparkled. A lustreel vial hammered in the shape of a heart appeared molten. Behind a small gray pebble appeared a large glass bubble, while a topaz rose floated off the ground a few inches above the other selections.

Arris started with the rose, which smelled of sugared petals dipped through honeyed sunshine. It was so sweet it made his head spin and his teeth ache. But beneath the alluring scent lay an acidic sting. At first, unpleasant. And then, bright. Curious. Next, he flipped open the lid of the molten heart. The scent conjured a bouquet of midnight violets, each petal flecked with stars … but that was all. It was one note. A beautiful note, but dimensionless. The glass bubble summoned an image of lustrous sea pearls … and blood. The ozorald apple smelled pleasantly of a cooking hearth and a forest at daybreak. The icicle was a fragrance of fresh snow and the heart-skip joy of stumbling upon unexpected poetry.

They were all lovely and intriguing fragrances but none of them moved him. As Arris put down the icicle, his fingers brushed against the pebble. It glowed. Frowning, Arris picked it up. It was cool to the touch and smooth as the surface of a lake. When he looked closer he saw it was not a pebble at all but a polished, spherical mirror. He expected his reflection to warp upon its surface, but every time he tried to catch sight of himself, fog billowed across the exterior, as if he was a mystery to himself. The longer he held the stone, the more it softened in his hand until it revealed a small, silver clasp. Arris brought the little vial close and took a deep breath.

In an instant, his world stopped short.



“Yvlle! Wake up!”

His twin was already asleep and buried beneath her fearsome duvet, which had been enchanted into the likeness of a sylke serpent with emerald scales of velvet. When Arris entered her room, the blanket writhed and two huge yellowed eyes slit open, while the bed—which looked more like an iron cage than a place of rest—rattled and hissed. Lanterns placed along the wall suddenly extinguished and a cold wind—no doubt a winter wind she had trapped some months ago—screamed through the room.

“Yes, yes, all who disturb your rest shall never know peace et cetera, now wake up because I need you to smell this!” said Arris. The bed hissed once more. Arris yanked the duvet off his sister and the sylke crumpled into an indignant heap on the floor.

Yvlle lay like a corpse upon her pillow. A black sleeping mask covered her eyes.

“I seem to be enduring a ridiculous dream,” said Yvlle. “I will allow the dream to cease its nonsense and return my blanket or—”

Arris pinched her nose.

Yvlle squawked and pushed down her sleeping mask. “Have you gone mad—”

“Yes!” said Arris. “I have! Joyously so!”

Yvlle glared at him for another moment and then sighed. She clapped her hands and the screeching winter wind sulked back to its hiding place. Flames leapt once more into the wall braziers. The duvet, having recovered from the insult to its person, slithered back onto the mattress and coiled behind Yvlle.

“Very well, what is it?” asked Yvlle. “And what in the world are you carrying?”

As Arris explained the exercise of the perfume vials, he set down each of the fragrances before Yvlle. His sister touched them one by one. She arched an eyebrow and stared at him.

“You honestly think you have fallen in love with someone based off this?” said Yvlle. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Then smell them.”

He shoved the spherical mirror vial under her nose.

Yvlle took a whiff and nodded appreciatively. “Pleasant and intriguing … but not soul stirring.”

“Well, maybe not for you! But for me—”

“It might be a trick of some kind,” said Yvlle.

She sampled the rest of them. First she went for the lustreel bottle. One sniff had her rolling her eyes. With the ozorald apple, she laughed, but put it away. The topaz rose made her scowl. When she reached for the icicle vial, she went still … and then she nearly retched.

“Well this one is clearly poisoned and designed to make one’s heart skip. No doubt it is intended to simulate terror.”

“Nonsense,” said Arris. “It’s a distillation of each of the contestants … I just don’t know which one.”

Well, he didn’t know … but he was beginning to suspect something. But he did not dare articulate his suspicion aloud, for the moment he did, he would have no choice but to confront it. Already the very idea seemed vast and impossible.

“I need you to find out who this vial belongs to,” said Arris, holding up the spherical mirror. “She’s the one. I know it.”







29
Secrets Upon Secrets Upon Secrets



Yvlle rarely meant to walk down the pathway of the Grove of Ancestors, but somehow she almost always ended up there. Slung over her shoulder, the satchel of perfume vials jangled angrily. Despite being carefully sealed off, she imagined she could still smell that frost-blue vial …

Yvlle was not given to fanciful imaginings. That was the provenance of her brother. But when she thought of that blue vial, she thought that if dreams could possess a fragrance then it would smell like whatever was in that blue vial.

Night painted a sinister pall on the trees. Come find me, come find me, they seemed to say. Perhaps they missed her, she mused.

Nearly every night since she was fourteen, Yvlle had walked and walked and walked through the Grove of Ancestors. She had gone as far back as Ongus “The Half an Hour” King and Yessemina, whose tomb of glass was rumored to reflect the face of one’s true love. Yvlle had found this to be a downright lie, for when she had stood before it, she saw nothing but frost.

But she had never found her most famous ancestor, Enzo the Fool. Nor had she ever found any sign of the sea witch who had loved him and cursed him and doomed her descendants. There was a rumor that if one could only find Enzo, then he would grant them a boon. For as long as she had known about the curse, Yvlle knew exactly what she would ask for …

Yvlle had walked through the woods until she had run out of food, of water, of strength. She had walked until her feet blistered and her head swam. She walked until she was certain that weeks, if not more, had passed in Rathe Castle. But always, always, she was forced to give up her search. The moment she turned, she was once more at the entrance of the Grove of Ancestors, all the miles she had crossed vanishing in a mere blink. The hours she had been gone turned out to be mere minutes.

Sometimes she wondered if the Grove took pity on her, for all her cuts and bruises tended to disappear no matter what she had endured trying to find Enzo. All that remained was an intense fatigue that seemed to go straight to her bones. But it was an exhaustion that was invisible to everyone but her.

Yvlle was not one to admit defeat, but even she had to acknowledge that she had run out of time. Perhaps, however, she was more like her brother than she would ever admit. For even though she had run out of time, she had not run out of hope.

Hope was the only reason why she agreed to try and match these infernal fragrances to their contestants. Though how she would do that, Yvlle wasn’t sure. Maybe she could bribe the guardian of the vines …

Frankly, it would be a great deal easier if she could ask the contestants up front, but at this hour, who in the world would be awake—

“You have got to be joking.”

Standing in Yvlle’s path was Talvi. The Aatosian ice doll was clutching a book to her chest and wearing a long dressing gown over a nightdress that Yvlle thought was ridiculously short.

“How do you manage to procure clothes that are literally made for dolls?”

Talvi remained nonplussed.

“What are you doing skulking about at night? As a necromancer, I assumed you already had a wall of corpses ready for your reanimation experiments.”

“I do,” said Yvlle. “But one could always use more.”

Both of these things were true. But the corpses of the Isle of Malys were odd. The bodies of those who chose not to live a second life as a rock or tree or whatever other piece of nature were little more than palimpsests. There was a time when Yvlle thought that if she was able to dig up the oldest body on the Isle then she might find the answers she sought about Enzo the Fool’s final resting place or the unknown whereabouts of the witch he married. But corpses weren’t much for conversation. A miller who had been beheaded during a magic show gone terribly wrong was only capable of mumbling about “bread burnt in the oven!” and after a week of this, Yvlle sewed his lips shut. An apothecary’s daughter who died of a broken heart spent days writing the same words over and over again: have you forgotten me, have you forgotten me, have you forgotten me.

Reanimating a corpse for information on their life was not a way to get answers, though they provided very useful and otherwise hard to find ingredients for darker magics. Contrary to Talvi’s opinion, however, Yvlle rarely had to skulk about in the night for a body. The coastline of the Famishing was deadly enough that walking it once or twice in the summertime—which is when the squalls were the deadliest—gave her enough supplies for a year.

“Don’t fret, little doll, you are not what I’m looking for,” said Yvlle.

“You certainly are not what I’m looking for either,” said Talvi.

Yvlle tilted her head. “What were you looking for?”

“I hardly see how that’s your business.”

It was said amongst her family that Yvlle spent too much time with the undead and that was why she had no idea how to speak to the living. This couldn’t be further from the truth; it was simply that so often the living were more predictable than the dead. Their wants, needs, aches, wounds … all of it had always seemed the same.

Yvlle knew that Talvi was no different. But Talvi kept saying things that were unexpected. When Yvlle thought she would act one way, she did the exact opposite. Against her will, Yvlle felt equal parts annoyance … and intrigue.

“Tsk tsk,” said Yvlle, walking closer. She let her shadows unfurl about her. Her hair was brushed back from her forehead, and this evening, her eye was sitting on a shelf in the office of a sylke merchant suspected of insider trading. She wore no eye patch and she knew her socket was a ghastly, red thing …

But Talvi did not flinch.

“I don’t take lightly to impertinence,” said Yvlle.

“Well, if we are to be family one day, then you might as well get familiar with my impertinence,” said Talvi.

The words grated. Yvlle felt the satchel of fragrances against her back. Speaking like this to Talvi was unwise.

“This is my land, therefore everything is my business,” said Yvlle. “What were you doing?”

Talvi sighed. “If you must know, I was searching for inspiration.” She added theatrically: “I even looked upon Wrate’s eye and begged him to reveal all that was my unspoken dream!”

“And?”

“And then you, very inconveniently I might add, appeared,” said Talvi. “Like you always do.”

A strange little thrill crept down Yvlle’s spine.

She ignored it.

“And why would you ask inspiration here of all places?” asked Yvlle. “Do you know where you are?”

“The Grove of Ancestors,” said Talvi, strumming her fingers along the spine of the massive journal she was always carrying with her. “As you know, I’ve always been rather curious about your ancestor—”

“Enzo?”

“No,” said Talvi with a sad smile. “His consort. The one whose name is lost …

“My mothers always said that the ones who are lost are the loudest to speak to us … they speak to us in the wind, the rain, the poetry of clouds,” said Talvi. “But your ancestress doesn’t speak, and for the longest time I’ve wondered if it is not that she cannot speak … but that she refuses.”

Talvi looked embarrassed by her own enthusiasm for a moment, but then she shook it off.

“You must be wondering why I’m even fascinated at all, but I’m a made thing, you understand. Until my mothers breathed their lives into me, I was inert. Nothing but ice.” Talvi’s blue gaze flicked up to meet Yvlle’s. “A doll, as you say.”

Yvlle’s face betrayed no reaction, but she was grateful for the cover of dark.

“My mothers woke me,” said Talvi. “I suppose I’m hoping that if I imagine hard enough … if I concoct a story so outlandishly off base, then perhaps the sea witch will wake up … perhaps she’ll be annoyed enough by my conjecture that she might speak. As I was made to speak.”

“Why?” asked Yvlle.

Talvi shrugged. “I’ve never had a satisfying answer for that, I’m afraid. Some days I think it’s scholarly interest. Other times I think it’s pity for Enzo’s spurned consort … though mostly I suppose it is just hope? I often have nightmares of what would have happened had my mothers never spoke me into life; if perhaps they decided they did not need a daughter for their life to feel complete … would all the little particles that make up me still find a way to live? Does life get summoned out of the ether, or is it already there, waiting to be gleaned into shape?”

“Does it matter?”

“No,” said Talvi. “But I suppose it makes my life—me—feel real. There are times…” Talvi hesitated, clutching the book tighter, “… times where I feel that I might melt away and be nothing more than a puddle of water … that I’m not even here. And I suppose knowing would make me feel more real … less like a doll.”

Yvlle felt an irritating pang of regret, followed by a brief and vivid image of a snow sculpture Talvi—pale arms lifted to the sky, silver hair thick with frost, her smile glassy and lifeless. And the ache that followed after was far more painful than the regret. What if Talvi had not existed? What if they’d never met?

“What are you doing?” asked Talvi.

Belatedly, Yvlle realized that she had moved closer to the other girl. She could not stop. An inexorable force pulled her forward and Yvlle, who would have fought the sun’s rising simply to be contrarian, allowed herself to be moved.

“What I’ve been meaning to do since the first time I saw you,” said Yvlle. “Make certain that you are real.”

Talvi’s face was alight with quiet wonder as she held up her hand. Yvlle closed the space between them with a touch. Her hand pressed to Talvi’s. Their fingers interlocked as if they could snare this single moment between their palms.

Talvi took a shuddering breath. “When I’m around you—”

But whatever Talvi was going to say would remain a mystery. At that second, the perfume vials in Yvlle’s satchel clanged together. Talvi withdrew her hand, her gaze darting to the dark bag.

“What is that?”

Yvlle cursed silently. Or perhaps she should have uttered a blessing. The sound of the perfume vials rattled her. The tournament had not concluded and Talvi was very much a part of it, which begged the question of what in the world Yvlle was doing talking to her like this … touching her like that …

If a few more minutes had passed, Yvlle could not be certain what else she might have tried to prove to Talvi that she was real. Yvlle cleared her throat and dropped the bag onto the ground.

“A mystery,” she said. “I don’t suppose you’d help me?”

A smile flickered on Talvi’s face.

“An hour ago, nothing short of drowning might have compelled me to help you … and even then, I’m not entirely certain I wouldn’t have thrown you a boulder.”

“Charming,” said Yvlle.

“But now…”

“Now?” Yvlle prompted.

“Now I might feel persuaded to help,” said Talvi.

Talvi touched her palm lightly, as if Yvlle’s touch still lingered on her skin. Yvlle smiled to herself as she took out the vials one by one and arranged them on the ground. The green apple, the golden heart, the icicle, the glass bubble, the topaz rose and the gray river stone.

“The fragrances,” said Talvi, surprised.

“Yes,” said Yvlle. “Whose is whose?”

“The ozorald vial belongs to Ursula, the topaz one is Edmea’s, the glass bubble is Cordelia’s and the heart is Zoraya’s,” said Talvi, frowning. “That one’s mine.”

Talvi pointed to the blue icicle. Yvlle loosed a breath. Not her, she thought, embarrassed by her own relief. It’s not her.

“Then who would this belong to?” asked Yvlle, lifting up the gray river stone.

“Only the contestants could create a fragrance at that table,” said Talvi. “It’s odd, she was so determined not to make one, but I guess she changed her mind.”

“Who?” asked Yvlle.

“Demelza, of course.”
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The Stones Are Siblings



Lately, the girls had started gathering in the common room after dinner. Demelza wasn’t certain when it had started, but she wasn’t complaining. The last few days had been strangely quiet and in the absence of a royal summons, the girls invariably drifted together. After the first time, Edmea mentioned that she used to sit with her mother after dinner and together they’d apply a mask of mashed dusk berries and egg whites and while it dried, they’d drink tea and talk of the day.

“The mask is a necessity for maintaining a glowing complexion,” she’d said. “Pity I forgot to bring my powdered supply of them…”

The comment made Ursula look up from where she was rummaging through a bowl of green apples. “Dusk berries? I saw a fresh bramble of them the other day in the woods … they’re not far.”

And somehow, that led to Ursula foraging, Edmea concocting, Talvi even volunteering a few patches of thin ice to cool the skin beneath their eyes, Zoraya braiding everyone’s hair out of the way, and now it had become something of a ritual. Demelza would have called it friendship if she wasn’t certain the word would spook Edmea into her chambers for the remainder of the competition.

Even Cordelia, who seemed to prefer her own company to everyone else’s, would come out for an hour or so. She wouldn’t let Zoraya touch her hair. But she would daintily apply the paste of mashed dusk berries to a few spots on her otherwise perfect blue skin.

An hour after the summer feast, the girls had once more found their way to the common room. Demelza was grateful for the company. She felt restless after seeing Arris. The way he had looked at her this evening … there had been a charged quality to his gaze that sent an unnatural flutter through her heart.

“One more trial, and then I need not be parted from my beloved,” said Zoraya, sighing and curling her mug of tea close to her chest.

“How do you know you love him?” asked Demelza.

All of them—except Talvi, who was running unusually late—were seated around a low fire. Edmea had just finished passing around the bowl of mashed dusk berries and a paintbrush. Too tired to braid their hair, Zoraya had passed around an enchanted slip of purple fabric, which when placed upon one’s crown, gathered the hair into a snug knot at the top of one’s head. Ursula sat beside Demelza eyeing the bowl of mashed dusk berries. After a moment’s contemplation, she scooped it into her hands and into her mouth—

“That is not for eating!” scolded Edmea.

Ursula grinned sheepishly and handed the bowl to Zoraya. Zoraya frowned, still contemplating Demelza’s question.

“I mean … I suppose I just know?” she tried, but then she frowned. “I know I love him because he’s the prince and I was meant to marry a prince.”

“There’s more than one prince in the world,” said Cordelia.

“Yes, but I’m sure he’s the most handsome,” said Zoraya.

“Is he though?” asked Ursula.

“You don’t think he’s handsome?”

Ursula shrugged. “Not very drawn to beauty one way or the other. At least, not on a body. On a plate, though, that’s something else. My mother always said the belly is where the heart is … later I realized she meant this in a more literal way, since a wound to the abdomen is generally fatal, but she also said she knew she trusted my father when he gave her the last of his bread during a siege.” Ursula’s voice softened. “He said that knowing she was nourished fulfilled him … that was how she knew she loved him.”

A hush fell over the room and then Zoraya sniffed loudly.

“I don’t think the prince feels that way about me,” she said. “Do you think he’d starve for me? Or cook for me?”

“A prince should not be cooking for anyone,” said Edmea.

He’s cooked for me, thought Demelza. She thought of how he had crept through her window, a baked loaf or a tin of sweets under his arm. She remembered how he had noticed how hungry she was. Although she didn’t have a window, the vine guardian had told her that Prince Arris had stood outside her room for the past few evenings. She didn’t doubt for a moment that each time he visited, he brought some food with him.

Out of pity, she warned herself.

But there had been no pity in his eyes when he had looked at her tonight.

“It’s odd,” said Edmea, studying her reflection. “My mother always said I was meant to be a queen and I certainly look like one—”

“Here we go,” muttered Zoraya.

“—and I feel like one, but it is not the prince that makes me feel so…” said Edmea. “And if he is not the one that inspires such a feeling, then, I suppose, what is the need for marrying a prince? I thought there’d be more parties and such, but Queen Yzara went on and on about social responsibilities, modeling virtue for the masses.” Edmea made a face. “That sounds a bit unglamorous, doesn’t it?”

“It sounds like an opportunity for greatness,” said Cordelia.

“My mother is always going on and on about greatness,” said Ursula.

“Is that why you wish to marry him?” asked Zoraya.

There was nothing shrewd or competitive in her voice, merely curiosity. She was sitting with her chin on her knee, arms wrapped about herself. The sitting room was as cozy as a nest.

“Something like that,” said Ursula. “I’ve always heard of the foods in the palace and I also wanted to make a point, I suppose. I thought I wanted to be away from home, but now I, well…”

“Miss it?” finished Cordelia.

Cordelia was not one for emotion, but before Cordelia had filled her chambers with water, Demelza had noticed that the one thing she had brought with her was a portrait of her family, which she kept beside her bed.

“Yes,” said Ursula. “I miss it.”

The girls were silent. This was it, Demelza realized. Sooner or later, the third trial would be upon them, and then what?

“Where in the world has Talvi gone?” demanded Edmea, annoyed. She patted her eyes. “I really need those ice patches or my skin looks less incandescent.”

As if summoned, Talvi burst into the mushroom tower. She looked out of breath. And there was an odd blush to her pale cheeks.

Edmea put her hands on her hips. She looked like a hen. “And where have you been? I was getting worried … plus we didn’t have any ice patches for our eyes!”

“It’s starting!” said Talvi, eyes wild. “The third trial! The test of power! It’s coming!”

All of them leaned forward.

“Power?”

“What kind—”

“I don’t know,” said Talvi, shaking her head. “It came upon us in the gardens, a thing of utter darkness … alive and angry—”

“Us?” asked Cordelia, raising an eyebrow. “Who were you with?”

Talvi was spared answering when the ground began to quake and tremble. A vase of flowers toppled over, shattering on the floor. The windows opened and in poured a writhing darkness—


THE THIRD TRIAL IS NOW UNDERWAY.

CORDELIA OF THE FAMISHING, YOU ARE FIRST.

THE REST OF YOU ARE TO REMAIN IN YOUR ROOMS UNTIL YOU ARE SUMMONED.

THE END BEGINS NOW.





This was the end.

There would be no more trials. No more gatherings. No more need for sleuthing. No more need for the prince to sneak into her rooms. No more need for her.

Demelza should have felt relieved. She could bungle the third trial and it wouldn’t matter. She wasn’t supposed to be a real candidate, but would trying really make her one? Would Arris want that? Would she?

Alone, Demelza felt the truth creep toward her and, at last, she forced herself to behold it. When she thought of Arris, she felt wings stirring against her bones. She felt as if her feet were lifting off the ground. As if she were a being made of sunlight. But the truth was that Arris had nothing to do with her desire to try in the third trial. She was done diminishing herself … she wanted to dazzle.

If only to prove to no one but herself that she could.

Demelza slumped against the wall. At home, she had always imagined herself bravely charging into the unknown, seizing her tomorrows with both hands outstretched. But in practice, navigating the unknown was exhausting. It would be nice to receive a weekly map where moments of horrid heartache, flustered speech and spiky fear would be neatly scheduled so that she might prepare for them without feeling as though she were tumbling through the air with no promise of when the ground might reappear. Was adulthood like this every day? Or was it just chaos every now and then? With luck and years, Demelza hoped to find out for herself. Still, it would be nice to sneak into the past and curl up in her old bed with her old worries and old grievances. Though she had no wish to return to the way things were, Demelza had to admit …

“I miss home.”

Home, as it turned out, missed her too. All this time Hush Manor had been waiting for Demelza. It had been slinking around her waking hours, pressing itself to the sibling stones of Rathe Castle, pining and prowling like a needy cat. And, like any cat, it refused to make the first move.

But the moment it heard Demelza, Hush Manor made itself known. Behind her, the stones trembled. She scrambled away just in time to see the wall’s opacity sheer to translucence. The stones of Rathe Castle and Hush Manor might be estranged siblings, but they were family nonetheless and when one called, the other answered.

Familiar gray stones splattered with lichen and heather appeared in the space where the wall had once been. The stones slotted neatly into place, forming an arch-shaped casement that opened directly into a room both bizarre and familiar, for it was none other than her old sitting room. Within, staring at her from two chairs—one, which was squashy and stitched in a pattern of feathers, and the other, which was thin and covered with a collection of coins—sat her parents. The moment Demelza saw them, they leapt up from their seats.

Araminta gasped and dropped her needlework. “Demelza! You’ve found a way home!”

“My darling girl!” said Prava, sniffing and dabbing his eyes with his sleeve.

Demelza stared at them. They were only a few feet away, as if she were sitting across from them in her old seat by the fireplace. She could not see it from her vantage point in the dormitory room, but she could imagine the old settee not far from her parents. The settee was carved from rosewood, covered in green velvet, stuffed with Araminta’s golden hair from her brooding time and embroidered by Demelza and her sisters with their names stitched in their favorite colors. Euphemia’s name was in burnt orange; Eulalia’s in scarlet; Evadne’s was dark blue and Eustacia’s was light, while Dulcinea opted for yellow and Corisande chose magenta and Demelza, as always, went for green. Even though she could not see the old settee, Demelza felt the raised letters of her sisters’ names and imagined the small hole in the cushion where her mother’s gold hair poked out like a thread of sunlight. She was so close to home and so far from it, and she felt the glow of the life she had left behind as if she was returning to the warmth of a fire after a long day in the cold.

“What did I tell you, my love!” said Prava happily. “All is forgiven! Araminta, you made such a fuss over a sacrifice, but I knew she’d understand!”

“Understand?” said Demelza, outraged. “Am I so utterly expendable to you that I’m worth more as a corpse than a child? Because I refuse to be sacrificed, Father, even if it means you might finally love me as much as your other daughters!”

A shocked silence descended between the two rooms, and Demelza realized she had gone a step too far. Prava’s happy sniffles turned to the gasping breaths one took when trying to suppress a sob.

“Demelza!” said her mother shrilly.

Prava looked stricken. “Is that what you think?”

“Oh, Father, I’m sorry—”

“I’ve never been so wounded,” said Prava, flopping into his chair with his hand on his heart. “Demelza, I would not love you any less if you refused to let me carve out your heart in pursuit of immortality. Surely you know that…”

“I know…” said Demelza, grudgingly.

“The more I’ve thought about it, the less appealing immortality sounds if my own family shall not speak to me anymore,” said Prava. “And though I thought perhaps I could make my next project all about resurrecting you, the damage will be done. Your sisters might decide to have offspring and they’d be so mad at me, I’d never get to see my grandchicks … there shall be no holidays … it is all too much to bear. You believe me, don’t you?”

Demelza sighed. Her father was a monster. But he did love her.

“I believe you,” she said.

“Although to be absolutely certain, I take it this means you do not want to be a sacrifice, yes?”

“Yes,” said Demelza.

“Yes you’ll let me carve out your heart?” asked Prava, excited.

Demelza frowned. “No.”

“Well, that settles it!” said Prava cheerfully. “Even if you’d said yes, I would not love you more than I do now. My love for you and my desire for immortality are completely separate.”

Araminta tried to touch Demelza, but an invisible barrier rebuffed her. It seemed that only Demelza could make the choice to return.

“Now that you’re home, how about you pick the dessert tonight, dearest?” said Prava, grinning so widely that the firelight caught on his fangs. “Honeyed aphids? Frozen cream with chunky beetles? Whatever you wish!”

“I’m staying where I am,” said Demelza.

Prava frowned. “What?”

Demelza thought of the library wyvern and the way the fog of Hush Manor playfully curled around her ankles. She thought of her books and her favorite tea mug, the comfort of her own bed and meals with her parents … all things beloved. All things missed.

But then she thought of the splendors of Rathe Castle, the thrill of conversations … the dimple in Arris’s smile. The way he had held her close when he kissed her. He had promised her safety in return for her talents, but if safety was no longer a concern, why did she find herself tethered to the spot?

“You want to stay,” said Prava, rising suddenly from his chair. There was a knowing glint to his eyes. “These trials you have been participating in for the prince’s hand … you mean to complete them in earnest.”

“Don’t be silly, Prava,” said Araminta. “Demelza knows better than to—Daughter?”

Her parents looked at her as if they were seeing her for the first time. Weeks ago, Demelza might have cowered beneath their gaze. But now she lifted her chin.

“Demelza, come home this instant,” said Araminta.

Demelza did not even hesitate:

“No,” she said. “The prince and I have an arrangement. I will not be coming home … not yet. I hope you can understand. Please know that I love you both very much.”

“Araminta, I think she … I think she likes the boy!” said Prava, panicked. “My dear, don’t you know what could happen if you fall in love? You could—”

The moment Demelza withdrew her hand, her parents faded from view. At first it was like viewing them from behind a pane of frosted glass. Seconds later, the stones turned opaque and Demelza was alone.

But not for long.

One door might have shut, but another swiftly opened. Darkness—sinuous, velveteen and inextricably alive—poured into her room and announced:


YOUR TURN STARTS NOW.
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The Last Trial



Demelza crossed several thresholds when she stepped outside the door of the bedroom. She felt the glow of the fire in her parents’ sitting room warming her body as she turned her back. This was one threshold. The second was crossed when she realized she was the one pressing forward and farther into the unknown rather than being pushed from one trial to the next. The third threshold was a subtle one, so secret that Demelza’s own heart had yet to reveal the truth to the rest of her … but that would have to wait.

There was none of the pomp that had accompanied the first two trials. No rustling silk, no swooping songbirds, no gleaming halls strung with lights. There was only darkness—below, above—and it was alive. It settled on Demelza’s shoulders, like a pelt of midnights. It combed through her hair with curious fingers. It covered her eyes. Demelza could move, but her steps were unbalanced, for there was no ground but the buoying pressure of the boundless dark. Her sense of the world had been snuffed out like a candle, and in the vacuum without touch and taste, smell and sound, Demelza was sure that fear would seize her … but it did not. If anything, the dark seemed … hesitant. It was waiting for her move, and in its waiting, Demelza sensed a twitchy restlessness that struck her as more playful than predatory.

A trial of power.

Again the dark brushed against her leg, and Demelza was struck once more by the suspicion that what she had first thought was infinite was in fact an individual. It felt soft. Cold. Like placing one’s hand on the fur of a cat that had found its way to the kitchen hearth after running in the snow. To destroy it felt unfathomably cruel. But then what was she meant to do?

Power, thought Demelza … but whose? As the word slid back and forth in her thoughts, Demelza glimpsed the flaw in her logic. Not once had the queen said the word “overpower.” Violence was presumed, but in truth the most powerful forces in the world were ones not of destruction … but creation.

When Demelza beheld the dark again, she understood not only what it was, but what the trial truly demanded. The surrounding dark was vast because it did not know how else to be. It wanted to be something. Anything.

Demelza breathed deep and gathered up her past selves. She remembered sitting before her mother’s mirror, fashioning swan wings out of scraps of poetry pages, wondering if it would be enough to transform her. She saw herself poring over magical translations in Prava’s library, determined to prove herself a vital scholar since she was a failed veritas swan. All this time, she imagined she had no power, but in this she was wrong. To sing and summon truth was not a power, but a mere instrument. True power lay in perception. In belief. And Demelza believed she could be anything.

“I see you,” she said to the dark.

It rippled around her, tensing.

“I see you as the night sky, I see you as the shadow of dead branches upon the snow. I see you as the gleam in a horse’s eye and the sweet terror beneath a child’s bed,” said Demelza. “I name you for all that you are … and all that you could be.”

As she spoke, she felt the darkness flex around her. Demelza could see no changes, and yet the space felt different. She was no longer suspended in a void. The roiling dark had begun to pull back and over itself; its hold on Demelza’s senses no longer felt like an attack but an anchor … as though the dark wanted to be separate from her but was too frightened to let go entirely.

“I see you as the shadow cast by doubts, but also the sweet shade in which dreams ripen,” said Demelza. “I see you as the lake beneath a moonless night.”

No one would ever call Demelza’s singing beautiful, but when she spoke there was a fervent sheen to her voice that leapt over the senses to speak straight to one’s soul. Demelza could not see the assembled audience, but she knew they were there. She could not imagine what the audience thought of her in that moment—and, in truth, they could not have been further from her thoughts—but she would have been delighted to learn that in this second she was flying through their imaginations. No longer was she the girl who was unexpected. She was becoming the woman who was unimaginable.

Bit by bit, the dark whittled itself down and down, pulling back so that Demelza could finally behold it in her line of sight. It was the shadow of a slender elm, the gloss of lake water, the lightless corner of a cellar and the fearful dark radiance in a wolf’s gaze. Demelza kept speaking and the dark kept transforming.

“You are the center of a flower and the prophetic scatter of leaves left behind in a cup of tea—”

The more she spoke, the more Demelza became aware of shapes—people—all around her, but she gave them none of her attention. She was making herself a promise as much as she was proclaiming to the darkness, and she would not share this power. Now the dark was a great flower, each petal the size of her head. Now it was a steaming teacup three times her height.

“You are a jewel in a precious necklace,” said Demelza.

The dark shivered. Droplets of midnight arrayed themselves into a garland the length of a horse. What she had mistaken for darkness was longing, raw and boundless; a longing untamed and unshaped; a longing Demelza recognized as her own as she spoke the final words of transformation.

“You … you are treasured.”

The necklace shattered. Fractals of night sky glimmered. When they moved once more through the air it was with all the natural grace of breathing. And perhaps that’s what it was. The dark exhaling all that it was, inhaling all that it could be.

Demelza felt something solid hit her palms. She was oblivious to the creamy marble floor beneath her and the audience of aristocrats, royals and hundreds of the Isle’s denizens filling the seats of the amphitheater. She did not notice the way the oaks and birches of Rathe Castle peered anxiously over the stage. For a moment she did not even remember that this was a trial and that she was a contestant. In her palm rested a glittering jewel that looked like a thousand molten midnights—a threshold of one day to the next made dazzling, for it was alight with hope and aglow with dreams.

The dark had not just been tamed, but transformed … by her. The floor trembled and Demelza startled. She turned, convinced that the trial had not yet ended and now some manner of beast was charging at her … but there was nothing there. What she had mistaken for tremors was, in fact, resounding applause.

“Extraordinary!” called someone in the audience.

“A marvel—”

Demelza blinked. Where her senses had felt distant and disembodied, now they rushed back to her in startling clarity. The audience was full of strangers, but Demelza felt as though she somehow knew them. An armored woman with familiar wide brown eyes and golden hair stared at Demelza, a half-smile playing on her lips as she rested her hand on the arm of a burly, dark-haired man with roughly hewn features and gentle blue eyes. Lady Azeria. Ursula’s mother. And that must be Lord Oberon, her father. An elegantly dressed man with rose-pink hair looked at Demelza as if she were something he had found on the bottom of his shoe. A pair of Aatosian women, both dressed in white furs despite the warm weather, sat with their hands clasped and whispered back and forth. Not far from them was a woman who looked like the spitting image of Cordelia, only her skin was pond green. She was not smiling. A stunningly handsome young man caught Demelza’s attention, for he was grinning at her as if she had told him wonderful news. But a moment later, he rearranged his face into an expression of sorrow as Zoraya flung herself into his arms.

“Oh, Niko!” she wept loudly. The handsome young man stroked Zoraya’s hair as her shoulders shook with grief. “She has stolen the love of my life from me!”

In the front row alongside Zoraya sat the other contestants. Except for Zoraya, the others were all staring at Demelza. Ursula and Talvi smiled and clapped. Edmea looked stunned … but proud. Cordelia’s face appeared as if it had been carved from stone.

All these things Demelza noticed, but they did not stick to her. She felt adrift, convinced that all this was occurring in some dream space, until a figure far from the crowd seized her attention. Arris. He appeared to be leaning against a slender elm, one hand in his pocket, the other turning something over and over in his palm. His brown hair was tousled from sleeplessness. Atop his rumpled charcoal tunic and trousers, he wore a cloak of sheared shadow, the ends dissipating into the air. No one was looking at him. Demelza suspected that no one even knew where he was. Arris was invisible to the entire crowd, but not to her. And though all eyes were on Demelza, hers beheld only one person.

The chaos of it all—the applause, the shouting, the spotlight—lasted no longer than a minute. But when Demelza saw Arris, the seconds expanded. Arris had the look of a man who had been told a great secret. His gaze was inscrutable in its intensity. Was he happy? Was she? She almost wanted him to look disappointed. Then she could disavow all her efforts as merely a way to satisfy her pride. She could laugh all of this off and say it meant nothing. But Arris continued to stare, and not for the first time Demelza wondered if the prince possessed some truth power of his own, for no matter how she tried to school her expression or affect indifference, looking at him dragged out every little scrap of her private hopes. She suspected he could see all of it on her face in this very moment. Was there a name for the hope of bringing light to a room simply by entering it? Or the hope of resting within the circle of another’s arms and never once doubting the certainty of tomorrow? Or simply the hope that wondering about the life unlived would not become a ghost that haunted one’s footsteps but a dream that set a new pace for living?

Demelza felt a tug at her elbow and looked down to see the fox-faced attendant directing her to an exit. The other contestants were already gone.

“Come along, come along, my dear! If you stand here any longer, then they’ll try to talk to you, and the key to royalty is inaccessibility!” said the fox-faced attendant. “The others are already hastening to get ready! Straight to the ball, as they say! Well, actually, I have no idea who says that, but we must be off!”

Demelza followed after the attendant. By now the audience had risen to their feet. Their applause was so deafening, she could hardly hear herself think anymore. As she walked off the stage, she glanced once more to the place where Arris had been standing.

But he was gone.







32
Cannot or Will Not?



Demelza was ushered into a tent that was abuzz with activity. The tent was some kind of dressing emporium. There was a commotion of voices, some of which Demelza was almost certain she recognized, but it was hard to see anyone—or, for that matter, anything—properly. Colorful puffs of smoke gusted past her. Floating lights whizzed back and forth, carrying bolts of silk and strings of pearls. While flashing sequins shimmered and snaked along the ground, jars of cosmetics zoomed this way and that, zipped along by an invisible current. A vial of crushed ozorald exploded beside Demelza, only for a large cosmetic brush to dust it all up with an expert twirl and vanish.

“Oh!” said Demelza, as she was nearly knocked over by a train of velvet boxes.

Each one held dozens upon dozens of sugar feathers, the very sight of which made Demelza blush. Sugar feathers melted on the tongue, and were rumored to stir up an appetite that had nothing to do with food. Where one pinned such a feather could be cause for minor scandal, but they were popular declarations at balls that one was romantically available and open to flirtations … or perhaps more.

Small, winged attendants with long, spindly fingers and pure black eyes fluttered back and forth. They would have been indistinguishable from one another had it not been for the hummingbird gorgets at their throats, each of which were bright as jewels and differently hued.

“She’s here!” tittered one of the attendants.

At once, the commotion halted. The smoke vanished. The flurry of silk and pearls died down and the setting crystallized enough that Demelza could finally see before her.

She was standing upon a rug that ran down the center of the tent. To either side were levitating podiums, and upon them stood Ursula, Talvi, Cordelia, Zoraya and Edmea.

Edmea was loudly admonishing her winged attendant:

“No, no, no!” she said. “‘All white,’ I said, not that this is ‘all right.’ I refuse to be dressed in autumnal shades. For the last time, orange is not on my color wheel—oh, Demelza, darling!”

Edmea clapped to see her. Her smile was unnaturally nervous. She raised an eyebrow to her attendant:

“We’re great friends, you know. In fact one might say I am something of a mentor to her. Wouldn’t you say so, Demelza, dear?”

“Yes?” said Demelza.

“Told you!” said Edmea, triumphant.

“My lady, might I procure you some refreshment?” asked an attendant by her elbow. The sprite’s gorget resembled shining amethysts.

“Water, please,” said Demelza. “May I ask your name?”

“Her ladyship wishes to know my name!” said the sprite, blushing. “The name is Plum, ma’am.”

“No need to address me like that—”

“And so modest!” squealed Plum, spiraling up in the air.

“What … what’s happening?” asked Demelza. “I fear I’ve missed something.”

“Give her some breathing room,” shouted Ursula from her podium. “She’s probably in shock.”

Ursula hopped off her podium and made her way to Demelza. Except for Edmea, everyone wore silk dressing robes and appeared to be in the midst of getting ready. There were bits of curling paper in Talvi’s hair, while Ursula’s golden tresses were hidden beneath a wrapped towel. They both smiled at her and Demelza felt a touch of relief. To her left, Zoraya looked as if she’d been weeping, and when Demelza waved at her, she burst into sobs, leapt off the podium and ran to the other end of the tent crying: “Oh my heart, I cannot take it!” Beside the now empty podium, Cordelia watched impassively. With her algae face mask she looked a bit monstrous. Though that might have been because she was eating something pale and wriggling off a porcelain plate. As Demelza watched her, a slimy and colorless tentacle poked out from the side of her lip. Cordelia slurped it back down with a smile.

“Well done,” said Ursula, clapping her on the back.

Demelza fought to keep her balance.

“For what?” she asked.

“The trial, of course,” said Talvi. “We watched you! You were inspiring.”

“As I knew you would be!” Edmea shouted from a distance.

Demelza frowned. She knew there had been an audience but she had assumed the contestants had not watched each other. “But how … how did you even—”

“Reflection pools,” said Ursula, pointing at the ground. “Well, there were reflection pools. It let those of us who went beforehand see what happened to those who followed.”

“Oh,” said Demelza. “So I was last?”

Ursula nodded. “I went second, so I got to watch everyone else’s performance.”

“What did … you do for the trial?” asked Demelza.

“Well, at first I tried to cook the darkness, but I couldn’t figure out how so then I just wrestled it down until I got it to about the size of a biscuit,” said Ursula.

“I put stars upon it!” said Edmea. “I made it a beautiful night sky sprinkled with constellations.”

“It was very pretty,” said Talvi.

“Pretty useless,” muttered Ursula. “When she was finished, it hadn’t changed. It just sparkled.”

“And the others?” asked Demelza.

“I think Cordelia managed to lure it into a pool of water and then from there she forced it into a bottle,” said Talvi. “Zoraya managed to comb it, somehow, which was successful until the dark decided that it liked the experience so much that it became big enough to wrap around the entirety of the arena, so that was, well, a failure.”

“And you?” asked Demelza.

“Oh!” said Talvi, smiling a little. “I tried to use it as ink, which might have been more impressive if I could’ve figured out what to write with it, but you know me … the blank page is my enemy.”

“The dark got impatient and exploded,” said Ursula. “But it was a very clever plan while it lasted, Talvi.”

“Thanks,” said Talvi.

Demelza thought she would have been more upset, but if anything Talvi looked relieved. At that moment, Plum zoomed back carrying a goblet.

“There you are!” said Plum. “Wouldn’t want you to be thirsty before your own engagement ball!”

Demelza was certain she had misheard the sprite. “My what?”

“The ball is in your honor, my lady! I mean, Your Highness? Your almost highness?” Plum wondered aloud before humming and zipping off in search of dress silks.

“Oh dear, she looks very confused…” said Talvi. “Do you need to sit, Demelza?”

In the distance, Demelza could hear Edmea gloating: “It is true, I taught the future queen everything about decorum! In fact, I have been asked to make her wedding gown!”

Ursula waved her hand in front of Demelza’s face.

“Friend, if it wasn’t clear enough already … you won.”



Demelza hardly registered the whirl of activity surrounding her. At every second, she was being poked or prodded, trussed up and fawned over by attendants she had never met who went on and on about how they had known from the very beginning how “special” she was and “wouldn’t she remember their names?” Any other day and Demelza would have lapped up the spotlight, reveling in how it felt to be the victor …

Instead, she felt like a piece of cake being both fought over and decorated in the same breath. She was liable to be eaten alive and swallowed whole. It was not a feeling to relish.

“There,” said Edmea, spinning Demelza to face the mirror.

Edmea batted away several attendants who had flown past with bits of ribbons and strings of pearls, shimmering silks and satins so lustrous it nearly seared the eyes. It was Edmea who had dressed her for the occasion, and once Demelza had caught her breath from being spun around for the hundredth time, she nearly gasped.

Edmea had draped her in a luxurious purple gown with billowing violet sleeves that brushed the ground. The neckline was both daring and delicate, swooping below her collarbone, though her skin was covered in a bejeweled netting that climbed up her throat. Her hair had been brushed out and strung with amethysts. She looked like royalty …

And she almost felt like it too.

“You know, I think I’ve found my calling in life, which is to bring out the queen in everyone,” said Edmea as she happily fluffed the train of Demelza’s dress. “I mean, look at you! You are my greatest piece of work. And I think I might actually miss your company when I return to the Vale … but you’ll call on me, won’t you? You can’t trust anyone else with your wardrobe.”

Edmea’s gaze was haughty and flinty as always, but Demelza caught a softness there. A wide-eyed trepidation that Demelza understood exquisitely well. She didn’t know what her tomorrows held … whether this whole business about becoming a queen was real or a bizarre wrinkle of the surreal intruding upon her life. But she knew that Edmea, somehow, had become her friend.

“Of course,” said Demelza.

Edmea smiled.

One by one, the contestants exited the tent to the grand ballroom that awaited them. Earlier an attendant had told her to hang back … she was the victor, after all. If she went before anyone else, she would steal their spotlight. Demelza wasn’t quite sure where she should stand. Near the back? Stay at her podium? As she was deliberating what to do with herself, Zoraya marched up to her. She was tear stricken and her face was puffy from weeping.

“You don’t even love him!” said Zoraya angrily. “You will never know him as I do! Only I know how the prince spends his evenings pining for true love!”

Demelza stood there, shocked. Actually, he spends them puttering around in a kitchen …

“I’m the one who knows that his favorite color is green—”

It’s yellow.

“We have matching shoes, you know—that means that he always intended for us to walk the same path,” said Zoraya. “He wears them all the time.”

He is almost always barefoot.

“So just think on that,” said Zoraya in a final huff. “Think of how well you know him!” She took a deep breath. “Know that you have stolen my happiness, Demelza. For the rest of my days I shall see his face … that wave of chestnut hair, those dark eyes … the dimple on the right side of his face.”

Finally, Demelza found her voice:

“His dimple is on the left.”

Zoraya drew in a shuddering breath and stalked off.

Alone, Demelza had no choice but to face the storm of her own thoughts. Won. She had won. She had won the whole tournament.

She closed her eyes, replaying how it had felt to walk into the tent, to feel the glow of a thousand gazes lavishing her with not simply attention … but admiration. It was like gasping for air after years spent holding one’s breath.

But now what? Now she would become queen? Now she would be a bride?

All her life, Demelza had been taught to fear love and marriage. Her mother always spoke of love as a trap, for with love came the winged key that controlled a veritas swan for all eternity. It had taken a while for Demelza to find Arris a danger to her, but even once she realized that danger, nothing had come of it. No wings had shot out of her back. No feathers appeared on her sheets. Maybe what she thought had been a wingless, cursed existence had in fact been a blessing. Maybe alone of her sisters, Demelza could wed and love without fear …

Something rustled behind her. Demelza turned, full of foolish hope. She wondered if she had summoned him. The figure stepped into the light.

Cordelia.

“Hello little bird,” said the Famishing maiden.

“Hello,” said Demelza. Instinctively, she stepped backward. Cordelia looked the same. Her skin was bright as a sapphire. Her hair was held back by elaborate ropes of seashells no bigger than one’s thumbnail. Her dress looked like pearl nacre, with ballooning sleeves and a high waistline that made the whole effect sweet. Childish, even.

It did not match her face.

There was a red gleam in her eyes. Her lips looked rusted. And when she tilted her head to look at Demelza, it reminded her of an eel stalking prey.

“You have won. You have my congratulations,” said Cordelia, her voice flat. “But that means I have lost … and I cannot return home empty-handed…”

Demelza swallowed. “What do you want from me? The assurance that I will give your father’s kingdom favorable taxes? Some sort of palace recognition?”

Cordelia laughed. “No, no … I wouldn’t resort to bribing. You would be treasure enough—”

“But I—”

“I figured out what you are … a veritas swan, yes?”

Demelza was too shocked to answer and Cordelia’s grin widened.

“You’d be powerful alive … but dead? Well, then you’d be a treasure,” said Cordelia.

Cordelia lunged at her. Demelza feinted left before darting beneath the girl’s outstretched arm. Her amethyst gown was heavier than she expected and when Cordelia stamped on her hem, Demelza went sprawling.

“Out of deference to the kindness you’ve shown me, would you like your bones to be turned into a beautiful comb or a hand mirror?” asked Cordelia.

Demelza scuttled backward. She fumbled around on the floor, but there was nothing she could use to attack her assailant. She licked her lips and hummed, letting her truth magic stun the other girl:

“Your weakness,” said Demelza. “Tell me what it is.”

She thought Cordelia might reveal a weak ankle or a blind spot on her left … instead, Cordelia’s gaze turned unfocused. Tears shone in her eyes as she said:

“I think I do not hold myself in the highest esteem and I imagine my difficulties with that have made me inordinately cruel … but I’m so frightened of rejection that I can’t seem to make myself stop.”

“Oh,” said Demelza. “That’s actually rather sad—”

Cordelia shook her head. Usually, Demelza’s truth song would stun an individual for much longer, but now Demelza saw that Cordelia had stoppered her finned ears with wax. Cordelia glared as she reached into her huge sleeves and drew out a dagger.

“I applaud your efforts, but they are no—”

Whoosh!

Between one blink and the next, Arris stepped out of thin air. He wore a very strange cape that looked like liquid silver. Before Cordelia even noticed him, he threw it atop her head—

“WHAT—” she shrieked, before falling to the floor with a heavy thud.

Demelza scrambled to her feet as Arris drew back the cape. Cordelia was fast asleep, her knees tucked to her chest, her gills softly flapping. And then she started to snore. Arris snapped his fingers and the winged and bejeweled attendants swarmed to him from the corners of the tent.

“Remove her,” he said.

A few of the attendants alighted on her hip. Others went to her feet. Two flew to her hair. Slowly, Cordelia was hoisted up and up and, finally, away. Demelza stared up at Arris. As she looked at him, the last of her restraint vanished.

“Demelza—” he said.

She did not want words to stain the moment. Impulsively, she grabbed him by the lapels of his coat and kissed him. It was nothing more than a press of lips, but she felt it rattle through her very bones. She drew back nervously … startled by what a simple kiss had drawn out from her. She would have moved away completely, but Arris caught her hand and pressed it to his chest. In the dimness of the tent, his brown eyes looked like burnt sugar. They had lost none of their sweetness, but there was something searing in the way he stared at her. As if he was reluctant to yield something precious, but had decided to do so anyway.

“I can still feel your truth magic in the air,” said Arris.

Demelza looked around them, noticing how her own magic spangled like sparkling dust motes.

“I won’t ask you anything—”

“No,” said Arris. “Ask me. Ask me anything you wish, Demelza. Ask me now before I regret baring myself like this and you have time to doubt every word that comes out of my mouth.”

Demelza had used her truth magic on many people. But never once had anyone invited it. It was an invasion of one’s thoughts, and yet here was Arris, offering up the whole of himself.

Demelza thought of her sisters’ letters … the way they described intimacy as the movement and space between bodies. They said it was a vulnerability unlike anything else … this seemed like even more. This was a glimpse of someone’s soul and it humbled her. She did not want to stomp on such a gift. Never had she imagined she would recoil from her powers. But then again, she did not know how to imagine someone like Arris.

“Speak,” she said.

A command, but a simple one … one that could be sidestepped if Arris wished. But the word seemed to act as permission and Arris exhaled as if his very breath had become a burden.

“I miss you,” he said. “I miss our conversations. I miss laughing with you. I want to kiss you again, Demelza, and I don’t know what that means. I think what I’m trying to say is that I … I could love you. I think I’m already halfway there and if you kissed me again I would be over the edge and full into the unknown. I know I turned down your proposal, but at the time I was scared and now I … I don’t know. I suppose I’d rather be scared with you than safe without you.”

“Is this a proposal?” asked Demelza, shocked.

“If you want it to be,” he said.

“What do you want me to say?”

“Yes,” said Arris. “I want you to say yes.”

The last of Demelza’s truth magic dissipated. Arris stared at her intently, and Demelza looked away. Her gaze flew not to the ballroom entrance, but to the exit. To the world outside Rathe Castle. Back home. A place full of known things rather than the unknown that faced her.

“Arris, I—”

“If we were ever friends, which I think we were, then I ask only one thing of you, Demelza,” said Arris, refusing to look at her. “Let me not see your face when I have no choice but to speak another’s name. If you go through those doors and come to the ball tonight, then I will have my answer.”







33
For Lack of Wings



Arris stood on the balcony, far away from the ballroom’s thundering revelry and sideways glances. He felt as though he had not drawn breath since he had left Demelza in that tent.

She was going to leave Rathe Castle and all of this behind. He was almost certain of it. She was of veritas swan descent, after all. Even the fluttering of her pulse when he’d kissed her was a reminder that she was not to be tied down. Arris was no fool—well, he wasn’t entirely a fool—and he knew that Demelza felt something for him …

When she’d kissed him, there was a sense that she was testing the edges of a question: How much could she take of him without giving of herself? He recognized it in her gaze immediately, for hadn’t he done the same with every beauty who had ever tried to kiss then kill him?

When she kissed him, he wondered whether she had been watching to see whether her heart key would finally emerge. When she drew back, there was only mild surprise in her face. A flicker of disappointment shot through him. Already, Demelza had laid claim to his dreams and begun to creep into his heart. Was it so terrible that he wanted hers in return? Throughout the tournament, Arris had hoped to live first and love second. But if Demelza came to the ball … if she agreed to be his bride … then what kind of life would he have knowing he’d never fully have her heart?

“This is foolish,” he said, forcing himself to laugh.

Demelza wasn’t coming. He should start to make peace with that now. He should think about who to name in her place.

Arris peered through the balcony window and watched the swirl of color and light in the ballroom. The balcony’s entrance was hidden behind the dragon tapestry in the hallway which led to the grand ballroom. The tapestry was lovely, though not particularly memorable. It was large enough to cover one of the grand tables in the dining room and depicted a huge silver dragon slumbering atop a pile of bones. Chests of treasure were piled high in its dark cave and if one looked closely, one would see embroidered plumes of smoke puffing and unraveling from the dragon’s nostrils. Normally, guests would see it and laugh or mutter a quick “How charming!” before being lulled by the lights and music of the ballroom.

Earlier, while the rest of his family had readied themselves to walk inside for their grand entrance, Yvlle had tapped his arm.

“You know what’s waiting in there,” she said.

Oh, Arris knew. He had grown accustomed to hearing people talking of how long he might live. Tonight, they might as well be making bets on the prospects of his mortality. If he announced Demelza as his choice and then she failed to show, then he would have to suffer heartbreak alongside humiliation.

“I need one moment,” he said.

“Take more than one,” said Yvlle. “I’ll hold them off.”

Arris smiled at his sister and then he elbowed the tapestry. The silver dragon cracked open its milky eyes, its scaled brow furrowing in question.

“Hide me until she arrives,” said Arris.

If she arrives, he’d thought, but he would not say it aloud.

The dragon had yawned and tottered off its pile of embroidered bones. It nudged the bones with its snout and the tapestry pulled back from the wall to reveal a balcony where Arris had been waiting ever since …

Through the window, the ballroom revealed a picture of splendor. Dozens of ornate candelabra hung from a ceiling painted with constellations. Thunderstorms and spring clouds drifted through the room and drizzled on the occasional guest. The floor of the ballroom was a crystal parquet floor, each tile holding a blooming flower or a darting scarlet fish. It was a riot of color. Of life.

He hadn’t been waiting on the balcony for very long, but it felt like centuries. Arris watched the merrymaking and wondered if this was how it felt to be a phantom. Here he was haunting his own life.

Arris scanned the ballroom. In the crowd of dancers, golden-haired Ursula grinned and stomped. Her mother, the Lady Azeria, stood off to the side, smiling as she watched her daughter and husband dancing together. Ursula’s father, the handsome Lord Oberon, whooped with delight when she threw him up into the air and caught him again. Some distance away, Talvi stood and spoke with her mothers. Yvlle was not far, and though his twin made every effort at appearing indifferent, she kept glancing at the Aatosian ice girl. In the center of the ballroom, Lady Edmea held court, twirling around to show off her floating dress made of braided sylke feathers. In a corner, Zoraya sobbed in the arms of a handsome young man.

How much longer until Arris had to name one of the other contestants as his bride? The very thought was terrifying. It was as if all the doors of the world had slammed shut and light would never reach him.

But then he heard the shuffle of feet. Or was it, perhaps, the rustle of silk? A shadow fell over him and Arris nearly dropped to his knees—

“You came,” he said. He was breathless all over again. “I … I didn’t think you’d show up—”

A very portly gnome stepped into the light carrying a watering can.

“Your Highness!” he said, bowing. “I did not know you would recognize the services of a garden gnome, but I am much obliged by your acknowledgment! I did not realize my services were so needed! I have been much concerned about the hydration of the wall roses on this particular balcony, so—”

“Could we have a moment?” said a familiar voice. “Please?”

Both the gnome and Arris looked up to see Demelza holding up the tapestry, an uncertain look in her eyes.

“Oh! Oh yes of course!” said the gnome. “I’ll leave the watering can here, Your Almost Royalness. The prince looked very distraught when I appeared and I am honored that our work as landscapers is finally receiving the attention it deserves. The weeds out near the lawn are nasty, you know. They gossip like anything and are always stealing our shoes. Terrible things. I wage a war every day, I tell you … well, well, off I go!”

The gnome set down the gardening can and strolled off, whistling. Demelza moved to allow the gnome to pass. When they were alone again, she looked up at him. Arris couldn’t help but grin. And it seemed to summon a smile in her as well. The next moment, they were laughing. But it did not last very long.

One moment, Arris was laughing on the darkened balcony. Beyond, the wilderness of Rathe Castle was nothing but a puzzle of shadows. The next moment, light burst all around him. Light and something else …

Feathers. Each plume looked as if it had been embroidered with dawn and silver. Radiance engulfed Arris; the waxen silk of wings brushed against his cheeks. He threw out his hand to shield himself and that was when he saw something dangling from his wrist—

A necklace.

The necklace had a pulse. Its pendant was not a jewel, but a pair of wings no larger than the span of his thumb. They were beating frantically. A blink later, the cascade of feathers and light had winnowed into the silhouette of a glorious swan, her wings edged in scarlet.

Demelza was gone.



All her life, Demelza had felt unfinished.

And now … now … it was as if the very contours of her soul were filling in. This was what love could unlock. Laughing with Arris was like guzzling sunlight. She could fight the pull of him no longer. In an instant, all that was dark and hidden within her turned radiant. When her wings sprouted, at first all Demelza could think was finally. Finally, she possessed all of herself. Her wings drank up the night sky and for one stolen moment of blitheness, she knew how it felt for starlight to glaze her feathers. She felt the world within her grasp …

And then her swan gaze sharpened. The key. It dangled from Arris’s clenched fist like an exquisite death sentence.

Demelza’s elation melted to panic. Now she would be made a fool. Now all her love would turn against her. Every warning delivered by Araminta and Prava blazed through Demelza’s thoughts as Arris’s grip tightened on the necklace. He stared up at it in wonder. Demelza’s world shrank—

And then Arris stepped forward, gesturing to her. She hovered before him, confused, her wings beating in tandem with the frantic locket of her heart key. Arris’s arms went around her long neck. The key settled against her snowy plumage and she felt herself glowing, extending. Wings lengthening to limbs. Feathers snarling into familiar red coils. The key was hers. He had given it back. Arris stared at her, his eyes wide with wonder. And this time, Demelza did not wait for Arris to reach for her. When his arms opened hopefully, Demelza knew that she would fly to him wherever he was.

Whether or not she had wings.







34
The Queen and the Clattersnake



The night before her wedding, Demelza snuck into the kitchens of Rathe Castle. She couldn’t sleep and she was hoping to find some warmed milk. Instead, she found her future mother-in-law milking a venomous scarlet-banded clattersnake over a bowl of porridge. Demelza paused by the door, hoping the queen would not notice her. She could not remember the last time she had stood so still. Ever since she had flown into Arris’s arms, she felt as though she had not touched the ground.

Within hours of Arris announcing her before the assembled ballroom as his betrothed, Demelza’s belongings had been moved into a palatial wing perfectly appointed to her tastes and comforts. There was even a small turret, a miniature of the tower where she and her sisters had slept, where the Castle had constructed a nest-like bed canopied by billow lilies and fog violets.

“It’s perfect,” Demelza had said, and the floors glowed in delight.

The wedding date had been set for the following week, which had driven Edmea into a fit because she “needed time to construct a gown so startling even the dead would rise to glimpse it.” Ursula, whose mother had brought her the idea of opening a canteen on Ulva Wyld’s famed training grounds, had accepted—well, demanded—the task of planning a wedding banquet and a cake and thus would remain on the grounds until then. Talvi also stayed back, though it had nothing to do with the wedding and everything to do with her research. To that end, Arris had granted her special access to the archives of Rathe Castle.

“Research on what?” Demelza had asked.

But Talvi remained cryptic. “You’ll see.”

Invitations had been sent out the same evening of the ball, and though Demelza had been worried about her family’s responses, so far they had been nothing but gracious. Excited, even. Her sisters would be flying in to celebrate her from every corner of the world. The only trace of disgruntledness had come from her mother, who had written her a note with a single line:

Clipped wings are harder to bear once you have had a taste of flight.

She understood Araminta’s hesitation, but she was certain that once she met Arris, things would change. She would see the warmth in his eyes. She would learn that he had not hesitated to restore her winged necklace. She would be as happy for Demelza as she was for herself.

By dawn, Araminta and all of Demelza’s sisters would arrive. And despite his position as the kingdom’s permanent persona non grata on the grounds of repeated treason and attempted murder, special allowances had even been made for Prava so that he could at least see and speak with Demelza. According to her mother’s letter, this “generosity” displayed by the royal family was about as welcome to him as “a knife to the back.” He had refused to write a note to Demelza. In the space where her mother had allowed Prava to inscribe a message, there were only a few dried tears, some of which had burned a hole in the parchment. Demelza sighed when she saw it. She had imagined Prava would be delighted and scheming about her influence in Rathe Castle, but the news had turned him maudlin instead. Sometimes when he got in these moods, Demelza would find him curled up in the brooding nest, bemoaning how all his daughters had grown up and what if they forgot his birthday?

Perhaps Demelza would have fretted more about her father, but her new routine left little time for reflection. In the mornings, Arris and Demelza breakfasted with courtiers. In the afternoons, Arris met with his secretary and Demelza familiarized herself with the various guilds and departments. Already, she had sat in on meetings with the Guild of Imported and Exported Enchanted Fabrics, the Alliance of Medicinal, Magical and Morbid Botanicals, the Underwater Consortium for the Protection of Cannibalistic Sea Beings and at least several sessions where spies shared gossip from around the Isle. In the evenings, Arris introduced her to his arboreal relatives in the Grove of Ancestors—Argento had even offered her one of his apples—and they wandered through the dusk, stealing whatever privacy might be had from the indulgent, ancient aunts now turned to flowering black oaks or spindly spruces. With the wedding so close, Rathe Castle had become zealous in maintaining a sense of propriety. The other evening, Arris had tried to surprise her with tea and cake as he had done so many times throughout the tournament. The moment he snuck out of his bedroom, the Castle rug seized him, rolled him up and delivered him outside the door to his parents’ bedroom, where he remained until morning.

“It could’ve been worse,” Arris had said. “It could’ve been the itchy rug, and then my night would have truly been intolerable.”

Demelza was happy. She saw her friends—friends! Even now, her heart rejoiced in this. Every time Arris reached for her hand and brushed a kiss across her knuckles, she felt as though she had turned to candlelight. Whatever had grown between them was still sweet and new. Demelza thought she’d be frightened, but all she felt was excitement. She was safe. She was luminous with love, though she did not know that of herself. She found King Eustis charming. Yvlle reminded her of her sisters and seemed to have made room for Demelza almost immediately. Arris was … well, everything.

The only person Demelza felt uncomfortable around was the queen. Queen Yzara was not unkind. But she was not particularly welcoming either. With this in mind, Demelza quietly backed away from the kitchen entrance … but she was not as stealthy as she had hoped.

“I see you, child,” said Queen Yzara, not looking up from her task.

Demelza bristled. If she were to retort, “I am no child,” then she would most certainly sound like one. But she didn’t want to wave off the insult either.

“Waging a war in your head of how to sound poised rather than petulant?” asked the queen. Her back was to Demelza, but she seemed to know when she nodded because she laughed. “Let me clarify, then. I call you ‘child’ not because I consider you one but because I am reminding myself that this is how someone else sees you. Your mother and father, perhaps. Or a grandparent. I call you that to remind myself that you have been loved and cherished and nurtured to this first flush of adulthood.”

The queen finally turned to face her. She smiled pleasantly as she released her hold on the clattersnake. It hissed once before vanishing into the gaping sleeves of Yzara’s blue satin morning gown.

“I call you that so that I do not hate you.”

“H-hate—” Demelza stammered. She ran through every interaction she had ever had with the queen and frowned. “What have I done to make you hate me?”

“It’s not what you’ve done,” said Yzara. “It’s what you could do. You could kill Arris—”

“I wouldn’t—”

“No, no,” said Yzara. “You could. Let us not pretend otherwise. Love for a veritas swan is deadly, is it not? When their beloved dies, so do they.”

“Yes,” said Demelza. “So why would I kill him?”

Yzara held her stare. “Because you love him. Because he might hurt you one day. Because he might fall out of love and you, in your despair, might consider that the only weapon you have left is your own life.”

Disgust reared through her body. Demelza balled her hands into fists. “What a terrible thing to say! I am not like that. And you seem to have a very poor opinion of your own son.”

“You mistake me, child,” said the queen. “It is not my son I have a poor opinion of, but the condition of the human heart in general. There is so much unknown in the act of loving and being loved.”

The queen’s hand absentmindedly drifted to her belly.

“When my children were born, I felt fear first … love followed later. Or perhaps they are the same thing,” said the queen. “With Yvlle, I knew that if I sharpened her teeth, the world could not harm her. But with Arris … it was different. From the moment he opened his eyes, I knew he lived on borrowed time. I also knew that no amount of love I had for him could protect him, for he belongs more to the Isle than he does to himself. As you well know.”

“Yes,” said Demelza, feeling chastened for some reason. “I know.”

The queen reached for a spoon and stirred the porridge into which she had milked the clattersnake. Then she reached for a porcelain bowl full of black sugar and sprinkled it generously on the surface. Satisfied, she placed the porridge on a nearby tray, where it sat beside an identical bowl that was ostensibly not poisoned.

“Is that … is that for the king?” asked Demelza.

She was unsure what else to say to the queen and she couldn’t tell if the other woman resuming her task in the kitchen meant that Demelza had been dismissed.

“I try to kill the king at least once a month,” said Yzara, her voice bright. She laughed when she saw Demelza’s expression. “To you it might sound barbaric, but this is how we honor choice in our marriage. Every time I try to kill him we are acknowledging a beautiful fragility balancing atop the most powerful foundation in a marriage. Do you know what that might be, Demelza?”

Demelza hated being put on the spot for a surprise test. She hated looking like a fool even more. She reached for a clever response, but her mind pulled blanks.

“Um … love?” she tried.

“No,” said Yzara. And this time her gaze was so chilling it could’ve conjured frost up Demelza’s spine. “Choice.”

“Oh.”

“I choose my husband. I choose my marriage. We choose one another despite knowing what damage we might inflict,” said Yzara. “That is why I poison him every month. To remind him. And myself.”

“I don’t—”

“You have not chosen my son,” said the queen. “Do not mistake my loathing as a sign that I shall rise against you. I know you have earned your right as queen. As queen, I honor you in advance. You will no doubt prove to be an excellent ruler of the Isle. In that, I am secure in the fate of the kingdom. But you tell me that you won’t harm my son because it could harm you. That is the worst kind of choice. Yes, you might love him, but how long can love last without true choice? Without trust? As you have reminded me, Demelza, you have no option but to keep him alive for your own sake. And though I can see my son is quite taken with you, I fear that this marriage will be a slow poison. I fear that he will be heartbroken. I fear that he will be hurt. And from that fear stems my hatred of you, child.”

Demelza felt a lump in her throat. With each word, Demelza saw a different future sprawled out before her. Every time she saw Arris, his eyes brightened. Now, she imagined that spark dimming. She saw herself restless and pacing. A bird with clipped wings who knew that flight would kill her, but yearned to feel the sky all the same. Demelza hardly noticed as the queen picked up the tray and made to leave the kitchens.

“Know that I pity you too … love without choice is little better than a leash, and I would not wish such a love on my worst enemy,” she said.
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The Wizard’s Knife



Demelza did not sleep that night.

After Yzara left, Demelza wanted to run after her, flip the tray of porridge and demand that the queen take back her words … or at the very least tell her there was more than one way this could end. She thought of writing a note to Arris and asking him to meet with her before they walked down the aisle, but Yvlle had taken him out for a stag night. When he had told her this the other day, she’d felt a flicker of jealousy.

“You just spent countless weeks in the company of beauties and now you need a reminder of your fading youth?” she’d asked.

“No, no, you misunderstand me,” said Arris. “We’re spending the evening as stags.”

Demelza blinked at him.

“Yvlle thought it would be entertaining if we tried to find another herd of bucks and then I’d fight them in a manly display of … manliness. But don’t worry, I’ll only be a stag for a few hours, and during that time I’m really only hoping to enjoy one’s heightened senses. Did you know that a stag’s sense of smell is about a thousand times more refined than ours? Imagine what I could forage—”

At that moment, Demelza had kissed him. Partly to cease his chattering. And partly because he was making her smile too much and her lips would soon be frozen in a grin if he kept talking.

Demelza thought of that kiss as she sat at the edge of her bed, twisting the ends of her hair. How long can love last without true choice? Without trust?

Demelza had always wanted freedom, and in a way she had it. Arris had given her the winged necklace out of love. Demelza had no wish to be free of Arris, but even if she did, she would stay, for she would die without him. Love made for a beautiful prison, but what would happen to them over time? Demelza thought of her own parents. Araminta and Prava loved one another, but it was a love steeped in its own poison. A love that kept looking over its own shoulder, always circling, never settled. Araminta once told her to be wary of passion, for passion that never cooled was like making a home in a burning house.

Demelza was still lost in these thoughts as her mother and sisters arrived. All morning, Demelza remained in her private wing of Rathe Castle. Every time she looked out the window, she was reminded of the future that waited for her. Though the ceremony was not to begin until late in the afternoon, the roads to Rathe Castle were already choked with carriages drawn by pure white horses and feathered wyverns, bejeweled crocodiles and huge, tawny cats with curling horns.

The fox-faced attendant knocked and opened her door. “Your Highness—”

“I am not royalty,” said Demelza. “Not yet.”

“Very well,” said the attendant. “I am to let you know that your mother and sisters have arrived.”

“Thank you,” said Demelza, but she made no move to get out of bed.

For a week she had been counting down the moments until she would see her mother and sisters, and now she could not bear to lay eyes on them. When she was little, Prava told her and her sisters that a group of swans was called a lamentation. He had delighted in the word.

“Look at my little lamentation,” he said, ruffling their heads. “My little ruin makers, my little emperor slayers! What better word suits my girls, for all who know you shall weep!”

Demelza had always found it a sad thought and a sadder fate. But when her feathers never manifested, at least she could take refuge in the fact that being someone else’s tragedy would never be her destiny. How wrong she was.

Demelza took a deep breath. The moment she stepped outside her room, she would be bombarded. There was Edmea’s final fitting and then cosmetic routine. Her sisters would wish to catch up. Her mother would want to examine her new home. Where was Arris? If he was here, perhaps her heart would race faster for an altogether happier reason. But he was probably still a stag somewhere … or else sleeping off the dregs of a silly night with his sister before the festivities truly began.

The attendant cleared his throat. “Before you meet with them, your father wishes for a private audience.”

Demelza looked up. “What? When?”

“Now … if it is agreeable to you.”

It was. More than agreeable, actually. Demelza wished to sag against her father the way she had done as a child. She wanted him to fold up the vastness of the world so that it might fit in her palm. She imagined herself six years old and sitting on his knee, fighting for space with Corisande and Dulcinea or spitting out Eulalia’s feathers when her wings smacked Demelza across the face. In the evenings, they had always loved crowding into Prava’s study, where he would bring out the floating globe of the world. One by one, he would show them the terrains of strange countries. Warm Zazoa and the icy Yüttland Mountains. The freezing Ocean of Tresses and the eerie, green deserts of Miraze. He would show them the vast Isle of Malys surrounded by the Famishing. One by one, he would press his finger to these lands and they would light up and turn dark upon the globe’s surface.

Yours, yours, yours, he would say.

And then the globe would shrink to a marble, a mere plaything for Demelza and her sisters. The world no longer felt like a trinket; if anything, Demelza felt as though she were a toy within it. Perhaps her father would make her see differently.

“I will see him,” she said.

The attendant nodded. “He will appear shortly.”

Moments later, the wall beside her vanity began to glow. The outline of the bricks took on a silver gleam. The air thrummed with magic as the bricks shivered apart. Bits of dust and mortar fell to the floor as a window appeared upon the once blank wall. The window was shaped like a large oval, with gilding around its border as if it initially dreamt of being an ornate mirror before it had changed its mind at the last minute.

Though there appeared to be no pane of glass, there was an uncanny iridescence to the air that suggested the boundary was not to be crossed. It had not been there the last time she had spoken to her parents and Demelza wondered if Queen Yzara and King Eustis had insisted upon certain conditions before Prava could see her. At first, nothing appeared on the other side of the window but a swirl of smoke … and then slowly, shapes coalesced. Her father’s study, with its teetering piles of cobwebbed books. An astrolabe on a bone table. And then, finally, Prava, who sat in his favorite armchair.

“Oh, my Demelza,” he said, sniffing. He withdrew a handkerchief from his sleeve and blew his nose loudly. Even though he could not be a wedding guest, he had still dressed for the occasion. His hair, a duller version of her own, was combed back. He wore a worn-looking suit, with buttons shaped like teeth fastened down the front. Demelza looked a bit closer. Never mind, those were actual teeth.

“Hello, Father,” she said.

She had not forgiven him for asking to carve out her heart, but he was her father and she loved him and affection crept into her voice whether she wanted it to or not.

“I can’t believe you are to be married and I am not permitted to be there!” he fumed. “Who’s to walk you down the aisle? Because if it’s Eustis, that starry-eyed sack of flour, I shall burn down this Isle—”

“Mother is walking me,” said Demelza.

Prava paused. His eyes shone with tears. “She is? Ah. How beautiful … I would have loved to see that. She is such a good mother to you girls. But does this mean I am never to see you again?” He gestured sadly at the invisible barrier separating their homes. “That it should always be like this?”

“Arris and I will come and visit one day,” said Demezla. “Well, at least I will … I don’t think the palace wishes for Arris to be anywhere near you. Sorry.”

“No, I understand,” said Prava. “I’d question the parenting choices of anyone who let their son near me. Though I am not so rabid as to attack him in my own home as a guest! I’m not a monstrous father-in-law.”

“Just a monstrous father,” said Demelza fondly.

Prava smiled. His teeth flashed. When he blinked, it was a slow thing, for while his eyelids opened and shut like a human’s, he also possessed a reptile’s nictating membrane, which shuttered across his serpent eyes. When they were little, Eulalia had tried to poke him in the eye with a quill but the quill got stuck in Prava’s second eyelid and when he looked elsewhere it swiveled about in a manner that frightened Eulalia so badly she refused to practice her letters for a year.

“You have probably not seen me so attired,” said Prava, smoothing his old coat. “I wore this to my wedding, you know, so I thought it would be a fitting occasion. Plus, your mother says I am devilishly handsome in this.” He smiled and then took a deep breath as he looked up at her. “Demelza, I’ve loved your mother for a long time … long enough to understand how she would wish to be loved. Long enough to understand that I have fundamentally failed her and also … that I don’t care. I have no desire to risk losing her, and so my love is selfish and airless. I know that. Your mother knows that too. I poison her with hope, you know … every day … just to make her life manageable. It is a kindness, for I would see her happy.”

Queen Yzara’s words floated back to her and Demelza’s stomach twisted. “That’s horrible, Father.”

“I am what I am,” said Prava, shrugging. “But … fatherhood has made me soft. The moment I saw you and your sisters, it was as if the world had cracked open. You girls were so … so tiny. Your feathers no more than the length of my pinky.” He dabbed once more at his tears. “I remember cradling each of you when you had nightmares. You know, Evadne was so silly, she used to sleep with her brow furrowed and furious … as if the night itself had offended her.”

Prava laughed, briefly lost in memories. When he looked at Demelza again it was with sorrow … and also hope. He opened his palms to her.

“I never want you to feel trapped, Demelza. I never want you to know a love that is airless. I do not want you to be controlled—”

“Arris cannot control me,” said Demelza. She lifted her chin, hoping the light of her rooms would glimmer against her necklace and the softly fluttering wings of her pendant. “The moment I transformed, he gave me back my key. He restored me to myself. There was no hesitation.”

She smiled proudly, expecting to see shock in her father’s eyes. But he bowed his head and looked away. He always did that when he did not wish to hurt them … it was why he never took the splinters out of her or her sisters’ palms when they fell. He could not bear to be the one to inflict pain. Frost crept through Demelza’s heart.

“And do you think I have not restored your mother’s key to her in a grand gesture of love?” asked Prava. “She used to wear it about her neck until she realized it made no difference.”

Demelza stared at him. “What are you saying?”

“When Araminta gave me her heart, it was for eternity,” said Prava. “A veritas swan can only love once. It doesn’t matter whether she wears her necklace or not … it is still mine. All I have to do is wish for it.”

“But Arris—”

“Arris does not know yet what he can do … but sooner or later he will,” said Prava. “And you cannot know what sort of husband he will be.”

“He’s not like you.”

“Not yet,” said Prava. “But if he loves fiercely enough, it can make any man a monster.”

Demelza’s heart began to race. Against her throat, the wings on her necklace trembled. She had wanted to wear it as a sign of trust. Now it was a taunt.

“There is, however, a way out,” said Prava quietly. “A way to free yourself from the possession of love. A way to keep yourself wholly safe.”

Sparks swirled and gathered in her father’s hands, slowly solidifying into the shape of a knife with a glass blade and a hilt of purest silver.

“You have been raised to believe that a veritas swan cannot live without her beloved, for when her beloved dies so too does she … and this is true. But not entirely true. You see, I would never send my beloved daughters out into the world if I did not know how to protect them or how to ensure that they might always protect themselves.

“In the course of my studies, I learned that the part of the veritas swan that dies when her beloved dies is merely a portion of her heart. What dies of her is her dream … what dies is a way of living, but not necessarily her,” said Prava.

“All those veritas swans who loved and lost and died did not perish because their beloved was deceased. They died of a broken heart, and it is my belief that they knew there was a choice to keep living and they decided not to. If your mother knew the whole of this, I’m sure she would have done away with me ages ago. Don’t look at me like that, child. I promised your mother honesty. It is not my fault if her questions are not as well worded as they could be.”

Slowly, Prava pushed the knife through the barrier. It clattered to the ground. It looked like a piece of ice.

“So you see, my darling Demelza, you have always had a choice. All you need to do is cut out his heart,” said Prava. “Cut out his heart and you shall be free.”
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Love Is Not Enough



It was very odd walking on two feet when one had spent several hours running around on four. Arris hadn’t quite shaken the urge to gallop and as he made his way to his chambers, he had to keep kicking out his leg to startle out the desire to paw the ground. Beside him, Yvlle looked downright terrible. Her hair was matted with blood and flopped over her eye patch, beside which was a large gash. When she grinned, her teeth looked rusted.

“What an excellent night,” she said, clinging to the stair banister.

Arris was surprised she was walking. Though this was mainly because the animalium potion she had brewed to transform them into stags hadn’t fully worn off and her legs ended in hooves. In her hair, Arris glimpsed the nubs of antlers.

“You are feral,” said Arris. “As if fighting a herd wasn’t enough, then we had to go after a wolf?”

“He snarled at us.”

“He’s a wolf!”

“Admit it, you’re surprised that you enjoyed yourself.”

“I’m surprised I’m alive, Yvlle.”

“Well, at least you still had time for flower picking,” said his sister, eyeing the bouquet Arris clutched in his right hand. “Don’t you think the attention should be on the bride?”

“For the thousandth time, these are for her!” said Arris, careful not to shake the tender blooms. “She’ll need a wedding bouquet and I wanted it to be special.”

It had taken him the better part of the night to find, select and cull the flowers to make Demelza’s bouquet. He wanted something that looked like a promise … like hope. Fragile and fierce and precious.

Near the north-facing boulders of the Ulva Wyld’s tangled wilderness, Arris found fire lichen, with its delicate blooms so like the flickering light of a candle. By the shoreline, he’d found rare shrinking crab roses. Their blooms were a vivid scarlet, but almost always hidden, for the vines were shy and scuttled away from noise in the manner of a crab. As a stag, the shrinking crab roses had paid him no attention. Near dawn, he’d even found a bush of slender, pearlescent cat’s whiskers, fine as silver and oddly twitchy. He’d bit off the stems as best as he could, laying them tenderly atop a boulder until his limbs transformed and he could gather them in one hand.

Usually, Yvlle scoffed at Arris’s experiments and hobbies but when she looked at the gathered flowers, she almost smiled. Tenderness flashed in her eyes.

“You deserve happiness, brother,” she said, not looking at him. “I’m glad you have found it.”



When Arris entered his chamber, he was expecting only two things: a warm bath and a hot breakfast. There were only a few hours before the wedding festivities started and though Arris was eager to start a life with Demelza, he wanted to honor the time that had come before this moment. He expected silence. Solitude.

But when he entered his room, he found it transformed. The wall immediately beside his door had vanished, transformed into a strange window through which he could see straight into an unfamiliar study. A red-haired man was leaning forward in a scruffy armchair, speaking earnestly. When Arris took another step, his heart skipped.

“Demelza.”

She was listening intently to the other man, her eyes downcast. She looked withdrawn. Her red hair hung in a limp braid over her shoulder and Arris wanted nothing more than to go to her and make her smile.

“Demelza!” he called again, but neither she nor the man could hear him.

Arris’s floors glowed. There was an unmistakable warning within them. As if the Castle was cautioning him to stay still. To watch.

Arris could only see the man’s profile, but there was only one person this could be. The wizard Prava. Demelza’s father. There was a strange likeness between father and daughter. Their eyes were both green, but while Demelza’s were the tender green of early spring, Prava’s had the look of mold. Poison. Where Demelza’s hair was the color of a combed sunset, Prava’s hair looked like blood and rust. When Prava spoke, his sharp teeth grazed his bottom lip. And yet for all the wizard’s obvious monstrosity, when he spoke to his daughter, Arris heard only affection. And it was this which sparked wariness in his heart.

“—never want you to feel trapped, Demelza,” said Prava.

Arris watched Demelza touch her necklace. Her eyes shone as she defended him and briefly, Arris felt buoyant. Safe. There was the proof of her love for him, shining and fluttering against her throat. But then Prava explained that the necklace meant nothing …

It was little more than a gesture.

“If he loves fiercely enough, it can make any man a monster.”

Arris wanted to shout at them. He wanted to say that it was not true … that it could never be true … but would that be a lie? He stared at the bouquet in his hands. Yvlle had sprinkled a few drops of tonic to keep them fresh and vibrant. But already they drooped.

“There is, however, a way out,” said Prava.

Arris watched as Demelza’s eyes widened. In that moment, he felt as though his heart was a string pulled taut. From the moment they met, he’d known that she had not come to this tournament for love, but freedom. It was all that Arris wanted too. The freedom to live, to want, to dream without the brevity of his life haunting every waking moment of his days. It was what had drawn them together and, now, it would tear them apart. Arris knew it in the same moments that Prava said:

“Cut out his heart … and you shall be free.”

Arris heard the plink! sound of a clattering object. He watched Demelza’s face go blank as she stared at something on the ground. Then she bent, briefly vanishing from view. When she straightened and was once more in the frame of the window, he saw that she was holding a glass knife. How clear the blade was. How curious that his own ending might be so transparent. So full of truth. For so long, he had questioned the intentions of possible brides, but Demelza could not lie. And she wore the truth of her love around her neck. He had imagined it was an ornament. But to her, it was a shackle. She loved him. She wanted freedom. The decision she would make was clear.

It seemed that Rathe Castle was in no mood to grant him a reprieve. Perhaps it thought that hastening the inevitable was its own mercy. Demelza’s wing and his own were on opposite sides of the castle, but the castle could pinch away distances in the span of a blink and that is exactly what it did.

The wall shimmered. One moment, Arris was staring at Prava’s study. The next, he was face-to-face with Demelza. There was no boundary between them. From where he stood, he could smell the fog roses and billow violets that filled her chamber.

If he wanted—and, oh, he still wanted—he could easily trace the line of her neck. Her lips parted when she saw him. Her gaze fell to the bouquet of flowers still clutched in his hand. When she looked at him again, her eyes shone.

But she did not drop the knife.

“Look at us,” she said. She laughed, but it came out as a sob.

Instinctively, Arris went to cup her cheek but there was something caught in his fist. Her necklace. He didn’t even remember summoning it, but there it was. His only means of protection. His most terrible weapon against her. Demelza flinched.

“I didn’t mean—” he said, but he couldn’t finish his sentence. The truth was that Arris would defend himself. Whether that meant he’d use Demelza’s greatest weakness against her to do so, he couldn’t say. And the truth of that shamed him.

“I don’t want to,” he said.

Beneath his words lay another plea: Do not make me.

Demelza blinked back tears. “I could sing right now. I know you hate the sound of it, but I could sing and force the truth out of you. And perhaps you are being honest … and if you are, then where does that leave us, Arris? Maybe this time you don’t want to dangle control over my own form in front of me … but what about the next time? What if you tire of me? What if someone lays a trap and you think that I mean to harm you and so you turn me into a swan before I could do anything to hurt you?”

“And how do I know you won’t turn power hungry like your father?” demanded Arris. “How do I know you won’t decide to free your heart and love another?” He dropped the bouquet. He wanted to laugh, but he couldn’t summon one from inside him.

“Clearly, love is not enough,” he said.

Demelza bit her lip. “You’re right … love is not enough.”

Mere seconds passed, but Arris felt each one weighing on him as if they were centuries.

“Now what?” she asked, and her voice was bitter. “Should we count to three and see who triumphs over the other? Or should we at least enjoy our wedding feast before all of this falls apart?”

The longer Arris stared at her, the more he felt his heart stretched taut to the point of snapping in two. Several unknowns faced him. If he lost her, he did not know how he could live. And if she remained, he did not know how long he would live. Either way he turned, he would find neither sweetness nor safety. There would always be an unknown. Always the ground would feel as if it were shifting …

And perhaps …

Perhaps that’s simply how it was with life and love.

Arris stared at the clear blade in Demelza’s hand. He reached out, not quite sure what he was doing until his hand closed over her clenched fist. The necklace was still in his grip and when he touched her, it fell over her wrist. Demelza shuddered.

“And what of trust in all this, Demelza?” he asked. “What if … what if we entrusted our hearts to one another not because we had to … but because we want to?”

Demelza glanced at their joined hands before looking at him. “What if we fail? What if we hurt one another?”

“What if we do … and what if it’s still not the end? What if we spoke to each other before striking out … what if we made our own happiness?” asked Arris. A great hope moved through him. “What if we chose one another … not just today, but every day?”

“Is that what you want, Arris?” she asked. A slight tremor snuck into her voice. It was fear. And love. The sound of it was hope and it alchemized some leaden and weary part of Arris’s soul to gold.

“I do,” he said. “And you, Demelza? Can you live with this uncertainty? Do you want this?”

“I do,” she said.

Arris did not know what fell first. The necklace or the blade. But it didn’t matter. It was lost in the sequence of other joys. Demelza’s fingers threaded through his hair in the same moment he seized her waist. Her eyes fluttered shut at the same time their lips touched. He felt a smile on his mouth and he did not know who it had first belonged to.

All that mattered was that it existed.






Epilogue


Arris and Demelza were married with great pomp and ceremony. For years to come, the courtiers would argue over what she had worn, for her wedding dress changed every few paces. Lady Edmea had promised her a raiment befitting the future Queen of the Isle of Malys and thus the whole of the Isle was to be represented.

When Demelza first walked down the aisle, delicate wings of frost unfurled from the shoulders of her silver gown, scattering snow upon the bystanders. The people of the Aatos Mountains cheered. Next, a towering crown of gold brambles shot through the braids of Demelza’s hair, ending in the delicate antlers of the Ulva Wyld’s famed golden stags. The Wyldfolke roared with delight. Before she joined Arris, an exquisite net of seed pearls from the bottom of the Famishing tumbled over Demelza’s face and the merfolk flashed their teeth, satisfied. And when the veil was lifted, a diadem of polished ozoralds appeared around Demelza’s head as the silvery gown bloomed with cave jewels. The Glimmerians clapped wildly. The whole time, the people from the Vale of Sylke smiled smugly. After all, the dress would not have existed without Lady Edmea.

The wedding banquet was just as staggering. Ursula constructed a tower of miniature cakes. To the guests’ horror and her siblings’ delight, Ursula had even celebrated the cuisine of the veritas swans. Several iced buns held fat spiders suspended in a jam of cloud berries, and a table full of locust custard buns served with a sauce of winter cherries flambeéd in ice wine kept buzzing and humming and rising off the tables. When they cut into the cake—which Ursula had divided into layers of candied aphids for Demelza and caramelized hazelnuts for Arris—Demelza looked over the towering confection to see Araminta and the queen in deep conversation. When Yzara caught Demelza’s eye, she dipped her chin and smiled knowingly.

No wedding is complete without curses and blessings dispersed at random and without consent. This turned out to be a wonderful thing for Zoraya, who had been despondent ever since the third trial. When a passing arrow—shot by an assassin who had gotten too drunk to do his job properly—turned her dear friend Niko into a statue, Zoraya’s heart came alive and she swore that she would never rest until he could be restored to flesh and hear her declare her love as Niko had done for her many, many times.

At the banquet hall, Araminta and Demelza’s sisters sat in an unbroken line of beauty. An empty plate was placed beside Araminta in honor of Prava, and Rathe Castle even permitted the stone wall behind the table to serve as a glass window between itself and Hush Manor so that Prava could watch the festivities. He was so happy to see his daughters and wife at the same table that he kept bursting into tears until he had run out of handkerchiefs. He almost resorted to using the sleeves of his suit until the library wyvern brought him a blanket. Unfortunately, it was his daughters’ baby blanket which led to Prava lying down on the floor of his study to contemplate “the cruel and joyous passage of time.”

Some time later, Prava—inspired, perhaps, by his own daughter’s bravery in love—would confess the truth of how to free a veritas swan to Araminta. And some time after that, Araminta would find a way to imprison him, which Prava would find “perfectly fair” and the two would work on their communication skills now that their nest was empty and their daughters set on their paths.

During the wedding feast, Demelza and Arris sat hand in hand. They were in love. They were also perfectly terrified of one another, which may not seem like a good way to start a marriage, but is, in truth, the only way to sustain such a commitment. There were many uncertainties that lay ahead, but there was much joy too, and in the pursuit of the latter, the former becomes easier to bear.

“A happy ending after all,” said Arris, lifting Demelza’s hand and kissing her knuckles lightly.

Demelza smiled. “Something like that.”

She glanced out the window, where Wrate’s moonlit eye regarded the festivities with cool ambivalence. Beside the window, Yvlle and Talvi sat with their heads bent close. They seemed to be examining a little book of poems. No doubt a tale about Enzo the Fool and his sea witch consort. Arris had been the one to point out how they sat together quite closely. A fact that made him smile. It made Demelza smile too, but she also could not help but think of what Talvi and Yvlle had mentioned … something about how there was far more to Enzo and the sea witch than the legends revealed.

But that was another story altogether.

THE END
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