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CHAPTER 1
[image: ]



Darius, one of the huntsmen that worked for my stepmother, Queen Griselda, skulked into the castle kitchen and made his way toward me, weaving around the other scullery maids bustling about their tasks. Ironically, his secretive behavior was what caught my attention; he had never been one to hide in the shadows when there were people around.

“Princess, come with me,” he whispered urgently, eyes darting around furtively all the while. Intrigued by what he could possibly want that required stealth, I wiped my hands on a rag and trailed after him.

Darius was a charismatic, cheerful fellow, well-liked by the servants and nobility alike, but he was acting strangely distracted and jumpy this evening. He led me out of the kitchens where I worked, through the castle, and out a rusted side gate that groaned in protest as we pushed it open. The night was already dim; the sun had sunk beyond the horizon, but a few pink and purple streaks still hovered over the tops of the forest trees. It felt that we walked in silence for an age.

“Where are we going?” I puffed. I was short enough that I had to jog occasionally to keep up with Darius’s exceptionally long strides. Friends though we were, I didn’t love the idea of sneaking out of the castle so close to dark.

“Forest,” he answered brusquely. Darius’s fingers kept opening and closing on the hilt of his dagger at his belt, and his eyes moved ceaselessly, not in the normal manner of a guard surveying for danger, but in a nervous, distraught way. I had always been keenly in tune with the feelings of people around me, particularly when I could tell they were distressed somehow, and his behavior screamed anxiety to me. Any time someone felt uncomfortable, I could immediately sense their discomfort and would go to great lengths to alleviate it, people pleaser that I was.

“Is there anything I can help you with, Darius?” I asked kindly. We were fairly close in age, with Darius only a few years older, and in my last few years as a servant, I had sewn buttons for him before, brought him meals and drinks when he filled in for the night watch shift, and cleaned his barracks regularly. He had always been kind to me and was a loyal supporter to the royal bloodline. He usually called me “Princess” even though my stepmother stripped me of my title after my father died. Whenever my stepmother wasn’t around, Darius continued to show me the utmost courtesy and respect, as if I would still magically become Queen one day.

Darius closed his eyes momentarily, as though shutting out my words, and didn’t respond. We skirted the main streets and wended through dark, unfamiliar alleyways in the village that surrounded the castle. I got the distinct impression that Darius didn’t want us to be noticed as we strode toward the great, dark forest that grew beyond the village. Many of the townsfolk were afraid of the woods; they said evil spirits lurked there. Sometimes at night, people claimed to hear shrieks and wailing emanating from it, which further reinforced their fears.

I didn’t know what to think of these rumors. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d left the castle grounds before this evening. Usually, my stepmother kept all the servants busy from sunup to sundown, and as a foreign delegation had arrived the day previously, there were even more dishes than usual. The cooks kept the scullery maids working all hours as they slaved away to prepare the royal entourage’s favorite dishes. I didn’t think that Darius would ever take me anywhere dangerous; he was too protective. Even so, the shadows grew increasingly dark and foreboding. I drew closer to Darius, apprehensive about entering the eerie woods.

“Why are we here?” I couldn’t help the nervous quiver that edged my voice. I still had several pots to scour and bedding to wash before I could turn in for the night. Whatever errand he had, I wanted to finish quickly and return to the brightly lit, comfortable kitchens in the castle.

“Just a walk,” he said smoothly. “You don’t get fresh air often, Princess.”

I wanted to laugh, but the pressing darkness smothered any trace of humor. “I’ve told you before, I am no princess! Not anymore. I am happy just being a servant. And this servant still has pans to scrub tonight, so whenever you are ready, I would like to return.”

I saw Darius’s jaw clench. He came upon the entrance to a faded path and held back a thorny branch to allow me to pass. “Thank you.” I ducked under his arm. As he followed me and let go of the limb, the branch whipped back viciously. As it did so, the sharp twigs cut the back of his head. I heard him suck in his breath as the thorns tore at his scalp.

“You are hurt!” I exclaimed. “Let me see.”

“No, I am fine! It is just a scratch.” He tried to push my hands away.

“I don’t want you to be in pain,” I protested, and gently moved his hair aside to examine the extent of the scrape. The moon’s light was increasing, but was barely sufficient to inspect the injury.

It wasn’t too bad. I used his small flask of water to rinse off the wound and pulled a clean cloth from my apron pocket. “Hold still for a moment, alright?” I said anxiously, and pressed the cloth lightly against his head to blot up the blood.

“Stop,” Darius said, his voice coming out ragged and uneven.

“Am I hurting you?” I pulled the cloth away. “I am sorry, I didn’t mean-”

Through the canopy of leaves, I could see the moon’s light shining down, which cast shadows across both of us. Darius’s face was tormented. I was baffled; the cut wasn’t deep, he had sustained far worse injuries before during his hunts, and he wasn’t one to complain about a little pain. He pushed his fist against his forehead.

“How can I help you?” I placed a hand on his wrist to gently lower his arm. “Tell me what to do.”

“Run!” he burst out.

I stepped back a pace. “What?”

“Run away from here! Don’t ever come back.”

“But… but, why?”

“It is your stepmother; she wants you dead. She wanted me to kill you, but you know I would never. You need to save yourself, now! I will go back and cover for you.”

My breath caught in my throat and I staggered back, shocked. Was this a trick? A joke? I posed no threat whatsoever to my stepmother. Had she really tried to send Darius to murder me? “But, I… I don’t understand!”

“She thinks you will take her place. She won’t rest until you are dead. So run away! Never come back. I will come find you later. Go, go, go!” He gave me a shove down the path and threw a glance over his shoulder.

I froze for a moment, then turned and fled. Darius’s shouting rang after me, urging me on. I ran through the black forest as fast as I could until his voice faded. In my panic, everything seemed terrifying. Tree limbs grabbed at my skirts and held me back. Owls swooped low and made my heart skip several beats. My brain interpreted every rustle in the bushes as another man sent to kill me.

I tripped over a protruding root and sprawled on the rocky, dirt path. The heel of one of my shoes broke and I twisted my ankle, but I wrenched myself upright immediately and plunged on through the forest, barely noticing the pain of my ankle or where I was headed. I only wanted to get as far away from the castle as I could.


CHAPTER 2
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When I finally burst out into a clearing, my dress was in shreds. I was scratched from head to toe, bleeding in several spots, and felt more frightened than I had ever been in my life. A brightly lit cottage stood out in the darkness of the small meadow. I could see several men milling around, all talking and laughing with each other. To my panicked mind, the cottage seemed oddly out of place; a strange oasis of happiness in this dark, haunted forest.

My eyes frantically scanned the setting. I couldn’t go back the way I came. Nor did I want to plunge straight through a crowd of strangers, however cheerful they sounded. I intended to circle the cottage and continue on the other side, but they must have heard me coming because their voices stopped and I saw their silhouettes turn to face me.

“Who goes there?” a gruff voice called. Someone held up a torch. After the pressing darkness of the forest, the flare made me hold up a hand to shield my eyes.

“Relax, it is just a girl. You okay, miss?”

I gasped for breath. I wanted to keep running and get as far away from Darius and my stepmother as possible, but my legs trembled and my hands shook. I couldn’t run anymore. Nor could I speak; it felt like my throat had swollen shut.

“She looks terrified. Come sit down; what do you need?” I could only see the outlines of the men against the illuminated windows of their cottage. They moved toward me.

“Stay away!” I finally choked out.

“That isn’t just some girl. That is the princess,” one of the men said in wonder.

“All the more reason to stay away from her like she says. She shouldn’t be here!” the gruff voice retorted. “We don’t need anyone barging into our private affairs, and certainly no namby-pamby princess.”

“Have a heart, Malcolm,” a cheery voice joined the others. “She is scared out of her wits. We can let her sit down and have a drink.”

One of the men approached slowly. He held up his hands as if trying to calm down a frightened animal which, granted, was what I felt like. “Hey, I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to make sure you are okay.”

Even in the darkness, I could see the sunshine color of his hair. He smiled reassuringly. I glanced back over my shoulder at the path I had left. There was no sign that Darius had followed me. I returned my attention to the man with yellow hair.

“Come on,” he invited, a coaxing tone to his voice. Terrified as I was, I couldn’t help but trust him. “You are safe here. My brother Tiberias is inside, and he is a doctor. Let’s take a look at those cuts. We were having a party.”

“Sorry to ruin your party,” I blurted out.

The man slowly advanced until he stood right in front of me. I resisted the urge to flee again. He reached out and gently took my arm. “It’s okay. The party was pretty much over anyway. My name is Felix, what is yours?” He began to lead me back to the house.

“S…Snow White,” I replied hesitantly. It felt like I was in shock; I was numb all over. I obeyed the pressure on my arm without much thought until several of the man’s companions moved in closer to me, and I pulled back. I didn’t know any of these strangers crowding around me. I wanted to go somewhere safe, not into a throng of men I didn’t know. But if my stepmother, who could command Eldonia’s whole army, was really trying to kill me, was anywhere safe?

“Give her space,” Felix warned the others. “Quentin, why don’t you go put the birthday boy to bed? It is late for him. He had a big day.”

I felt dreadful. Some little boy was having a birthday party and now I had turned up and ruined it.

One of the men turned and went into the house. I caught a fleeting glimpse of the man’s profile as the front door opened then shut with a snap. He seemed to be built along the same lines as Felix- an average height for man, but much stockier. Conversing voices inside the house floated out of the open window, then yet another man came out of the house. “Someone injured?” he asked crisply.

“Yes, this is the princess, Snow White. It looks like those thorns are at it again,” Felix answered breezily. “We really need to trim that overgrown path back.”

“Wouldn’t that encourage people to visit?” grumbled the same irritable voice from before. “We don’t want any nosy busybodies coming to pry into our business.”

The doctor tried to inspect my scratches, but it was too dark for him to see clearly. “Come inside,” he invited. Then, sensing my hesitation, added, “Please. I only want to help you.”

I slowly sidled up the front steps and into their house. I couldn’t stop my eyes scanning the room frantically, as if expecting another attack, but nothing ominous was lurking in the corners. No henchman leapt out from behind the table to murder me. The little boy must have already been taken to bed; no one was in sight, but several colorful toys littered the floor, most likely gifts for his birthday. I took several deep, calming breaths, but could still feel the blood pulsing in my ears and felt my heart pounding inside my ribcage. My lungs were raw from running for so long.

Felix guided me to a soft seat, and I sat rigidly upright, staring around at all the men that were traipsing through the door. There were five of them in the room with me, and I assumed that another had tended to putting the young boy to bed for the night. So, perhaps seven people in the house besides myself.

“Bad day?” Felix asked. I saw him clearly now. Just as I had surmised from outside, his hair was yellow as sunshine, and his demeanor was just as bright. He grinned good-naturedly as he leaned casually against a cluttered dining room table.

Tiberias, the doctor, leaned down, peering over the rims of his small, oval glasses, and softly pressed cloths against my skin to stop the bleeding. Two identical twins hovered anxiously over me, watching closely as Tiberias tended to my injuries. Then there was one man in the corner, arms folded, and a scowl firmly in place. He had unusually thick, heavyset eyebrows, which gave him a permanently disgruntled look.

All of them looked alike and I guessed that their ages ranged from their early to late twenties. They had similar builds— average height with barrel-shaped chests and muscular arms. Most of the men were clean-shaven, though Tiberias had a small, brown beard trimmed to a neat point, and the man in the corner had shadows under his eyes that matched the black scruff sprouting all over his face. It looked as though he hadn’t shaved in several days, adding to his somewhat ominous appearance. All of the men had the same nose, and though the light color of Felix’s hair didn’t match the others’ darker hair, I concluded that they must all be related.

Felix seemed to read my mind. “Meet my brothers!” he said cheerfully. “I already introduced myself and Tiberias, and these two are twins, obviously. Jonas and Armand work in town at the inn.” He pointed them out. The one Felix said was Jonas waved, and the other, Armand, blushed scarlet and studied his shoes. “Quentin is helping get Oliver to sleep. It is past his bedtime.”

“I’ve seen you before,” Jonas observed. He paused and sneezed several times in rapid succession into the crook of his elbow before continuing, “When your father got married a few years back, you were there. You are the princess. I recognize your hair.”

I absentmindedly put a hand up to the thick, tight, black coils that curled around my head. It was how everyone recognized me. “I’m not the princess anymore,” I said. “Just a servant.”

“Why are you here?” It was the gruff voice again. Felix looked around at the forgotten brother in the corner.

“Ah, yes, and here is my delightful brother Malcolm, who apologizes for his rudeness.”

“I’m not apologizing for anything,” countered Malcolm immediately. “We have a right to know why she is here. You know what Oliver is like when he meets someone new. I want her out of here before he sees her.”

“I am sorry, I will go,” I said shakily. I tried to stand, but Tiberias held a gentle hand on my shoulder to keep me seated. He frowned at Malcolm.

“She is not going anywhere tonight. She is hurt and it is late. She needs a place to sleep.”

“No, no! I don’t want to impose,” I squeaked. I certainly had no desire to spend the night if Malcolm was here, no matter if I had to sleep under a tree.

“It is nothing!” Felix waved his hand. “We don’t get much company out here and we would be thrilled to have you.”

“You don’t even live here anymore!” Malcolm protested, glaring at Felix. “This is my house, mine and Oliver’s. You moved out a year ago.”

“It is a family house,” corrected Felix. “And we are hospitable to people in need.”

“It really isn’t necessary—” I started to say again.

“Do you have anywhere to go?” Felix asked.

I tried to nod. I wanted to lie so I could get away from everyone and be alone. I managed to bob my head a tiny bit up and down. Tiberias fixed me with a firm stare, and I knew he saw right through my weak façade. A lump swelled rapidly in my throat. I shook my head, and my eyes welled up with tears.

“That settles it. You are staying here tonight!” Felix clapped his hands together jovially. He went to a closet and pulled some linens off the shelves inside. “You can have my old room.”

Malcolm watched me, distrust etched into every line of his face, as I followed Felix down the hall toward a rather shabby-looking door, which he pushed open. The furniture inside was covered in a thick layer of dust. Cobwebs hid the corners of the room, and it had the stale scent of neglect lingering around it.

Felix dropped the linens on the stripped bed, looked around, and rubbed the back of his neck in embarrassment. “Sorry, this isn’t really a place worthy of a princess. You deserve a lot better than here.”

“No; this is wonderful, thank you.” I said quickly. It was better and offered more privacy than the communal servants’ quarters I had been living in for the last several years. I nervously looked back down the hall at Felix’s brothers, who all stared after us.

It was as though Felix could read my thoughts. “Don’t worry, you will be safe here. None of my brothers would ever harm anyone. But—” he reached around to where a key was hanging behind the door and handed it to me, “The door locks from the inside if it makes you feel more comfortable.”

“Thank you,” I repeated yet again. Felix had a calming presence about him that reassured me of his good intentions. He tried to brush as much dust as he could off the surfaces and stretched the linens tightly over the cushioned featherbed. One of the twins brought in a wash basin and water pitcher. When I thanked him, he blushed crimson and hurried away. I half-glanced back down the hall. Malcolm was standing, arms crossed, as he argued quietly with Tiberias, gesticulating towards the room I was in.

“Don’t worry about Malcolm,” Felix told me, grunting as he tucked in the edges of the linens. “He is just protective of our family.” Then he grinned. “And he is very suspicious of dangerous-looking strangers like you.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed quietly. I was the farthest thing imaginable from dangerous looking. Darius once told me I wouldn’t be able to frighten a kitten, even if I tried. “Are you and the others staying here tonight?” I asked. Malcolm said that he and the other youngest brother, whose name I had already forgotten, were the only ones who lived there. I wasn’t eager to stay anywhere with only Malcolm and an unknown boy for company.

Felix shuffled his feet. “Well, Tiberias and Quentin are both married. They need to get back home, and they have jobs that start early. Jonas and Armand have to work too. We only came for the party, but I suppose I can stay and sleep on the couch, if it would make you feel better. I will need to leave first thing in the morning, though.”

“Okay,” I agreed hastily. I just didn’t want to be alone at night with someone like Malcolm hovering over me. Felix left and I locked the door firmly behind him. The oil lamp I had been given flickered and cast eerie, undulating shadows up the walls. I crossed to the window and latched that as well. I sneezed several times from the dust that tickled my nose and heard one of the brothers do the same. This house could use a thorough cleaning.

I heard four brothers leave and Felix call after them, cheerfully bidding them a safe journey. The wooden bed frame creaked as I sat down, and I drew up the stiff sheets. They hadn’t been properly washed, so they were overly crisp and starchy. The house seemed very quiet. The only noises were of a whispered conversation between Malcolm and Felix that I couldn’t hear properly, though the tone of each voice came in loud and clear.

I sighed. I knew Malcolm didn’t want me here. I didn’t want to be here either, but I didn’t know where else to go. According to Darius, my stepmother wanted me dead. My mind buzzed with so many thoughts and worries that I thought I would never be able to close my eyes.

Before my father remarried, I was expected to be the next queen. My father had given me a host of tutors and nannies when I was young to instruct me on how to be a proper queen. I hadn’t known my father well. I was his only child, the product of him and his second wife. My own mother died in childbirth, so I had no memory of her. My father’s third wife was indifferent to me, and my father sent her away after she failed to produce a child after several years of marriage. Then, when I was twelve, Father married Griselda, who was now Queen.

Griselda was significantly younger than my father. When he died soon after their marriage, my stepmother made it very clear that I would never inherit the throne. She said it was her right and that she would live to reign a long, long time. She intended to marry again and have a son who would be the rightful heir to the kingdom.

At first, I had been angry. I had been trained my entire life to be Queen, and to have that taken away in an instant was tremendously unfair. But as I got older, I started to realize what exactly was expected of royalty, and quickly became disenchanted with the idea.

It wasn’t that I was an uncommonly shy person, but my personality was very different than my stepmother’s. She gave off an austere, commanding presence, and never hesitated to quash anyone who stood up to her. She was very decisive and quick to judgment, and I was not. She never seemed bothered if someone disagreed with her, and it physically pained me to think of someone disliking me.

All those factors, coupled with having watched my father cycle through so many wives, all while being heartily disliked by his subjects, led me to conclude that I had no interest in ruling our kingdom. It seemed like an impossible, thankless job, and I wanted no part of it.

I wasn’t the type of leader my tutors had tried to mold me into. I loved listening to people and wanted to look at problems from every side of the story, deliberate, and then come to a conclusion. I genuinely wanted to help every person I met, even if that meant sacrificing my own wants and needs. I was happy to give up anything if it made a difference to a single person. I probably would have run Eldonia’s coffers dry to aid anyone who asked. I couldn’t bear the thought of commanding an army that would cause suffering, either for my subjects or that of another country’s.

My stepmother had been horrified at my ideas when I voiced them early on and said that such thoughts were more befitting a servant. So, after my father passed away, she stripped me of my rank as princess and relegated me to a servant’s position. For the following five years, I worked alongside chefs and scullery maids, serving girls and laundresses. It wasn’t pleasant work, but I had friends and it was better than trying to work out trade negotiations with foreign countries, train an army, and sit in endless meetings about imports and exports.

I buried my head into my arms and scrunched my eyes closed. I wasn’t a princess anymore. I wasn’t even a servant anymore. I had nowhere to go, no one to count on. I was alone.

I took a deep, steadying breath. True, I couldn’t return to what I had left behind, but I hadn’t enjoyed scrubbing flagstones and doing laundry anyway. Yes, Darius had been sent to kill me, but he hadn’t. He found it in his heart to do the right thing, and for that, I was exceptionally grateful. I was alive.

I had a roof over my head tonight. There had even been a doctor who was able to tend to my minor scrapes and cuts. I counted myself very fortunate that I had stumbled upon this cottage. Tomorrow, I would be able to figure out a plan moving forward. With that comforting thought, I allowed my exhaustion from the day to overtake me, and I fell asleep.


CHAPTER 3
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When I woke up, it was still the middle of the night; moonlight cast a ghostly light onto the bed. At first, I wasn’t sure what had awakened me, but then I heard it— unearthly noises that echoed around my room. There was a high-pitched shrieking, almost like a human child’s but… different. The endless wail was followed by a volley of loud bangs, like someone pounding on a wall. Was this the creature that the villagers were afraid of and said haunted the forest? Perhaps prowling outside my window this very moment? My hair stood on end, and I burrowed deeper under my covers. The cries sounded unnatural. I had no idea what would make that sort of noise. I hoped Felix’s little brother wasn’t frightened by it.

I heard someone in the house get up and move down the hall, I supposed to check on the little boy. A door closed just as the shrieking that pierced the air changed into squealing. A low voice from the other room began to croon a soft melody. It was a familiar lullaby, and I found myself listening intently to the tune. Whichever brother was singing had a real talent for music. I focused so closely on the song that I forgot to pay attention to the strange noises. When I realized this, I strained my ears to listen for the creature, but couldn’t hear it any longer.

The singing continued for a long time after the shrieking died away. It sounded so comforting and soothing that I closed my eyes and simply listened to the lullaby until I finally drifted back to sleep, completely at peace.
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The next morning, I woke up just as the sun was rising. The pale orange and pink streaks of light that were filtering in through the window lit up the room. It surprised me that I had been able to sleep for so long on stiff bedding and with the strange noises during the night. In the daylight, the room didn’t seem as unfriendly as the night before. I rose and made my bed neatly. I listened hard for any sounds from the brothers, but heard nothing.

I didn’t want to disturb them by puttering around their house before they even woke up. I quietly began to tidy up the room I slept in. It was the least I could do before I formed a plan of where to go next. I opened the window to invite in a breeze and dusted off all the surfaces with my apron. I shook the apron out the window and was shocked to see just how large the clouds of dust were that billowed out. No wonder one of the brothers couldn’t stop sneezing.

I cleaned for about an hour before I heard noises from the rest of the house. In that time, I racked my brain to think of a plan, but came up with nothing. I still didn’t have a single idea of where to go. Eldonia was small. If I stayed within the borders, I was sure Griselda would be able to find me easily. But this kingdom was all I knew. How could I cross into another country and start a new life from scratch when my only training was as a servant and princess? It wasn’t like I could just decide to be the princess in a different kingdom. Nor did I want to be a servant my whole life, and I lacked training for a trade. I blew out a long stream of air and refocused my thinking. I would figure something out.

Once I smelled breakfast being prepared, I thought it was safe to venture out of my room. I eased open the door and stepped into the hallway. Felix poked his head around the corner leading to the kitchen. “Good morning, Sunshine! You are just in time!”

He placed eggs and a thick slice of barley bread on a plate for me, complete with a dollop of jam on top of the bread.

I thanked him, then looked around for Malcolm and the younger brother, but didn’t see any sign of them.

“They went fishing today,” Felix answered my unspoken question. “They packed a lunch and will probably be gone all day. They left before the sun was up.”

I felt guilty. I didn’t want Malcolm and his younger brother to feel unwelcome in their own home. Felix went on, “Stay as long as you like. I am sorry to leave, but I have to get back to town to open up my shop. It was very nice to meet you. I hope to see you again soon, Your Majesty.”

He left. I ate quickly and went to place my plate in the washtub. It was already heaped high with dishes. I hesitated. As eager as I was to continue my journey, I simply couldn’t leave a pile of dirty dishes after all the brothers had done for me. Malcolm and his brother were already gone, and Felix said they wouldn’t be back until late. It surely wouldn’t matter if I stayed a little longer.

I pumped the handle to get water to flow into the washtub and set about washing every dish there was. For only having two people who lived at the house, it was not a small number. I felt like I was back in the castle kitchens after a large banquet with the amount of work there was to do. There were pots and pans with residue caked on, utensils covered in food that smelled, and several items that didn’t belong in the washtub at all, including what looked like a stuffed cloth bear hidden under several bowls. I washed the bear the best I could and set him out on the sofa for the little boy to find later.

Halfway through washing the dishes, I realized that there was no more room on the counter for the clean dishes to dry. The dining table was cluttered with a hodge-podge of items, some dirty, some more or less clean. I cleared away all the items and wiped down the table. By the time all the dishes were finally washed, the ones on the counter were dried. I opened the cupboards and tried to decipher where they were all supposed to go. I had to scrub out each cupboard before I could put the dishes away. Several had spiderwebs and a generous coating of gritty dust. Had this house ever been cleaned?

Once all the dishes were put away, I thought it would be a shame to leave with only the dishes done when the house was in dire need of a thorough cleaning. So, I set about to scrubbing everything I could. Besides, I reasoned, I needed something to occupy my hands while I tried to figure out a plan. I avoided entering any bedrooms other than the one I had stayed in. It felt like too much of an invasion of the brothers’ privacy, so I limited myself to the main areas of the house. As eager as I was to be of help, I didn’t feel right with just making myself comfortable in a home that wasn’t mine.

But even after sweeping and scrubbing the floors, washing the windows, and tidying up all the clutter I saw, I still couldn’t think of a single place I could go after I left this cottage. Where would I be safe from my stepmother? Technically, I was betrothed to Prince Charles in the neighboring kingdom of Galtica, but I barely knew him, and hadn’t seen him in years. Besides, he would never want to still marry me if I had been stripped of my title. Princes and princesses married for gain, not for love. If he were to marry me now, he would have nothing. His older brother was heir to the throne, not Charles. No, Charles wasn’t a viable option either. In any case, I wasn’t some damsel in distress that needed rescued. I was a capable person and would pull my own weight.

I sighed and began chopping vegetables. It was late enough in the day that I figured Malcolm and his brother would be back soon. I prepared a stew with plans to leave it on the table when I left—let them find it when they returned. Maybe that way, Malcolm wouldn’t be as upset that I had imposed on him. I had always hated the feeling that someone didn’t like me. Even though I was about to leave the cottage, I didn’t want to leave knowing that Malcolm was annoyed with me. The stew would be my peace offering.

I heard a thunderbolt clap loudly and jumped. The pitter patter of raindrops hitting the roof and walls of the house began quietly, then quickly became a hammering. I ran to the window, and what I saw made my heart plummet. I had been so focused on cleaning and cooking and my own thoughts that I hadn’t paid any attention to the weather. I could barely see a few feet beyond the window through the torrential downpour. I couldn’t go out in a thunderstorm like that.

The thought had barely crossed my mind when a dark figure came into sight, pulling a second person by the hand, who ran with an awkward gait. I saw them hurry up the steps to the front porch, and the door was pushed open. Malcolm came in first from the deluge, shaking droplets out of his dark hair. Even before he was over the threshold, he turned and pulled a second person inside. It wasn’t a little boy, as I had expected. It was an adult.

The second man looked up and instantly saw me. I took a step back. This man didn’t look normal. He wasn’t disfigured, but his features seemed oddly stretched, almost distorted. His face lacked the typical curves most people had. His nose bridge was nearly absent, so there were few curves from one cheekbone to the other- just a wide, flat expanse of taut skin. His head stuck forward, so that his neck was stretched out like a turtle’s. He leaned slightly to one side, as if he couldn’t stand entirely upright. His tongue protruded from his sizeable mouth, which was agape to show extremely crooked and unevenly-spaced teeth. Even though the man must have been close to twenty years old, it looked like he was already starting to bald a little. His light brown hair did little to conceal a receding hairline.

The man’s enormous eyes were opened very wide, and he stared unblinkingly at me. They were set farther apart than was typical and reminded me a little of an owl. There was something I couldn’t quite place in his gaze that unnerved me. He should know not to stare for so long and without blinking. It made me uncomfortable. Then he opened his mouth and let out a terrifying, wordless cry as he raised his finger and pointed at me.

I staggered several paces backward as a ripple of fear pulsed through me. I knew immediately that this man was the person who had made the noises from the previous night. Malcolm didn’t seem fazed in the slightest by his companion’s screaming. He placidly continued to wring out his and the other man’s jacket and hung them on a hook. It was only then that he stopped and looked around. I saw his heavy eyebrows raise slightly as he surveyed the clean dining area and sitting room.

The other man had dropped his hand and was babbling in a string of incoherent sounds that frightened me. Could he not speak? What was wrong with him? He tugged on Malcolm’s sleeve repeatedly. I heard him say what sounded like, “Mom!” several times in a row. I slowly backed down the hallway and placed one of my hands on the handle to the bedroom I stayed in the previous night. I didn’t want to make any sudden movements.

“What is it, Ollie?” Malcolm asked. I was amazed at how calm he sounded.

The other man pulled his thumb along his jaw several times in quick succession and pointed to me again. Malcolm looked down the hall and his eyes caught mine. I had the door half open and was inching my way inside.

“You are right, Ollie, there is a girl there.” Malcolm looked hard at me. “I saw you cleaned up.” He waved his hand around the tidy cottage. I gave a tiny nod and averted my eyes from Malcolm’s companion. I was suddenly embarrassed. I knew that there were people who were born with problems that made it so they couldn’t talk, but I had never met one before. I didn’t know what to say or how to act. Should I go up and talk to him? But if he didn’t know how to talk… Maybe he couldn’t hear, either. Would he even understand me?

“This is my youngest brother, Oliver,” Malcolm introduced the second man grudgingly.

“Hi, Oliver,” I said in a small voice, and tried to force a smile onto my face. All my instincts were pushing me to run into the room behind me and lock the door. But something kept me rooted to the spot. Curiosity? Pity? A morbid fascination? My eyes kept being drawn back to Oliver’s face over and over. I didn’t mean to stare, but he looked so different from anyone else I knew. I wished I knew how to behave around him. Even with all my training on etiquette, I had never once been instructed on how to handle a situation like this. I felt dreadful; I should be polite and genuine, but still felt wildly uncomfortable.

Oliver let out a peal of high-pitched laughter and clapped his hands forcefully together, which broke me away from my churning thoughts. He began to run down the hall toward me. I let out a squeak of terror, but Malcolm caught Oliver almost instantly. He held his brother back, one hand clamped firmly around his wrist. “Stop it, Oliver. You are scaring her! Say sorry!”

Oliver’s eyebrows furrowed together in a look of deep concern, and he rubbed his closed fist on his chest. “Dah-dee!” he chirped in a child-like voice.

“He says sorry,” Malcolm interpreted.

Oliver looked around the room, let out a squeal and bolted in the opposite direction. “Whoa! Whoa! Yes, Whoa!” he yelped happily. I couldn’t see him any longer; being at the back of the hallway limited my view to the front door and Malcolm, who was watching his brother.

“Hey, you found Roar! See? I told you he would turn up. I guess it was a late birthday present to find him.”

I edged forward slightly to peer around the corner. The grimy, grubby cloth bear I found in the washtub was clutched tight in Oliver’s arms. He rocked his bear back and forth then buried his face into the bear’s stomach and laughed with delight again. I watched him apprehensively out of the corner of my eye, trying desperately to not stare. It was almost like I expected him to run and attack me, which I knew was ridiculous, but the subconscious fear held me at bay.

“Where was it?” Malcolm asked. “Oliver has been missing it for a couple days.”

“At the bottom of the wash basin,” I replied, with an immense effort to appear nonchalant and calm.

Malcolm nodded. “It is his favorite. He calls it Whoa.”

That much was obvious. Oliver was cuddling the bear close and making little chirping sounds. I felt very wrong-footed. I felt embarrassed about my nervousness around Oliver. He was obviously harmless, just like a big child. Malcolm seemed perfectly comfortable around him. Oliver didn’t seem dangerous, just… but I couldn’t think of the right word. How was I supposed to describe someone who couldn’t speak and looked so different without being unkind?

I took a deep breath and approached Oliver cautiously, determined to show kindness. “How are you today, Oliver?” I spoke slowly and in a slightly higher-than-normal voice. I felt bad for him. As terrible as my problems seemed at the time, at least I was able to talk and function normally.

“He isn’t a baby,” Malcolm snapped. “You can talk to him the same way you do to anyone else, you know.”

Oliver leaned toward me and studied my face, his eyes bright with interest. Despite Malcolm telling me to speak normally, I felt the need to keep my phrases simple. I smiled encouragingly at Oliver. “Did you have fun fishing?”

“Yes!” the volume of his shriek caught me off-guard, and I involuntarily stepped back. Oliver didn’t notice and continued to babble in a string of unintelligible sounds. He also moved his hands a lot. He patted his chest, wiggled his fingers back and forth, gestured outside, and made several other signs in rapid succession.

I glanced at Malcolm for help, but he wasn’t watching me and made no attempt to translate for his brother. His eyes were sweeping the room, taking in everything I had done to tidy up. He walked around the cottage, gave the stew a stir, looked through the clean cupboards, and ran his finger along the surfaces. While I was paying attention to Malcolm, Oliver came up to me, wrapped me in a tight hug, and buried his face into my hair. I cringed. I didn’t want Oliver to touch me, then immediately felt horribly guilty for thinking so. Oliver gave my hair a hearty sniff. I tried to act normally and patted Oliver’s back gingerly, trying valiantly to act as if I had people hug me this tightly every day.

He didn’t let go. After the normal time for a hug was up, I let my arms down, but Oliver didn’t release his grip. I hesitated, then gently placed my hands back around him. How long did he intend to hug me? As the seconds dragged on, I became more and more uncomfortable, but any time I tried to move away, Oliver didn’t release his grip.

It was Malcolm that finally broke us apart. He had been so distracted with inspecting his now-spotless house that he hadn’t been paying attention to what his brother was doing. He grabbed the back of Oliver’s shirt from behind and tried to drag him off me. But Oliver’s grip around me didn’t slacken, and I staggered forward a few paces as Oliver was pulled backward. Malcolm finally got between me and Oliver and pushed us apart.

“Keep your hands to yourself, Oliver! That is too close!” he told his brother firmly as he pointed a finger into his face. I felt bad that Oliver was in trouble. He hadn’t been doing anything wrong; he probably just didn’t know any better. I should be the one apologizing for not knowing what to say or do, for my awkwardness, and for imposing on their hospitality for such a long time.

“Den?” Oliver asked as he stared directly at me. “Me, den?” He interlocked his index fingers.

Malcolm threw up his hands in exasperation. I looked between the two brothers. I couldn’t understand Oliver, and I didn’t know why Malcolm was so frustrated.

“What… what did he say?” I asked timidly, glancing up at Malcolm.

“He wants to know if you will be his friend,” Malcolm grumbled. He added more under his breath, but I didn’t catch the words.

“Of course I will be your friend, Oliver,” I said. What else would anyone say to something like that? Oliver grabbed my hands, jumped up and down, and made several happy, squeaking noises. Malcolm swatted his brother’s hands so that Oliver let go of mine.

“Leave her alone, Ollie,” he snapped. “People don’t like you touching them.”

“I don’t mind!” I hastened to say. Malcolm fixed me with a penetrating stare. It felt like he was staring straight into my soul and knew all my previous thoughts and hesitations about his brother.

“Really?” he asked skeptically.

“Well, he doesn’t know better, does he?” I asked defensively. It would be wrong for anyone to be unkind to Oliver.

“Don’t ever let anyone take advantage of you,” Malcolm ordered. “And that includes Oliver.”

He was so brusque! Even the courtiers who ordered the servants around at the castle usually said things politely. Oliver ignored our conversation and skipped over to the table to look inside the pot.

“Oop!” Oliver squeaked. “Oop!” He tried to stick his hand into the pot.

“No!” Malcolm and I both dashed over at the same time to prevent Oliver burning himself with the scalding stew.

“You need to wait,” I told Oliver. “It is too hot!” I chanced a glance at Malcolm. I didn’t want to step on his toes when it came to helping his brother. He had narrowed his eyes at me as if challenging me but said nothing.

“Look,” I went on, and held up a ladle full. Steam rose from it. “See? It is hot!”

“Ot! Ot! Ot!” Oliver repeated. Excitement was written all over his face. He grabbed one of the bowls I laid out on the table and pointed eagerly inside. “Eat?”

That was the first word I really understood from him. “Yes, you can eat! I made it for you!” I told him, proud that I had been able to decipher his speech.

Oliver plunked himself down on the wooden bench and shoved his bowl toward me. Malcolm snatched the bowl up before I could even lift the ladle. “No! You don’t shove. Ask nice.”

“Oop?” Oliver said again. Malcolm raised his thick eyebrows meaningfully at his brother. Oliver added, “Peas?” and rubbed his palm around in a circle on his chest.

After yet another glance at Malcolm for permission, I spooned stew into his bowl. Oliver grabbed his spoon and plunged it into the bowl’s contents. Hot drops splattered everywhere. I yelped as several beads landed on my skin. Oliver didn’t seem bothered at the broth that splashed onto his face and arms.

Malcolm grabbed Oliver’s wrist just before the spoonful of stew was thrown into his mouth. “You still have to wait!” Malcolm told him. “Remember, it is hot.”

“Watch me!” I walked around to the other side of the table, so I was sitting across from Oliver. I picked up the other bowl and put a serving of stew into it. Then I carefully dipped the spoon in, lifted it to my mouth, and blew gently. Oliver watched me intently as I blew several times onto my spoonful.

“Wow,” Malcolm drawled, extending the vowel as he rolled his eyes. “Why didn’t I ever think of teaching my brother to blow on hot food? Thank goodness I have a princess to tell me how to take care of a person she met five minutes ago.” I wanted to shrivel up and disappear.

Oliver, unconcerned by his brother’s jab, faced me and lifted his spoon again. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled rapidly and with such gusto that nearly every drop was blown off his spoon. Droplets of soup mixed with spit went flying all over me. I blinked rapidly, my spoon still held up in the air, broth dripping off my face.

Oliver laughed loudly. It wasn’t an unkind laugh, and I was sure I did look silly, but his laughter in addition to Malcolm’s sarcasm made a deep flush creep up my neck and into my cheeks. Malcolm was sitting across the table from me, right beside Oliver. He didn’t laugh or smile, but his eyebrows were not as contracted as before, and his eyes had a faint sparkle of laughter to them. He got up and handed a cloth to his brother. “Clean it up, Ollie.”

Oliver snatched the cloth and began wiping haphazardly at everything within reach, zig-zagging the fabric over surfaces in a random pattern and missing a good deal of the mess. He even reached over and blotted my face with the stew-soaked cloth, then swept all the crumbs from the dining table onto the floor, all while beaming with pride.
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The rainstorm continued all that evening. Malcolm lit a fire in the fireplace, so there was light in the room, but then he spent nearly half an hour repeating to Oliver not to touch the fire. Malcolm obviously had given the same lecture multiple times, but Oliver remained mesmerized by the flames. He stared at them for a long time while I cleared away the dinner.

“I guess you are staying tonight too,” Malcolm stated flatly.

“If it isn’t too much trouble,” I answered apologetically. It felt like I was always apologizing to people. I had always hated feeling like I was inconveniencing anyone. My stepmother had disliked that quality about me too. I had never liked servants doing things for me that I could do myself, and my stepmother had been horrified once when she heard me apologize to a maid for not making my bed myself before the maids came to clean my room. It wasn’t long after that when I had been stripped of my title. My stepmother repeatedly told me that if I wanted to act like a servant, I should be one.

I tried to make myself useful that evening while not stepping on Malcolm’s toes when it came to caring for his brother. I found a pile of mending in a basket that needed to be done, asked Malcolm if it was alright for me to do some sewing, then sat close to the fire to work on the pile. I darned several socks and sewed buttons back onto shirts in silence. Malcolm sat with Oliver on the seats farthest from me. Malcolm didn’t say much, but Oliver would vocalize randomly and with great enthusiasm. It made me jump several times. Twice, I accidentally stabbed myself with the needle because the noises surprised me so much. A few drops of blood fell onto the shirt I was fixing, and I had to scrub it clean and stretch it out to dry.

Malcolm didn’t say thank you for the work I was doing. In fact, he mostly ignored me, and I couldn’t decide if it would make things better or worse if he tried to talk to me. As the scenery outside grew even darker, Malcolm began to check the locks on everything— on the doors, on several cabinets, and the locks on the windows. He would jiggle the handles and inspect the locks repeatedly, then glance at Oliver and check once more. I wished it would stop raining so I could leave the awkwardness of this house and get away from Malcolm’s obsessive behaviors. If I couldn’t leave, I wished Felix was here. He was so cheerful. I couldn’t see how he and Malcolm were brothers; they were opposite as night and day.

I excused myself to turn in for the night much earlier than I normally would have. I couldn’t bear to sit there any longer, watching Malcolm chase Oliver away from the fire then checking the locks every few minutes. The feeling that I didn’t belong intensified until it consumed my entire being.

I turned the key on the door to my bedroom and let out a small sigh. It was a relief to be alone again. I picked up the damp rag from the wash basin and wiped my face. First thing in the morning, I vowed, I would leave.


CHAPTER 4
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Ipressed my face against the window the next morning and stared out at the soggy landscape, still blurred from the rain that continued to trickle down the glass panes. The view was as gloomy as my mood. How would I ever leave if this dismal weather refused to let up? I got ready as slowly as possible. I could already hear Oliver’s squeals that announced his wakefulness and had heard him dashing around the house several times in the middle of the night, even above constant rumbles of thunder. His footsteps fell so heavily that it was a wonder the floor stayed intact.

I knew Malcolm had been awake all that time too. I had heard his low voice ordering Oliver back to bed. I felt exhausted. Oliver was so loud that I had a hard time getting back to sleep each time he woke me up, even though I was alone in my room. When I finally worked up the courage to emerge from the bedroom, I plastered a smile on my face. I could be cheerful for Oliver. Surely he, more than anyone, needed a positive influence in his life, especially if he was constantly around Malcolm.

Oliver was thrilled to see me again. He hugged me and squealed, “Den! Den!” which I assumed meant friend.

Malcolm sliced fruit for breakfast at the kitchen table and didn’t acknowledge my presence. I could tell he was tired and frustrated with Oliver, who kept trying to snatch up apple slices at every opportunity. He nearly got his fingers sliced on more than one occasion when his hand would dart under Malcolm’s knife. He didn’t seem to realize the danger he was putting himself in, and Malcolm was extra snappy that morning. I picked up one of the stockings I hadn’t darned yet, as well as two buttons.

“Oliver, come here,” I called. I was still a little nervous about being near Oliver, but my anxiety over him getting hurt overpowered my reservations.

Malcolm threw me a look of great suspicion and paused in his food preparations. Oliver walked toward me, pausing several times with his eyes quirked curiously. I continued to motion for him to come closer, then held out the sock. I quickly sewed two buttons near the toe of the sock as he edged forward.

I placed my hand inside the sock and formed the heel of the sock into a mouth. The button eyes were at the top. I made my hand open and close, so it looked like the sock puppet was talking, and made him speak in a silly, sing-song voice, “Hello, my name is Patrick, what is your name?”

Oliver looked puzzled and studied the puppet. He glanced toward Malcolm as if seeking permission, but Malcolm didn’t react. Oliver looked back at the sock puppet, and I went on, “I see you have a red shirt today, Oliver. I have-” I made the puppet look down at his body, then opened his mouth wide and let out a little scream, “no clothes! Eek!”

Oliver started to laugh. It was a laugh of pure, childish delight, and the most contagious smile I had ever seen lit up his entire face. “No toe! Eeee!”

“That is right, no clothes, eeek!”

He laughed riotously again, jabbed eagerly at the puppet, and then bunched all his fingers in each hand together and bounced his fingertips together.

“He is asking for more,” Malcolm stated from the kitchen as he went back to making breakfast, eyes moving back to his task. I felt like I had passed some sort of test; Malcolm at least trusted me enough to occupy Oliver for a few minutes.

Oliver loved Patrick the Puppet, and had me give voice to it until Malcolm announced that breakfast was ready. When I tried to set the puppet aside, Oliver squalled in protest and tried to force it back on my hand.

“No, Oliver!” Malcolm snapped. “The table is for eating, not for toys!”

Oliver continued to wail so piteously that my heart ached for him. He merely wanted his toy, there was nothing wrong with that. “How about Patrick watches you eat?” I suggested. Malcolm threw another sharp glance at me, and my stomach clenched uncomfortably. I picked up Patrick, hopped him up to the table, and pulled the stocking down over a glass, so the puppet stared at Oliver’s spot. “See? He wants to see you sit down.”

Oliver considered this, then cheerfully plunked himself into a seat. When Malcolm handed out our plates, Oliver began wolfing down his serving with gusto. He ate all the apple slices, then before moving on to anything else, tried to sneak more apple slices off Malcolm’s plate. Malcolm swatted his brother’s hand away with a firm, “Keep your hands to yourself!”

Oliver noticed my portion and snatched up several apple slices. “Oliver!” Malcolm reprimanded.

“It is okay,” I said quickly. Apples were clearly one of Oliver’s favorite foods, and if having a few extra slices made his life a little more joyful, then I was happy to share.

Malcolm rolled his eyes and grumbled under his breath. I caught the word “undermine,” but he didn’t press the issue. Awkward silence ensued; the only sounds were of the continuously drumming rain and of Oliver’s enthusiastic chewing and lip smacking.

“Where did you get the idea of making a puppet out of a stocking?” Malcolm asked abruptly.

I jumped slightly at the unexpected attempt at conversation, then hastened to answer. “I made puppets for each of the servant children at the castle. Any time a new child arrived, the others would bring him or her to me to make them their own sock puppet.” It always had warmed my heart, knowing that I cheered someone up, even though it was such a simple thing to do. I often saw the children using their sock puppets to put on little shows in the evenings for their parents. Playing with children had always seemed easier to me than trying to navigate the complex maze of adult psychology.

“Don’t princesses have more important things to do than make puppets?” The tone in his voice was always so blunt that I struggled to determine if he was angling for intentional rudeness, or if he was genuinely curious and that was merely his normal tone. His facial expression never wavered from the one of stoic passivity, so I was slightly inclined to believe the latter.

“I’m not a princess anymore. I’m just a servant.” I briefly explained the story. Malcolm listened but didn’t ask any more questions. Near the end of my story, Oliver banged his spoon onto the table loudly to remind us that he wanted attention. Bits of food flecked his face, milk had dribbled down his chin and neck, and his hands were shockingly sticky.

Malcolm took Oliver to get washed up, and I wiped down the spot where Oliver had been sitting. I had to thoroughly scrub his part of the table, chair, and floor. I had only ever seen small toddlers spill this much. I reasoned that it was probably difficult to chew and keep everything in his mouth with his teeth shaped the way they were. In any case, I was used to cleaning up after others. Until the rain stopped, what else would I do?
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I wasn’t sure what Malcolm’s daily routine typically looked like. I surmised that it was primarily keeping Oliver entertained and out of trouble. At first, I wanted to lock myself back in my bedroom and avoid causing the brothers any more grief than I already had, but Oliver seemed so genuinely glad to see me that I couldn’t justify it. I made a few more sock puppets with the mismatched socks in the darning basket, then put on a little show for Oliver, performing a popular children’s story about three mice who found a magic ring. I draped a tablecloth over the dining table to create a miniature stage, and had the sock puppets act out each character. Oliver howled with laughter and clapped his hands.

I quickly found myself caught up in the immersive magic of simple play and Oliver’s adoration. Even the young children at the castle didn’t show this much enthusiasm for my shows. Oliver kept forcing his bunched-up fingertips together to indicate that he wanted more. I performed every story I could think of until my throat ran dry from talking so much. Malcolm sat nearby, but it didn’t look like he had even noticed the puppets. He occupied himself by scribbling on papers laid systematically across the table and seemed oblivious to all else.

It was easier that way. If he had paid attention to me, I likely would have stopped the performance. It was easy to be silly with Oliver, but I would have felt judged by Malcolm.

Around mid-day, the rain finally started to slow down. Oliver and I had played puppets all morning and into the afternoon. I peered out the window at the fruit orchard on the side of the house, where viscous brown mud splattered the entire landscape. Little streams of water ran between the tree roots to form minuscule streams winding their ways through the lowest spots in the clearing. The heavy scent of damp earth hung in the air. I bit my lip. I needed to get going, but I didn’t even know which direction led to the next town. If I set out soon, the soaked ground would be torturous to travel through.

“You can stay another night if you want to.” I jumped at the sound of Malcolm’s low voice; I hadn’t realized he was directly behind me. He was looking out of the window as well.

“I don’t want to impose…”

“If you were imposing, I would tell you so. You were actually a tiny bit helpful today.” I narrowed my eyes, unsure if he was mocking me or not. He raised his heavy eyebrows. “Only a tiny bit.”

A rapid knocking hammered on the front door. “Now who in blithering blue blazes would be out in a storm like this?” Malcolm growled, then raised his voice. “Just a minute!”

He took Oliver to a back room and locked him into a bedroom before he went to see who had come to the front door and was continuing to pound. All of Darius’s dire warnings shot to the forefront of my mind, and I shrank into the shadows of the kitchen to listen. The door creaked open.

“What do you want?” Malcolm’s tone was gruff and unfriendly.

“I am looking for Princess Snow White,” came the reply. I froze; the voice was easily recognizable. Darius had come back, just as he said he would.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

“She came this way two days ago. Did you see her pass by around that time? She is a young woman with curly black hair.”

I was debating if I wanted to reveal myself or not. Darius had been the one to save me, and he likely had returned to check on me. There was also the slight possibility that he had a change of heart and had come to finish what he had been instructed to, but knowing Darius as I did, I seriously doubted that likelihood.

“I can keep an eye out for someone with that description. Any message if I do see her?”

I heard a pause in the conversation.

“Prince Charles is looking for her.”

My heart leapt. Prince Charles? He was here? He was supposed to be in Galtica. What could he want? My curiosity overcame my trepidation.

“Darius!” I emerged from my hiding spot. Malcolm turned around to face me. Though Malcolm was a normal height, Darius was so exceptionally tall and lanky that he looked right over Malcolm’s head. Water dripped down Darius’s uniform and pooled on the porch underneath his boots.

“Your Highness!” Darius heaved a sigh of relief and knelt in the puddle he had created. “I was so worried!”

I edged closer. “Did you say Prince Charles is looking for me?”

“Yes, he-” but Darius’s comment was drowned out in a loud and drawn out wail from the back room and the rattling of a doorknob. “What was that?”

Malcolm’s eyebrows were drawn together in one long line that showed his displeasure. “That was none of your concern.”

“Darius, may we continue this conversation outside?” I quickly stepped outside and gently closed the door so Malcolm would be able to take care of Oliver without any prying eyes watching. I heard a key scrape in the lock behind me.

The roof covered the porch, and Darius and I watched the rain pour off the sides and splatter down onto the ground below. I could see where the pounding of the rain was creating a shallow trench all the way around the house. Flecks of mud splashed up onto the walls, and there was even some caked into Darius’s hair.

“Princess, are you alright? I am so sorry about—”

“I am fine.” I had no patience for silly questions about how I was doing. I had a million questions that I was burning to get answers to.

“Queen Griselda knows you are still alive,” Darius finally admitted, running an anxious hand through his dark brown hair. He was nervously bouncing on the balls of his feet, his quiver of arrows gently slapping against his leg with each bounce. “She is very angry,” he said simply, with the air of a man who is without words.

“With you? Or with me? Or both?”

“Both,” Darius sighed and gestured me to sit in one of the rocking chairs on the porch. “I better start at the beginning.”


CHAPTER 5
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“Afew days ago,” Darius began, “Prince Charles came to call on you. When you were nowhere to be found, he was understandably worried. You are his betrothed, after all.”

I held my breath. I felt flattered; so little had been said of our betrothal that I assumed he had forgotten all about me. After all, we hadn’t seen each other for such a long time, and all correspondence was cut off when I was stripped of my title.

“Griselda tried to have your betrothal terminated, but Prince Charles refused. He brought lawyers and scribes in his entourage, and they dug up all sorts of documents that said only a member of royal lineage can occupy the throne unless it is proven they have died out. You are of age now, so unless you died, Griselda cannot legally be Queen, whatever she has been pretending otherwise. She immediately claimed you had recently died, and Charles asked to see the body or grave. When she couldn’t show him, he said he was going to have all of Eldonia searched, starting with the castle. It was quite the argument.”

“So that is why…” I breathed, and Darius nodded in confirmation.

“Griselda sent me to kill you right after that. Charles doesn’t believe that you are dead. He wants to find you.”

My heart soared. Charles still wanted me? Even though I was no longer a princess, even though our betrothal had been a diplomatic contract and love was no obligation, Charles was still interested! I glowed. This was a simple solution; he and I could go back to Galtica, and I would never have to see Griselda again. I wouldn’t be forced into hiding. I wouldn’t have to try and challenge my stepmother for Eldonia. I wouldn’t have to impose on Malcolm and Oliver’s hospitality anymore. It would be a relief to leave all my troubles behind and start a new life. I felt a little silly for being so staunchly against relying on the possibility of marriage saving me only the day before. I had underestimated how much Charles still cared.

“Just remember that Queen Griselda is determined to find you too. It will only be a matter of time, and she was livid that I didn’t bring back proof of your death. She has been working to try and convince everyone that you are gone for good.”

I nodded, lost in thought. How many would feel any need to be loyal to a servant?

“Princess?” Darius’s voice wafted over me. “Do you want me to tell Charles you are here? I didn’t want to do so without your permission. He is very adamant that he wanted to find you. Princess?”

I had been so engrossed in my own thoughts that several seconds ticked by before his words sunk in. “Yes, please tell him!”

Darius bowed. “As Your Majesty wishes.”

“Darius, please. I am not a princess, I don’t know how many times I must tell you.”

Darius shook his head. “Princess, it is in your blood. You are the last living member of your family. It is my duty to protect you.”

“Thank you; I owe you my life.”

“You owe me nothing. I am honor-bound to serve your family.” Darius bowed again. “I will send Prince Charles to you. I am so sorry you must stay here for the time being, Princess. Can I bring you anything? Anything at all?”

“Oh no, I am perfectly comfortable here, thank you for asking.” In reality, I could have listed several things that would have made my stay more comfortable, but I didn’t want to inconvenience Darius, or make Malcolm feel like I was unsatisfied with his quality of life. Besides, I had all but forgotten what it was like to live as royalty.

Darius strode off into the rain, back toward the path that led to the village. I waited until he was out of sight until I tugged on the door to the cottage, then remembered Malcolm had locked it again and knocked.

“No! Hi, No!” Oliver squealed cheerfully the instant Malcolm opened the door. When he strung several words together, it sounded choppy and disconnected, far from the fluid pattern of speech I was used to. He was seated on the low settee, several books strewn around him.

“Hi, Oliver!”

“So, who is Charles?” Malcolm asked sullenly. “And Darius?”

“Prince Charles. He and I have been betrothed since I was born, and Darius is the huntsman who, erm… encouraged me to run away.”

Malcolm grunted in reply. The affairs of royalty meant nothing to him. I continued, “Just as soon as Charles comes for me, I will leave. I am sorry I have to stay for so long; I can repay you for your trouble.”

“It really isn’t a problem. I shouldn’t have made a big deal of it at first.”

I spent the rest of the day playing with Oliver while Malcolm worked on crushing various dried plants that hung suspended from the ceiling, then bottling and labeling each container. He had extensive notes and diagrams strewn out over the table and didn’t talk much. It looked like a rather dull project, but he remained immersed in it, except for the times he would follow me around when I took Oliver out of his sight for more than a minute or two. It was as if he was afraid I was going to harm Oliver the second we were alone.

Oliver and I did several more puppet shows, I taught him a hopping game, and he dragged me by the hand to show me his rock collection, which was extensive. His room was filled with long shelves crowded with rocks, some small, some medium sized, but all that had been lovingly polished until they shone. Larger stones lined the perimeter of his floor. Several were broken open to reveal a hollow, glimmering interior, as if studded with gemstones.

“Ollie, these are beautiful!”

Oliver laughed and clapped, then grabbed my hand and made me touch each rock. He waited for me to comment on each one before he would let me move on to the next. He had such a pure, childlike glow about him that was refreshing to be around. He laughed hysterically at all of my mediocre jokes, lavished me with hugs, and glowed with every second I spent with him.

After inspecting his rock collection, I led Oliver back into the main room, but then pulled up short. Malcolm was nodding off at the table where he was working. A quill was slowly sliding out of his relaxed right hand, and his cheek was pressed into his left palm. I didn’t want to disturb him. I gave Oliver a biscuit to keep him quiet, slowly moved all of Malcolm’s papers into a single stack, and began to slip a pillow under his chin. His face was about to fall against the tabletop at any second.

“Mom!” Oliver squealed. The biscuit had disappeared. What had he done, swallow it whole?

Malcolm jerked awake and looked wildly around, then fixed his gaze on me. I was frozen directly in front of him, hands still on the pillow I had been trying to place under his head. “Where is Oliver?” Malcolm gasped.

I pointed. Malcolm whipped around in his seat so fast it looked like he cricked his neck. He rubbed his neck, sighed in relief when he saw Oliver was safe, and heaved himself up onto his feet. As he stretched his hands in the air and rumpled his dark hair, I found myself surprised at how tall he was— much taller than myself or Oliver. His constant slouching and surliness had deceived me into thinking he was a shorter-than-average man. “Come on, pal, are you hungry?”

Oliver trotted off with Malcolm, and I went to bed early. Charles was going to come for me. I didn’t remember him much, but as long as our marriage was happier than my father and stepmother’s had been, that was good enough for me!
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The rain eventually stopped the next day, so I could have left, but I had already told Darius that I would stay at the cottage. I spent a lot of time with Oliver while Malcolm trailed after us, still glowering as though I was stealing his brother. Oliver loved to collect rocks, so I followed him around while he examined every single pebble he found on the ground. If the rock was in any way shiny or sparkly, he would load it into my apron’s large front pocket. Soon, it became so heavy that the fabric sewn on to create the pocket tore off. Oliver wailed and sobbed when he saw his precious stones skittering away.

“Ollie, it is okay,” I hurriedly unfastened my apron strings and laid the apron out flat on the ground. I began gathering up the rocks and placing them in the center of the material so we would be able to bunch up the edges to form a small sack. Out of the corner of my eye, I had seen Malcolm starting forward to reprimand Oliver. I didn’t want Oliver to be in trouble just because he was upset about a torn pocket. Thankfully, Oliver accepted the alternative and helped to collect the stones that rolled away while Malcolm once again faded into the background.

I couldn’t help smiling around Oliver. I never felt any judgment from him, and he never criticized me or ordered me about. He radiated a pure joy that fed my very soul. He still had some behaviors that made me uncomfortable, such as hugging me too often or for too long and burrowing his face into my hair, but I didn’t know how to address them, so I let them pass. After all, I reasoned, he didn’t know any better. Malcolm always huffed angrily and pulled us apart if he saw Oliver being overly affectionate or sniffing my hair.

Whereas I normally was able to read peoples’ emotions easily, I couldn’t do so with Malcolm. He always seemed irritated and on edge, which made me anxious. I kept thinking of all the ways I had somehow caused his unhappiness by being there. I did everything I could to be helpful. I enjoyed the feeling I got from helping people, so I cleaned the house, cooked meals, and entertained Oliver whenever Malcolm would allow it.

It was two days after Darius found me before Charles arrived. During all that time, Oliver’s energy and enthusiasm for playing never seemed to wane. From the crack of dawn until well past nightfall, Oliver constantly asked to play with me. Every night, I heard him bounding about the house, chirping, “No, pay me!” over and over while Malcolm repeatedly tried to get him to go back to bed. I could see the exhaustion on Malcolm’s face from getting so little sleep, but he refused to ask for help, so I felt at a loss as to what to do.

I sat on the porch sewing the torn pocket back onto the apron while Malcolm was trying to convince Oliver to take a nap inside when Prince Charles entered the clearing. I immediately recognized him by his gleaming blonde hair, immaculate clothing, and tall, muscular physique. His face was every bit as handsome as I remembered, and my heart skipped a beat just looking at him.

I patted my hair nervously. I wished I had something more becoming to wear than the same servant’s dress I had on when I ran away from the castle. And for goodness sake, I was mending an old and ripped apron! Not very princess-like behavior. I would look very plain next to Charles. He noticed me immediately and smiled. Every one of his teeth was incredibly white and straight.

I tried to think of something to say. What was a girl supposed to say to the man she was told she would marry, but barely knew?

I got all tongue-tied the closer he came. Why couldn’t I remember my tutor’s lessons about conversation? It would be silly to introduce myself; he already knew who I was. It seemed even sillier to comment on the weather. Just as he was approaching the front steps, I stood and blurted out, “I am fixing this!” and held up the dirty and torn apron. I immediately reddened, easily noticeable on my pasty white skin, and used my right foot to discretely scratch the back of my left calf, hidden beneath my skirts.

Charles took the apron and studied it. “If only every host was lucky enough to have a guest as helpful and talented as yourself!”

My blush went even deeper, but a smile crept to my lips. I couldn’t think of anything to say in response but glowed at his compliment. Charles neatly folded the apron and laid it over the porch railing, then extended his elbow to me. “Will you walk with me?”

I nodded timidly and slipped my hand into the crook of his elbow. He was significantly taller than I was, nearly matching Darius’s height, and for a brief moment, I felt like a small child reaching up to hold a parent’s hand. But the moment passed as Charles led me down the walkway and covered my hand with one of his own. I snuck a look at him. He seemed entirely at ease, strolling down the path to the forest as though he escorted maids regularly, and was more than willing to show them the same respect he would to a queen.

I frantically ran through subjects of conversation in my head. I didn’t want to comment on the trouble in the kingdom with my stepmother. That would be much too heavy a topic to start a new relationship with. Nor did I want to discuss something superficial or trivial. I wished I had the confidence and charisma that I so admired in others. But no, I was still the introverted girl I had always been, better at listening than talking.

Charles was the one who saved me. “My brother recently took over as King,” he said lightly. I heaved a sigh of relief. Of course! I should have thought to ask about Charles’s homeland.

“Oh really?” I managed to say.

He nodded amiably. “Yes, his coronation was a few weeks ago, not long after my father’s funeral.” He went on to detail what the coronation was like, throwing in a few jokes here and there, and I began to relax. Charles was such a natural conversationalist! I was grateful he was filling the silence, and I listened eagerly. I may not have been much of a talker myself, but I had always prided myself on being an excellent listener. My tension slowly melted away under Charles’s charming smile and undivided attention. I asked questions, and he went on at length about his family and Galtica. I was glad he didn’t ask me about myself. I had been worried he would interrogate me about my demoted status or question my wardrobe choices. I still blushed any time I looked down and saw my lowly servant’s clothing, but it didn’t seem to bother Charles at all, for which I was immensely grateful.

“Seeing my older brother achieve such great things was a good reminder to me of what I want to accomplish in life,” Charles continued. He stopped walking and looked steadily at me. My heart pumped frantically inside my chest, and my heated blush expanded to my ears and neck.

“And what do you want to accomplish?”

“Marriage would be a good first step.”

I caught my breath. I hadn’t expected Charles to be so forthright. “To me?”

Charles grinned. He had a dimple on his cheek that was adorably endearing. “Well, if I remember correctly, we are betrothed, are we not? I have no intention of breaking my promise to you.”

“But… but I am…” I meekly gestured at my shabby clothing. “I’m not a princess anymore.”

Charles smiled and took my hand. “All these years, I never forgot about you. I want to marry you, Snow White. You will always be a princess to me. No matter what clothes you wear, your blood is royal.”

I could have melted right then and there. How was Charles always able to come up with the perfect thing to say? What girl wouldn’t want to spend the rest of her life with a handsome, confident prince who was obviously in love with her? Charles gave my hand a squeeze, then guided my fingers back into the crook of his arm. We reversed our path and headed back to Malcolm and Oliver’s cottage.

On the way, Charles pulled a bun studded with nuts, oats, and dates from his cloak. My mouth watered just looking at it. Breakfast felt like years ago, and I was beyond famished.

Charles noticed me staring. “Do you want it?” he asked, and held it out to me. I accepted, but also didn’t want to eat in front of Charles. What if he asked me a question when my mouth was full? I was anxious to make a good impression.

“Thank you.” I wished I could think of something clever and witty to say, but my mind buzzed uselessly.

Once we stepped into the clearing, Charles placed his hand on my cheek. “I will come back for you soon, when it is safe. And next time, I promise I will bring a more satisfactory gift than a paltry pastry. Goodbye for now, my love.”

He left. I stared after him for a long time, wishing we had more time together. Charles was so perfect! He was romantic, said just the right things, was the most handsome man I had ever met, and for some reason, he wanted to marry me, a servant girl living in exile. How had I gotten so lucky? I felt like I could fly.
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When I got back inside the cottage, I couldn’t stop smiling. I wanted to relive every second of my time with Charles and moon over every one of his words, but it was impossible. Oliver rushed up to me the second I came in the door.

“Hi, ho! Hi, ho!” he said, and pulled me into one of his famously tight Oliver hugs.

Malcolm, as ever, came and pulled us apart again. “Hi, ho?” I asked curiously.

“He is saying Hi, welcome home” Malcom translated dully.

I nodded. I was only vaguely aware of how utterly exhausted Malcolm looked. His eyes kept drooping shut where he stood, and all I could still think of was Charles standing in front of me, offering me his arm, telling me he still wanted to get married. If only I could have left with him.

“Hey,” Malcolm’s gruff voice finally broke through my daydreaming.

“Hmm?”

“Can you hang onto Oliver for a couple minutes so I can lay down? Just a few minutes, that is all.” He spoke as though he expected me to refuse.

“Okay.” I was surprised; this was the first time Malcolm had asked me to watch Oliver. He was normally so protective of Oliver that I didn’t expect that he ever let anyone else watch Oliver.

“Just let him play with his blocks for two minutes. I can sleep on the couch so I am right here, if you need me.”

“Okay,” I repeated, still astounded that mistrustful, suspicious Malcolm trusted me with Oliver.

It only took a few seconds for Malcolm to fall asleep once his head hit the pillow on the couch, and I stacked a few blocks into a tower with Oliver, but I struggled to focus on him. I idly pulled the bun from my pocket. It looked wonderful. That was one of the things I missed most about being royalty- the food! As a servant, I never went hungry, but the quality of food we were offered was grossly inferior to the exquisite dishes my stepmother was served.

Oliver pointed eagerly at the bun, then to himself. As much as I selfishly wanted to keep all of Charles’s gift for myself, I broke off a piece and handed it to Oliver, who quickly crammed it into his mouth. He jabbed his finger again at the rest of the bun. I gave him small pieces, one at a time. I worried that he was getting overly excited about the treat; his face started to look flushed from the excitement. He scratched at his throat and tried to tug the remainder of the bun away from me, but I held it back. His facial expression quickly became concerning.

His skin was reddening past the point of a normal flush, and his neck was swelling rapidly. His fingers tore at his neck, and his tongue, which normally protruded from his mouth a little, had doubled in size.

“Malcolm!” I shrieked in a panic. “Malcolm, come quick! It’s Oliver!’

Instantly, Malcolm snapped awake and practically flew off the settee, hurtling to Oliver’s side. He took one look at his brother’s puffy face and raspy breathing and shoved past me to a locked cupboard. He pulled a key off a hook to the side of the cupboard and hastily unlocked the door. The small shelves were lined with labeled bottles and jars. Malcolm scanned them quickly, selected a small paper packet, and leapt to his brother’s side.

Oliver gasped for breath. Malcolm knelt beside his brother and wrenched Oliver’s head back. He tried to get Oliver to open his mouth, but Oliver clamped his jaws shut and shook his head. Malcolm grabbed his brother in a fierce headlock, wedged his finger between Oliver’s teeth, and forced his jaws open rather violently.

Oliver screamed in protest. His bawling came out as strangled cries— his airway was somehow impeded. “You are hurting him!” I tried to pull Malcolm’s hands away from Oliver.

“Stay back!” Malcolm shouted and shook me off. The sharpness in his voice frightened me. My fingernails dug into my face as I watched Malcolm force Oliver’s teeth apart again. Malcolm got bitten, and started bleeding freely, but he ignored the blood dripping down his hand and wrist. One of his arms was wrapped all the way around Oliver’s neck, and held his chin firmly, so his mouth stayed open. Oliver thrashed against his brother’s tight grip, and Malcolm used one of his legs to pin Oliver down in some sort of wrestling hold. Hives appeared on Oliver’s face, and his breathing was ragged and uneven. Malcolm forced Oliver’s head back and poured the red-brown powder from the packet into the back of Oliver’s throat.

Oliver coughed and choked as the fine powder was quickly absorbed. He must have inhaled some; his cough sounded like a gagging noise. A small puff of powder came out of Oliver’s mouth when he coughed and Malcolm clamped a hand over it to force the powder to stay inside. I watched in horror as Oliver twitched violently. Could he breathe with Malcolm’s hand clamped so tightly over his face?

I felt my own breath coming in short bursts and began to get light-headed as panic set in. Oliver’s twitching slowly dissipated, but he kept groaning and rolling around.

Malcolm lifted Oliver onto the couch and gestured me over. “Stand right here and keep Oliver’s legs held up,” Malcolm instructed me firmly. I obeyed immediately, clasped Oliver’s legs, and held them perpendicular to his body as Malcolm had directed. I watched Oliver anxiously while Malcolm continued to fuss over his brother. He moved his hands rapidly all over Oliver, checking his heart rate and monitoring his breathing, then he lifted Oliver’s eyelids to examine his pupils and laid cool, damp cloths all over his face and neck. He frequently had to replace the cloths as Oliver would fling them off, utterly confused as to why Malcolm was doing what he was. I watched apprehensively. I was terrified for Oliver. My own anxiety was reaching a breaking point, but I didn’t want to draw any attention to myself. Oliver needed help. Now.

Finally, Malcolm’s shoulders relaxed. Slowly but surely, Oliver’s swelling was going down. Whatever Malcolm had done, it had fixed his brother. I couldn’t take my eyes off Oliver’s face. He looked so frightened and helpless. Saliva trickled down his chin, tiny bits of the reddish powder mingled in. I drew in long, shaky breaths, but the oxygen wasn’t reaching my brain. I tried to breathe in deeper, but it didn’t help. My hold on Oliver’s legs was slackening, and I couldn’t stop myself from stumbling backward several paces.

“Snow? Snow!” Malcolm’s voice called me from a long way away. I tore my gaze away from Oliver and focused instead at Malcolm. I felt very dizzy. Malcolm’s face swam in front of my eyes. He looked hard at me. “Sit down.”

I obeyed without any thought. I was in a daze and could only half-control my body. Malcolm forced my head down between my knees.

“Deep breaths, okay? Don’t faint on me, now. You are having a panic attack.”

He handed me a cup of water. The cup felt heavy in my hand, and I was only vaguely aware of Malcolm rubbing my back. He forced me to drink a few sips. I slowly became more alert with each passing minute. When I felt well enough to sit all the way back up, my eyes immediately went to Oliver.

He was still on the couch and looked worn out, but somehow, still in a good mood. He held Roar in his left hand and made the stuffed toy pretend to spin in a little circle. I let out a trembling laugh. “Ollie, are you better?”

Oliver beamed at me and held Roar up but spoke with a little less gusto than I was used to from him. “Whoa- happy. Me happy.”

I was too relieved to answer. As I heaved a gusty sigh, I became aware of Malcolm’s hand still on my back. He had stopped the energetic rubbing that prevented me from fainting. Malcolm must have suddenly remembered to remove his hand, because he snatched it away as if it had been burned.

“Glad you didn’t faint. I have enough to deal with at the moment,” he said gruffly.

I was too concerned about Oliver to spare any thought for Malcolm. “Will he be alright? What happened?”

“You gave him a nut, didn’t you? That happens every time he eats one.”

I felt like I was going into shock again. It was my fault; I had nearly killed Oliver! He had been injured, and it was all because of me. Blackness started to cloud in around the edges of my vision.

“Hey, hey, hey!” Malcolm’s voice rose. “You didn’t know. It is okay! He is fine now.” He reached out and began rubbing my back again, hard.

“I’m sorry!” I choked out. “It was my fault… I hurt him…“

“You didn’t know,” repeated Malcolm. “And you did the right thing by calling me right away. He got help in plenty of time. He will be fine!”

But no matter what Malcolm said, it didn’t take away the crushing guilt I felt. For all the effort I had exerted to try and be helpful, I had nearly killed my friend. It was only because of Malcolm’s quick actions that I wasn’t sitting next to a corpse right now. I snatched up the remainder of the muffin and flung it into the fire.
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That night, I helped Malcolm put Oliver to bed. Malcolm insisted that he and Oliver needed to sleep in the same room so he could watch him after his reaction to the nut. I had never been in Malcolm’s bedroom before, and I was aghast at what I found. There was no bed for Oliver. Not a normal bed, anyway. Instead, there was a large, reinforced glass cage, almost like a coffin. Inside, it was lined with soft pillows and blankets, but nonetheless, it was a prison.

“Is this… where he sleeps?” I asked, trying desperately to hide my repulsion.

“Yes,” Malcolm answered. He noticed my shock. “Only on nights when I have to keep an eye on him. He has a normal bed in his room.”

“You lock him up?!” I struggled to keep my voice down. My outrage grew by the moment. How selfish and cruel Malcolm was— even after keeping all the doors in the house locked, he entombed his brother at night! And because what, he couldn’t be bothered that Oliver might wake him up? I had accepted the necessity to force Oliver’s mouth open and hold him down to give him the medication that day, but locking him up in a box? A knot twisted in my stomach.

“It isn’t like that!” Malcolm argued back defensively. “I have to keep an eye on him because he had an attack today. If he has a bad reaction or seizures, I have to know. I can’t do that if he is in his own room.”

“Just put him in a normal bed then!”

“I can’t!” Malcolm’s heavy eyebrows furrowed even closer together. “If he has convulsions, he will fall out of the bed and get hurt! And he thinks it is funny to run away and have me chase him. I can’t do that all night every night; I need sleep too. It is comfortable in there! He likes it! It has holes for air. Besides, it is for his own safety!”

Malcolm repulsed me. He cared more about his beauty sleep than the freedom of his brother! He used a glass cage to confine his brother. He was treating Oliver like a pet, as if he was some stray animal that needed to be locked up so he wouldn’t escape. Oliver was a real person with real feelings! He deserved to be treated with dignity and respect.

Malcolm lifted the heavy lid of the glass coffin, and Oliver cheerfully climbed inside. Before he crouched down to snuggle into the blankets and pillows, he gave Malcolm a big hug and sloppy kiss on the cheek and crooned, “Wuv… Mom.” I couldn’t bear to watch Malcolm close his brother into a prison. Even if he had saved Oliver’s life that day, I couldn’t prevent myself being disgusted with him.

I marched to the kitchen. I scrubbed the dishes violently and shoved them into the drying rack. I couldn’t stay here any longer. I would leave tomorrow morning and try to contact Charles. But I couldn’t stay and watch Oliver be abused by his own family. I wiped a plate thoughtfully. Would I be able to leave Oliver behind? Malcolm was so irritable all the time, he would probably be glad if Oliver left. Then he wouldn’t have to worry about Oliver interrupting his sleep and could dry his herbs and scribble away on his little papers all day with no distractions- perfect for an unfriendly grouch like Malcolm.

I shook my head. What was I thinking? I couldn’t take Oliver with me, that was kidnapping! Besides, I was still homeless and living in exile. I was in no position to bring a man with significant disabilities along with me wherever I went. I thought back to earlier that day. Malcolm was the one who had known how to handle Oliver’s sudden illness. I didn’t have any idea how to remedy the attack. I pursed my lips. There was no easy answer with Oliver.

I heard the door to Malcolm’s bedroom close, and Malcolm’s footsteps drew nearer. I pretended not to notice and scrubbed more vigorously. I could tell he was right behind me and felt his eyes boring into the back of my head. I grabbed the wash basin’s lever and pumped furiously. Water spurted out of the mouth. It felt good to vent my anger into something, and I continued to work the pump until the water nearly spilled over the rim of the basin.

I glanced back over my shoulder. Malcolm leaned against the wall, arms crossed and eyebrows set into that same sullen expression he always had. But his eyes had that deep and piercing look, as if he knew every thought I had. I fixed my eyes forward again.

Malcolm didn’t speak until I had finished scouring every last pot. “You think I am a really terrible person, don’t you?”

I wiped my hands on my apron and refused to turn around. I didn’t deny the accusation. I may be stripped of my title and living in exile, but I could still behave like a princess, the way Charles thought of me. I held my head high and maintained my dignified silence, despite my knuckles turning white from how hard I was gripping the wash basin.

“It is for his own good, you know.”

“People like Oliver shouldn’t be locked away. He has just as much a right to live and be free as anyone else,” I said in clipped tones, then snatched a dry cloth to start wiping the clean dishes. The coffin, keeping him hidden away in the forest... It felt wrong.

“I know that. But I’m not locking him away. I’m keeping him safe.”

There were so many things I wanted to say but couldn’t think of how to do so without losing my temper. If I yelled, I would wake up Oliver.

“Look,” Malcolm said. I continued to keep my back to him. “People get scared of Oliver. I need to keep him here because no one else understands him.”

“They would like him if you gave them the chance! I like him.”

“Yeah? And how long will you stay? You are just like everyone else— only thinking about Oliver as a pity project, and when people get tired of him, they will leave and he is devastated. But no one ever thinks about that! They just want to feel like they improved the poor, miserable life of such a wretched creature by helping him for a day or two, and I am sick of it! It is the same with you.”

I whirled around. “That isn’t true!”

“Isn’t it?” Malcolm fixed me with that piercing gaze of his. “You came here and instantly assumed you could take care of Oliver better than I could, got all judgmental of how I do things without even stopping to think about why I do them, and the second you go off with Charles, you will never come back. We both know it. And it is Oliver that you will be hurting when you do.”

I set my jaw and arranged my voice into one of forced calm. “Fine. I will leave in the morning, and I will leave you two in peace. I am sorry to be such a burden.”

Malcolm sighed irritably. “Snow, I didn’t mean…”

I threw down my drying cloth and stomped back to my room. I closed and locked the door, then cried into my pillow until I fell asleep.
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The next morning, I woke up the instant that the sun streamed through the window. No need to be trapped here by foul weather or company any longer. I hurriedly tidied the room; I didn’t want Malcolm to have any additional reasons to hate me. I eased the bedroom door open. There weren’t any noises from Malcolm’s room. He and Oliver must have left or were still sleeping. It didn’t matter either way.

I did wish I could have left a farewell present for Oliver. Malcolm was wrong about me. I didn’t think of Oliver as a pity project. I enjoyed his company and would genuinely miss him.

My thoughts were interrupted by a soft rapping on the front door, and I felt a tremor of nervousness pulse through me. Charles? It would make everything so much easier if he had come for me, but I wasn’t prepared. I hastily checked my hair in the hallway mirror and tried to smooth the wrinkles out of my dress.

When I opened the door, I found not Charles, but an old peddler woman on the porch. She was hunched over with age, and the cowl of her cloak concealed her face, with only a prominent, wart-covered nose protruding from the depths of her cloak. She clutched a heavy basket full of shiny, green apples. I was surprised that any peddler would have ventured so far from the village, especially so early in the morning. Most people were frightened to enter the forest because of all the rumors of hauntings.

“May I help you?”

“Apples for sale,” she croaked. “Apples for sale.”

I immediately thought of Oliver. He loved apples; they would be the perfect going-away present. “I will buy some apples.”

The old woman held out a particularly bright one, rotating it so the fruit’s vividly-colored skin caught the sun’s morning rays. “Ah, what a sweet girl you are. Here, try one, dearie.”

I rummaged around in my dress, trying to extricate my meager servant’s wages I had stored and didn’t take the proffered apple. “I am sure it is delicious.”

The old woman continued to hold out the apple to me expectantly. In order to not hurt her feelings, I took it. “Thank you.”

I took a small bite as I held the coins out to her. Instead of the crisp tartness I had anticipated, the apple tasted abnormally sugary, almost sickly-sweet. It was wrong somehow. I didn’t want to be rude to the old woman, so I forced myself to finish chewing, then swallowed the bite while she tucked the money into a coin purse. My mouth tingled all over, then became a burning sensation that spread to my throat. It suddenly seemed difficult to talk. My airway constricted. Was I having an allergic reaction like the one Oliver had the day before? No, it couldn’t be; I had eaten apples before without reacting like this.

“No, no, my dear, thank you.” I could only see her mouth and nose; the rest of her face was cast in shadow from her cloak. Her teeth bared to twist into a sinister smile. I blinked. The shape of the woman’s outline was becoming fuzzy. I couldn’t bring anything into focus- not my vision, not my hearing. The apple I held suddenly dropped to the ground and rolled away as my body went numb and I sank to my knees. The old woman cackled triumphantly. I wanted to catch myself, but my reaction time was too sluggish. Everything seemed to be slowing down. I felt myself falling toward an endless void that I was powerless to resist.

In my last few moments of consciousness, the old woman pulled back her hood. Her wart-covered face seemed very, very familiar, but with my current struggle to breathe, I couldn’t place it. She looked up sharply as I heard Malcolm’s voice pierce through my stupor, “Who are you? Get out! Snow? Snow!”

Everything went black.
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Icouldn’t tell if I was dreaming or not. I heard my name being called over and over, but my mouth wouldn’t work to respond. I had no control over my body.

In my dream, I felt my body rise to rest on a soft cloud. The air around me became still and peaceful. For more than a day, I hovered somewhere between wakefulness and dreaming. I wasn’t quite conscious, but nor was I completely asleep. I sensed the increasing and dimming of the light that signified the sun rising and setting, but beyond that, time dragged by so slowly I may as well have died.

Sometimes, it felt as though I was talking; my mouth would be eased open then closed again. I wondered if there was still a residue from the poisoned apple in my mouth, but no- the flavor in my mouth was a bitter one, not sickly-sweet.

It felt like I was slowly, slowly coming out of a trance. Every hour, I became marginally more aware of my surroundings. Once, I was able to briefly open my eyes, but saw only glass around me before my eyes fluttered closed again.

My first real memory was feeling two lips pushed roughly against mine. There was a foul taste in my mouth from having slept so long, and in my dazed state, I worried that my bad breath had ruined my first kiss. My eyes finally opened for good.

A face swam into view. It was a man’s astonishingly handsome face, with pristinely white teeth and brilliantly green eyes. Every strand of his immaculate blonde hair was perfectly in place. Charles had come for me.

I struggled to sit up. I was in Oliver’s glass observation coffin and found myself surprised by how comfortable it was. The lid had been pushed back to rest against the wall, and I saw Malcolm’s unmade bed across the room from me, rumpled covers tossed into an unceremonious heap. Scrolls of parchment littered the floor and small side table, and stacked books cluttered up the corners of the room. Plants of every color and in various stages of drying hung from the ceiling, their earthy aroma filling my nostrils. Charles held out his hand to help me get up. I blushed at his touch and climbed awkwardly out of the glass box. So much for maintaining ladylike grace.

Malcolm was in the room too, hands shoved deep into his pockets and shoulders hunched. Beside Charles, Malcolm looked even shorter than he really was, and downright shabby. There were grass stains on his breeches, his shirt was ripped, and his black hair was tangled and uncombed. The dark shadows that eternally lived under his eyes looked even more pronounced than normal, which only contributed to his sulky air. My gaze snapped back onto Charles. Everything about him seemed perfect— he was confident, handsome, muscular, well-dressed… I didn’t see a single flaw.

“What happened?”

“Your stepmother tried to poison you.”

My stepmother! The face fit perfectly now. She had disguised herself well; I hadn’t placed the voice or her face until it was too late. I wanted to kick myself. How could I have been so stupid? I buried my face into my hands and Charles placed an arm around me. I hesitantly leaned against him. It was wonderful to feel protected and cared for, but I didn’t know where to place my hands in return. I tried to turn my head for a hug, but a side hug was all Charles had been going for, and I was so short that my nose ended up jammed into Charles’s armpit. As nice as he smelled, that wasn’t where I wanted my face, and I quickly pulled away from the embrace.

“Where is she now?” I asked quickly, eager to cover my clumsy actions.

“Dead,” Malcolm said flatly.

“Dead?”

Charles nodded solemnly. “Her body was found not far from here. Stabbed to death.”

My head whirled. My stepmother tried to kill me, and she ended up dead instead? “But… who?” Unbidden, my eyes snapped onto Malcolm. He was the only one who had been near when she poisoned me. Could he have…?

Malcolm saw where I was looking and held up his hands defensively. “I didn’t do that! I am not a murderer!”

“We will launch an investigation,” Charles said soothingly, stroking my arm as he threw a suspicious glance Malcolm’s way. “We will find out who it was.”

“She poisoned me.” The shock of the statement rolled over me, numbing my senses.

Charles tipped my chin up. “And I saved you with true love’s first kiss.” Malcolm let out an audible snort of derision, and for once, I agreed with his unspoken opinion.

True love’s first kiss? That was just an old wives’ tale that mothers told their children, with about as much truth behind it as the forest’s dark spirits. But Charles had kissed me, and I did wake up right after. True love’s first kiss. I guess that made Charles my true love.

“Don’t worry about anything, my dear, I am here for you. You are safe with me.”

Malcolm scowled, but I was distracted from his displeasure when Charles pulled a golden ring studded with gemstones from his vest pocket and slipped it onto my finger. I held my hand up, and the stones glittered in the sunlight streaming through the window. I had never seen anything so beautiful. “I told you I would bring a more satisfactory gift this time,” Charles said with a grin that accentuated his dimple. “I love making you smile, Princess.”

“Snow,” Malcolm started to say, a warning tone to his voice, but Charles cut across him immediately.

“You will refer to her as Your Majesty, peasant!”

“He doesn’t need to. I’m not…” I began, then stopped. If my stepmother really had been killed, I was the only one left in the royal line. My status of Princess would be automatically reinstated. After I got married, I would be able to be coronated, then I would be the Queen. It felt surreal.

Charles took my hand and pulled me out of Malcolm and Oliver’s cottage. I glanced back. Malcolm had followed us to the porch and was glowering at our retreating backs from the doorway. Before Charles pulled me away, I could just make out Oliver emerging from his room and starting to run toward me, hands outstretched. Malcolm caught him and held him back.

I was about to wave and call goodbye, but it was too late. Malcolm slammed the door.
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Charles took me back to the castle. My castle, I reminded myself. It felt much closer than it had the night Darius led me into the forest, perhaps because I was so elated with my engagement to Charles. People turned to stare as we walked together. Charles effortlessly took it all in stride, waving and smiling at everyone. I wished I could be as naturally charming as he was and kept a firm grasp on his other hand. I didn’t feel ready to introduce myself as Princess again quite yet, even though the moment was upon me.

“Everyone is waiting for you,” Charles told me.

“Everyone?”

“Everyone that I have in my retinue, the councils from both our kingdoms, your servants, my mother…”

“Your mother?”

Charles raised an eyebrow. “Yes, she accompanied me here. Personally, I think she wants to use our wedding as a distraction from my father’s death, but don’t mention it to her. She is still sensitive about it.”

I nodded, mentally making a note to remember. Charles continued, “Mother wanted to meet your Queen Griselda; they are both widowed Queens, after all. I think Mother wanted someone who understands her situation.” He smiled at me. “We met her about a week ago, but I must say, I do prefer your company to hers.”

I blushed at his compliment, but I also felt heat rising to my face for another reason. There would be so many people waiting for us. I could entertain Oliver or a few children, but I wasn’t good at entertaining crowds and speaking in front of foreign delegations. I hadn’t practiced for years. I was still in my ratty servant dress from several days ago. I couldn’t face everyone like that, and especially not a grieving widow who was my soon-to-be mother-in-law. I wasn’t ready to be Queen. I didn’t know what to do, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to be Queen!

Charles seemed to understand my hesitation and gave my hand a gentle squeeze with an accompanying smile that radiated compassion. “I am here for you. We can do this, together.”

The knot of anxiety in my stomach lessened slightly. As we approached the castle’s outer wall, the soldiers raised their swords to acknowledge our arrival. I did my best to imitate Charles, walking next to him with my chin held high, but I felt utterly ridiculous doing so. He was stunningly handsome, articulate, intelligent… Every girl who saw him immediately swooned. His kingdom was wealthy and flourishing. I made puppets out of stockings for children and excelled at scouring burned food off the bottoms of pots.

I paled in comparison to Charles. Literally. My mother named me Snow White after seeing my pasty skin when I was born. All these years later, I was still white as newly fallen snow. The name stuck, and even after she passed away, that was what I went by. I wasn’t nearly as attractive as Charles. My dark red lips were full, and even I didn’t know my own eye color. Some days they looked brown, other days green.

The thing I loved most about my appearance was my hair. It was black as night, and it was the curliest of anyone I had ever met. Each coil was tightly wound and bounced with every step I took. If I pulled out one strand, it would stretch to a surprisingly long length, then spring right back into place. It was fun hair and was the feature I was complimented on most often.

Right on cue, as if he could read my thoughts, Charles said, “Princess, your hair is unlike any I have ever seen before!”

“Thank you,” I mumbled, embarrassed as I stared down at my patched and frayed skirt. Charles always knew exactly what to say to make my heart flutter. Maybe I hadn’t given myself enough credit. Perhaps I really was more attractive than I had initially thought. After all, Charles wanted me. He must have his reasons; there were plenty of other princesses he could have chosen, especially after my title was stripped. No one would have blamed him for breaking a betrothal to a commoner. But he hadn’t picked anyone else. He intentionally sought me out. I was beyond flattered. It was like I was in a dream; everything seemed too good to be true.

Soldiers lined the front walkway and saluted as I passed by. So they already knew that I was no longer a servant. The closer Charles and I drew to the heavy wooden doors, the more anxious I became. My palms started sweating, which made me even more anxious, because then Charles would feel me sweating. The embarrassment made me sweat even harder. It was as if I had fountains in the palms of my hands and underneath my arms. I tried to control my breathing. I needed to make a good impression.

The grand double doors carved with winged birds and embossed with gold opened before us as we entered. Starting at the doorway, a rich velvet carpet had been rolled out for us and extended down the great hall and out of sight. I internally cringed as I walked on the plush red fabric, treading as lightly as I could with every footfall. I had been forced to scrub stains out of it so many times that my heart ached for the servants who would have to wipe up after my dirty shoes. I snuck a glance at Charles. He didn’t seem at all perturbed by it. He strode forward confidently and I hastened to imitate him.

The red carpet twisted and turned through the maze-like corridors, finally depositing us in front of the expansive throne room. Nobility lined our path, and servants bobbed behind them, standing on tiptoe to try and catch a glimpse of us as we passed. I blushed again. All they would see when they looked at me was a simple, grubby scullery maid next to the most handsome man in the land. I took slight comfort in the probability that no one would want to stare at me for any amount of time, given how much more attractive Charles was.

The King’s throne, heavily garnished with emeralds and veined in silver, loomed ahead of me. I had never liked seeing my stepmother sit there after my father died, and now that throne was mine. Two seats flanked each side of the ruler’s throne, less ornately carved, but still trimmed with small gemstones and brushed with silver. The one on the left belonged to the sovereign’s consort, to the right, the heir to the throne. I remembered sitting in that smallest seat often as a youth. Once my father remarried, my stepmother made sure that I was kept well out of the way. ‘Until she learns what is required,’ she had always claimed.

The seat was currently occupied by a beautiful woman who embodied the very essence of a confident ruler. She had light brown hair that hung long and straight, all the way down her back. It didn’t even flutter as Charles and I approached, but remained stiff, as if it needed to match the rigidity of this woman’s impeccable posture, though she smiled broadly at our approach. I took a deep breath, ready to do my best at making a good impression.

I became vividly aware of my body as I drew nearer. I wasn’t overly large or overweight but wasn’t abnormally petite either. I had spent years hefting large tureens of soup from the kitchen to the dining hall, scrubbing heavy pots, and doing manual labor. My arms had been hardened by the years of work, and I quickly balled my hands to hide my callouses. I wasn’t slim and willowy like a princess should be. I didn’t have delicate and dainty hands that only saw needlework. I was just… average. Would she judge me harshly for it?

“Good afternoon, Mother.” Charles swooped down to kiss her on the cheek. “May I introduce my betrothed, Princess Snow White. Dearest, this is my mother, Queen Eileen.”

“Your High… Majesty,” I inwardly cursed myself as I dropped into a curtsy. I had switched up trying to refer to Charles’s mother as Highness and Majesty, and flushed in embarrassment. Queen Eileen looked down her unusually pointed nose at me and beamed. Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes, but as we were surrounded by servants and nobility, and she had recently lost her husband, I could hardly expect her to rush to hug me.

I was humiliated by having to wear shabby servant work clothes while meeting this grand lady, and knew I was grossly underdressed, woefully drab in comparison to virtually every other person in the room. My stepmother had been right. I wasn’t cut out for life as a ruler. It was too stressful already.

“My dear, Charles has talked of nothing but you for so long,” Queen Eileen glowed. “It is truly an honor and a privilege to meet you at last, and I look forward to getting to know you better, daughter.”

Warmth flooded my body at her last word, and I felt a glimmer of hope. Since I couldn’t remember my own mother, and my stepmother had no interest in maintaining a relationship with me, I craved a mother figure in my life. Eileen seemed eager to fill that role.

“So much natural beauty,” Eileen cooed. “My son chose well.”

I snuck a glance at Charles. He beamed down at me, as though I was his most treasured possession, and felt my spirits lift. This could be the turning point I so desperately needed.


CHAPTER 10
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By the time I was escorted to the royal family’s wing, I felt beyond exhausted. I wanted to be left alone for a week to recover from the stress of the day. The second my heavy wooden door opened, I simply wanted to drop into the inviting bed. But no, the lady-in-waiting who had attended my stepmother, Priscilla, was waiting in my room and informed me it was time to dress for dinner. She was one of the few servants that I only knew on sight, but had never spoken to. She arrived after I was demoted to scullery maid, and as the Queen’s lady-in-waiting, she was so highly ranked in the castle that she never deigned to speak to the kitchen servants.

It was difficult to guess Priscilla’s age. She didn’t look young, but wasn’t old either. Her skin looked smooth and youthful, and her sleek brown hair was tied into an elegant knot at the back of her head, yet her eyes had the look of a woman who had seen many years. She might have been attractive, if her mouth wasn’t pinched and puckered up like she was constantly smelling sour pickles.

She tsked immediately when she saw me and started a barrage of endless instructions on how to behave as a queen. She tugged my servant dress off and ordered me to the washroom. A tub had been filled with heated water and was scented with rose petals that floated on the surface. It would have been wonderfully relaxing if it weren’t for Priscilla’s constant nitpicking and hovering. She had servants replace my hot water constantly, so it never had a chance to cool and I felt scalded, all while she griped about my filthy state. She instructed me on how to speak, how to hold myself, and how to address each member of court. It was as though she felt it was her personal duty to cram the last five years’ worth of information I had missed out on into five minutes.

My brain felt jammed. There was so much information that was being thrown at me, I couldn’t keep it all straight. Before I could even begin to relax in the bath, Priscilla hauled me out and began putting so many layers over my head that I felt like there was more fabric on me than my body weighed. Voluminous skirts poofed out all around me, I felt suffocated by the sheer mass of material, and the corsets she laced me into seemed to be made of solid iron. She grumbled about my figure and yanked harder on the corset strings.

Priscilla tried to comb my wet hair into an elegant bun, similar to the ones my stepmother had always worn, but my hair slowly curled away from the hair ribbons as it dried. Priscilla tried again and again to brush the hair back, but it was a futile effort, as I knew only too well. Instead of my hair being tamed, it morphed into a frizzy mess that stood a full foot away from my scalp in every direction. Priscilla finally gave up and shoved my unruly hair into a fabric hairnet and placed the largest, heaviest crown over the top to flatten it down.

When she propelled me over to the mirror, I was horrified by what I saw. It didn’t look at all like me, if I could even unearth myself from the layers of heavily embroidered velvet. It didn’t look like I was wearing a dress, it looked like this monster of a dress was wearing me. My hands weren’t visible under the long sleeves, I looked twice as large as I really was, and there would be no hope of finding my feet. I could have hidden a small elephant under my skirts, and no one would be any the wiser. My face was the only feature that hadn’t been covered or altered, for which I was grateful.

“Don’t you think all of this is a little ostentatious?” I probed timidly.

Priscilla paused in her lengthy monologue of proper etiquette and fixed me with the same expression a mother would use on a misbehaving child. “Your Majesty, if you are to be our Queen, you should dress as a Queen! It will look better once we add your jewelry.”

My heart sank at her words. Priscilla didn’t add only a few items, either. The weight of thick necklaces in addition to the crown made me lean forward slightly, which earned me a sharp swat to my mid-back. “Stand up straight!” Priscilla snapped. I groaned against my corsets, and Priscilla began to add multiple rings to each one of my fingers and bangles to my arms. I didn’t see the point- no one would even see my hands and arms underneath all the fabric from my dress! I never had to dress like this when my father was alive.

By the time Priscilla deemed me ready for dinner, it was dark outside, and I was so worn out from the day that I wasn’t hungry. All I wanted to do was fall down and sleep, but I couldn’t even get within two feet of the bed because my dress had a five foot diameter. Priscilla opened the door for me, and two men at arms flanked me down to the dining hall.

Charles was waiting to escort me just inside the hallway. I was glad to link my arm with his; with all the extra weight I was carrying, I needed the extra support. Charles’s mother smiled encouragingly at me, but she was the only one. Murmurs followed me all along the hall, and I hated how everyone’s eyes followed my voluminous outfit. Fredrick, one of the small servant children I made puppets for, said in a carrying whisper, “Is that Snow White? She looks funny.”

Funnier looking than when I walked in wearing a patched servant’s dress? My face flamed red, and I wished I could disappear, while the head housekeeper shushed the young boy and hurried him out of the dining hall. Charles continued on as though he couldn’t hear anyone talking, and I copied him. He looked so dignified and grand. I felt like a court jester in comparison.
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The dinner was an unmitigated disaster. Everything I said or did was somehow wrong. I could feel the judgment pouring in from Eldonia’s Council of Advisors as they sized up their new ruler, the Galtican entourage stared, and all of the nobility seemed to be watching every time I made a mistake. Charles tried to help by whispering instructions to me, but I still managed to muddle all his suggestions. It had been too long since my etiquette lessons, so although I used the correct utensils and laid my napkin properly, I also ladled up soup incorrectly, dripped on my gown, and made an embarrassingly loud slurp when I tried to take a sip of water. Charles’s mother Eileen often leaned forward to make conversation, but I felt like every time she did, my mouth was full of food. So I would either have to wait an awkwardly long time to respond while I chewed frantically, which didn’t look ladylike, or else try and cover my mouth and respond with my mouth full, which was even less ladylike! No matter which way I chose, I always sounded like a babbling fool compared to her.

Eileen, bless her, showed immense patience each time this happened and would gently rest her chin on her entwined fingers while waiting for my response. I knew she was doing her best to be kind, but I felt hot and flustered on all these occasions, further reinforcing to me that I was not cut out to be a princess. I racked my brains to remember all of the etiquette required of royalty. As the six-course dinner progressed, many lessons came back to me, but typically only after I had made another mistake.

The servants seemed wrong-footed on how to serve me. Only a week before, I had been scrubbing floors alongside them. Now, they were expected to bow to me and cater to my every whim. I tried to serve myself, but when I did, Charles held my hands back. “My future bride deserves to be waited on,” he whispered, then snapped for a servant to tend to me.

By the time the dessert was finally over, and everyone began dispersing, I wanted to sink into the floor. Never had I had so much expected of me, and in front of so many people! Charles pressed my fingers to his lips to say goodnight, and escorted his mother to the guest wing, who waved merrily back at me. I was so worn out that I couldn’t muster any energy to swoon over how soft Charles’s lips had felt against my hand. Priscilla and a guard trailed five paces behind me all the way back to my chamber. It took even longer to get undressed than it had to get dressed, and I dreaded having to face the next day with all the new expectations.


CHAPTER 11
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“That is all, Your Majesty. You may go, now.” Lord Acron bowed. I understood his unspoken message. I was dismissed from the Council’s meetings for the day.

I thought my input would be more needed now that my coronation was approaching, but I supposed that with such a strong committee of advisors, it wasn’t necessary. I should be glad that they were so willing to help out and run things, inexperienced as I was. I meandered through the long corridors. Everyone I met would bow or curtsy, but no one stopped to talk to me, and very few looked me in the eye. I hadn’t known how lonely being a monarch could be.

Whenever I found anything remotely interesting to watch, whether that was a musical group rehearsing, or gardeners putting in new plants, they would stop what they were doing immediately and greet me, but then uncomfortable silences would hang over us as they expectantly waited for me to state what I wanted when I had merely wanted to watch or listen.

It felt childish to ask someone to just talk to me. When my stepmother was Queen, I had found friends amongst the other servants, but now even my former friends seemed uneasy around me. The advisors seemed to tolerate me at best. Just after noon, Charles found me. I smiled and waved to him, glad to see a friendly face. He smiled, but it looked strained.

“May I talk to you?” Charles asked anxiously and gestured me into an empty chamber. I entered and watched curiously as he paced the room. He snapped all the windows shut and even checked behind the curtains, clearly worried about being overheard.

I waited patiently for him to say what was troubling him. When he finally stopped his relentless pacing of the room, he looked at me, his brow puckered up with concern, and he reached out to hold my hand. “Are you alright?”

My worries about not having someone to talk to seemed minor, just based on his facial expressions and tone of voice. “I am fine. Charles, what is wrong?”

He closed his eyes, bracing himself to be the bearer of bad news. “Mother overheard the guards.” He peeked at me and drew a deep breath. “You are a suspect. Everyone thinks you murdered your stepmother.”

I caught my breath. “What? But I was unconscious when she was killed. She was the one who poisoned me!”

Charles nodded solemnly. “I know, I know. But think about it. The story makes sense to them. You are the only heir, and it isn’t unheard of to plot an assassination to ascend to the throne quicker. It sounds credible enough that the commoners would believe it.”

“But… I never even wanted to be Queen!”

“No one else knows that, though. Just imagine how it sounds to them- the princess is stripped of her rank and forced to work as a servant for years. She likely feels resentful. Then if she gets banished… It is logical to assume she would seek revenge. So a few days after the princess disappears, the Queen turns up murdered in the forest and the princess reappears, saying she was asleep during the murder and claims the throne, with no witnesses to back up her claim. That story makes much more sense than yours.”

My brain fogged. People suspected me? But… I was the victim. My stepmother tried to kill me, and now, even dead, she was still managing to ruin my life. Charles’s story made sense. If I hadn’t been the one living it, I would have believed it myself. No wonder my advisors were so quick to dismiss me from the Council and no one wanted to look me in the eye. Did they all believe I was a killer?

“You believe me, don’t you?” I pleaded.

“Of course!” Charles took my hands and looked into my eyes. “I do, and Mother does as well. We know that you would never harm anyone. Leave it to me— I can smooth everything over.”

“Are you sure? Those are some very serious accusations.” I should do something, clarify what happened, issue a statement, send a herald to clear the matter up… something.

Charles smiled reassuringly. “Nothing I can’t handle. It is all a matter of charming the right people. Just keep a low profile for a few weeks, and I will take care of everything. Don’t worry. We will show everyone that you are innocent.”

I sighed in relief. “Thank you, Charles.”

He pulled me in for a quick hug. “You just keep being the sweet, kind princess I know and love. I will handle it for you.”

My body melted into his hug. Anytime my governess read me fairytales when I was a young girl, there had always been a handsome knight in shining armor who would swoop in to save the day. I had found my knight.
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I roamed through the vast, echoing corridors, watching for patterns of color on the marble floor, created from where the sun ray’s filtered through the stained glass windows. If Priscilla caught me, she would make me change clothing yet again. It seemed to be her goal in life to force me into as many painfully tight dresses as she could each day. The servants avoided me, or else stared at their feet. The guards watched me closely, but never spoke to me. I wondered how many suspected that I was capable of murder.

As I passed through the gardens, I was pleased to find Queen Eileen sitting primly on a bench near a pond full of lily pads, quietly reading a book under the shade of a large willow tree. “Good morning.”

She glanced up at me and smiled, but the action seemed somewhat forced. “Good morning, Snow. What brings you out here? I thought you would be tied up in meetings all day.”

“We finished early.” I wanted to ask more about what she had heard from the soldiers, but was distracted when she delicately lifted her hand to massage her forehead. “Are you unwell?”

“Just a headache,” she said, waving her hand as though sweeping away the concern. “Nothing to concern yourself with.” She smiled. “You have more important things to think about than an old woman’s health.”

Eileen was far from old. Just trying to imagine her withered and ancient was comical. “I can send for a cup of tea,” I offered. Charles’s comments about Eileen still grieving for her husband came back to me, and I swallowed my question of what might have caused her headache.

She shook her head. “Thank you, but I just need a little quiet for the time being.” She winked, then added, “But if I was a young bride-to-be on a lovely day like this, I would take the opportunity to go on a walk and imagine what I wanted for my wedding.”

A bullfrog croaked loudly from the pond behind us, and Eileen lowered her voice conspiratorially and added, “My unsolicited advice is to not ask Charles about anything of substance related to the wedding. Men don’t have the eye for these things that we girls do.”

Though I still didn’t have much of an idea of what I wanted our wedding to be like, a walk did sound nice, and it was obvious that Eileen, kind as she was being, needed rest, so I excused myself and walked down the front steps of the castle.

“Do you need to go somewhere, Your Highness?” One of the footmen was holding the door to a carriage open for me. I hesitated. I didn’t want him to drive me around when I didn’t even know where I wanted to go.

“No, thank you. I am just going for a walk.”

“Shall I send for guards to accompany you?”

I inwardly squirmed. I didn’t want to have a long line of soldiers trailing after me. I had no idea where anything was in Eldonia. I had spent my entire life inside the castle before my brief time in the woods with Malcolm and Oliver. I didn’t want anyone to see me wander aimlessly through the town.

“No, that is alright. I would like to be alone right now.” I wouldn’t, actually, but couldn’t think of a single person to talk to. Charles was busy dealing with the mess I had created and Eileen had a headache and needed rest. Apparently all the servants thought that I had skulked in wait to exact revenge on my stepmother. I felt so alone.

Besides, even if I did have someone to talk to, what would I say? The villagers and servants shouldn’t be aware of my feelings of incompetence; they should be able to take comfort in having a confident leader. Who could I confess to that I felt hurt by everyone believing me to be a murderer? Who would I tell that I had no idea how to be a good queen and wasn’t ready for the responsibility? I didn’t want to burden someone else with all my troubles. Even if Charles or his mother were available, I wasn’t ready to admit those feelings to them, anxious as I was to make a good impression. They were both so well put together and self-assured. Charles especially would never be able to relate to my feelings of ineptitude and incompetence. I briefly debated about talking to Darius, but the only useful thing I had been able to do since my return was promote him to be Captain of the Guard as a thank you for sparing my life. Now he was pressed for time and too busy for anything else.

The footman bowed again as I passed him. I strolled down the sweeping front drive and walked out of the stone gates surrounding the castle. The small village surrounding the castle bustled with activity. Children ran, shouting through the streets as they rolled barrel hoops in front of them. The clacking of sticks against the hoops sounded soothingly rhythmic. Mothers beat rugs in their yards, or else strung up laundry to dry. I smelled fresh bread as I passed by the bakery and heard several middle-aged women haggling about prices. I vaguely debated stopping at Felix’s tailoring shop to talk to him, but he had a crowd of customers, and I really didn’t know him that well, anyway. Did I know anyone well enough that they would be glad to see me?

The woods were less than a quarter mile beyond the village. People stared and whispered behind their hands as I walked through town. I felt wildly out of place with my ludicrous gown next to the simple outfits of the villagers and was intensely aware of the number of eyes on me. I wanted to be somewhere, anywhere, else, a place where I could feel at ease, so turned my feet toward the forest.

The path was just as I had remembered from that terrifying night. It was an overgrown trail with weeds that caught my feet, thorns that scratched at my exposed hands and face, and brambles that snagged at my hair. Halfway to the cottage, the trail forked. I knew the left led to Malcolm and Oliver’s cottage, but I didn’t know where the right went. I hadn’t noticed it before.

I hesitated. As much as I wanted to see Oliver again, I didn’t want to bother Malcolm. We hadn’t ended on good terms and his accusations still rang in my ears.

I turned to the right. It would be an adventure to explore a new path. I fought my way through the underbrush and foliage. The end destination proved to be worth it. The footpath opened onto a scenic lake. It was a very small lake, more like a large pond, but very beautiful, as if I had stepped into a fairytale. A narrow boat was tethered to the short dock off the shore, gently bobbing up and down as the whispering breeze pushed the water’s surface to form small swells. A small stretch of sand ran around the water, and the setting sun’s rays reflected off the lake’s surface to bathe the landscape in a rosy glow.

I instantly felt at peace. I took my shoes off and dug my toes into the warm sand. It was so relaxing to hear the water calmly lap onto the shore. A slight gust of wind ruffled my hair, and I heard a gentle splash nearby. Several ducks flew in and settled on the water. They occasionally dipped their heads down, leaving their tails and feet up in the air. I smiled as I watched them. Who knew that such a calming place existed so close to me.

The lake seemed completely deserted. Here was a place I could relax and be myself, free from the expectations that everyone else had of me. I held my shoes and walked slowly around the lake. The sun’s fading rays were still hot enough to warm my face, and I enjoyed feeling the sand squish up between my toes as I circled the perimeter of the lake.

I turned around the bend and saw two familiar-looking people walking in my direction. I focused on them. When they drew a little closer, I recognized them— Oliver and Malcolm.

“Hi, Oliver,” I called cheerfully and waved to draw his attention.

He looked up and then clapped his hands and ran towards me, little granules of sand kicking up and showering Malcolm as Oliver plowed through the sand like a charging bull. He grabbed me into an overly-tight, close hug that lasted far too long, but I didn’t mind. I had been starved for physical affection in the last few days with how stand-offish everyone was with me, so I let him hug me as long as he wanted.

“Get off of her, Ollie,” Malcolm roughly pulled Oliver off me when he caught up. “You are making her uncomfortable.”

“Oh no, it is alright,” I said hastily. Malcolm fixed me with a hard stare.

“He will never learn if we don’t teach him what is right and wrong. He needs the consistency.”

I looked at Oliver. He seemed unconcerned about being forced away from me, and totally unabashed by his awkward hug. He dug through his shirt pocket, looking for some unknown object and grinning happily. Once again, I noticed how crooked several of his teeth were, as well as how wide his mouth was. In the few short days we had been apart, it almost felt like I had forgotten what Oliver looked like. I couldn’t tear my eyes from his face. It was as though my brain needed time to study his features so I wouldn’t be surprised again.

“I missed you, Oliver.” As much as I hated to admit it, I felt a bit smug. Malcolm thought I would leave and never visit Oliver again, and here I was, proving him wrong.

“No?” Oliver piped up. “No?”

No? No what? I didn’t have any idea what he was trying to say. I couldn’t seem to remember any of the phrases he used when I stayed with them. I half-glanced at Malcolm, who was staring at Oliver. I could almost see his brain working to process Oliver’s speech and decipher it.

“Do you mean Snow? Snow White?” he asked Oliver.

Oliver clapped his hands together and gave a little jump, landing with flat feet and locked knees in the soft sand. “Yes… No! Yes!”

“Yes, I am Snow. Good job, Oliver!” I felt like I should pat his shoulder or something to acknowledge his success in knowing my name, but with Malcolm looming over us, felt that he may have a heart attack if I so much as looked at his brother the wrong way. Oliver solved the problem for me by grabbing my wrist with a surprisingly strong grip, and slapped my palm repeatedly, as if he was trying to applaud with one of my hands and one of his own.

Malcolm pulled Oliver away again. “Too close, Ollie, too close! Keep your hands to yourself.”

“Self!” repeated Oliver, and he laughed hysterically, like his brother had made a hilarious joke. I couldn’t help it; I smiled. Oliver’s mood was infectious; his laughter seemed to bubble up inside him from a place of pure happiness.

Malcolm wasn’t amused. Even as Oliver tipped over from laughing so hard and fell down to the ground, his brother didn’t even crack a smile. Malcolm had unusually thick eyebrows and a mouth that naturally curved down, which gave him a permanently cross look.

Eventually, my and Oliver’s giggles subsided. “Mom,” blurted out Oliver, and he patted his brother. “Mom!”

“Why does he call you Mom?” I asked, unable to contain my curiosity.

“It is his way of saying Malcolm.”

“Mom!” shrieked Oliver gleefully.

I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or not. It was pretty funny that Oliver called his brother Mom, but I felt like it would irritate Malcolm even more if I so much as snickered.

Despite his brother being on edge, Oliver was quite relaxed. He returned to digging around in his overly-large shirt pocket, which bulged with lumpy treasures he had discovered. Finally, Oliver withdrew a small, smooth stone and held it out to me.

I looked at it. “What a pretty rock, Oliver. Did you find it?”

Oliver grabbed my hand and forced the stone into my palm. “Is this for me?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” he squealed, then immediately took the stone back and held it up to my eyes, a mere inch away from my nose.

I leaned my head back so I could see properly. “Very nice,” I said, a little confused.

Oliver’s wide mouth turned up into a mischievous smile, then he quipped, “Ock. No toe, eee!”

The memory of our puppet show popped into my mind and I laughed. “You are right, eek! The rock has no clothes, just like Patrick.” I was impressed that he remembered the exact wording I had used.

He shoved the rock back into my hand and gave me another very tight hug. Malcolm pulled him off again. “Too much, Ollie! You need to ask!”

“Ug?” Oliver asked immediately. “Ug… me!” he held out his arms to me.

“Sure, I will hug you.” Malcolm was so strict and controlling with Oliver. Oliver needed some kindness in his life, and I let him hug me. He still didn’t seem to know when to break away. I tentatively rubbed his back while I waited for him to let go, but he didn’t. So, I patted his arms a little and tried to pull away. It was only when Malcolm pulled him off that Oliver let go.

“Tell her thank you for the hug, Ollie,” Malcolm told him.

Oliver put his hand up to his mouth, then extended his arm, almost like he was blowing a kiss. “That is how he says thank you,” explained Malcolm. “The words are too hard for him to say. Tell her goodbye, Oliver. She is busy and I am sure she needs to go.”

“Home?” Oliver queried. “Hi, ho?”

“Yes, I need to go home!” I said, pleased that I understood him.

“Me?”

“Yes, you need to go home too.”

“You… home… me?” Oliver asked curiously. He tilted his head to the side.

I was confused. I glanced over at Malcolm. He rolled his eyes. “No, Ollie, she isn’t coming to our house. She lives at the castle. That is a lot fancier than our shack. She doesn’t want to visit you.”

“No! Home… me!” Oliver seemed intent that I should go home with him.

“Of course I will come visit you, Oliver,” I told him, an edge to my voice. I would prove to Malcolm that he had been wrong about me. “How about tomorrow?”

“Yes!” Oliver clapped his hands again and tried to hug me again, but Malcolm held him back. “No… home… me!” Oliver clutched at my hand and attempted to tug me toward his house.

“Yeah, yeah, sure she will,” Malcolm said, disbelief rolling off every syllable. “Come on, Ollie, we need to get back home and have dinner. Want to eat?”

“Eat! Yes, eat!” Oliver said enthusiastically, and began to skip away, then turned back to wave energetically. “Bye-bye! Bye-bye!”

“Bye!” I called out and waved back. The two brothers walked away, and I smiled after Oliver’s retreating back. He wasn’t the type of person I had imagined when I had hoped to have someone to talk to, but as I walked back toward the castle, I felt a little lighter and happier for having seen him.


CHAPTER 12
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In all honesty, Malcolm was right. I hadn’t expected to have ample time to visit Oliver the next day, but starting at dawn, everything around the castle seemed to come together against me. My lady-in-waiting, Priscilla, insisted that I wear an outfit that was highly fashionable, with voluminous petticoats that itched like mad. I much preferred the simpler and more comfortable servant dresses that I had become accustomed to over the last several years, but now that I was expected to look royal, Priscilla made it clear that simple, functional clothes were no longer an option.

She tried to set my hair in an elaborate style, but my curls looked strange however she pinned them. Finally, she declared that my head was more suited for crowns anyway and set about placing as much jewelry on me as she could. She kept insisting that I needed to look the part of Queen and added heavy bracelets, necklaces, rings, and armlets onto me. It felt silly to me, but I didn’t say anything.

Truth be told, I didn’t know a thing about dressing like royalty, which is why I relied on Priscilla. She had attended Griselda for years, and my stepmother always seemed grand and beautiful. I didn’t feel at all grand or beautiful. I felt like a frilly hippopotamus laced into overly tight corsets.

After the ordeal of getting dressed, I was directed to the long table in the formal dining hall. Breakfast was laid out, and all of the nobility and advisors were sitting there, with attendants waiting inconspicuously to whisk away dirty dishes, but no one was eating. I sat, uncomfortably aware of all eyes on me.

“They are waiting for you to eat before they start,” hissed Priscilla into my ear.

I hastened to take a bite, and the clamor of mealtime chatter and the clink of cutlery broke out. All the dishes were stone cold. Evidently, the length of time it took me to get dressed that morning had delayed everyone’s schedules. I was frustrated. There was no need for anyone to wait for me to eat if they were ready before I was. Should I announce that as a new procedure, or would it be a breach of tradition and protocol? I glanced around. People were talking spiritedly with each other. If I caught anyone’s eye, they would break off their discussion and ask me what I needed, but never attempted to initiate a conversation with me. Charles wasn’t there; he and his mother had requested a private meal be brought to them because Eileen wasn’t feeling well again. I had hoped Charles would make time to see me, but excused his behavior, rationalizing that it was only because he was such a devoted son that he didn’t see me. I was lucky to be engaged to a man so family-oriented.

Following breakfast, I was chivvied from one meeting into another, each successive one more tedious than the last. All the advisors on my council sat around a long table and would take turns standing and lecturing for what felt like hours about the dullest of subjects. I tried hard to pay attention; this was my new role after all, and I needed to fulfill it to the best of my abilities. I wanted to lead the kingdom and consult with the advisors about important matters, but I failed to see how a two-hour long discussion of the number of portraits in the east wing of the castle had any bearing on the well-being of my citizens.

Following a dreadfully boring debate about whether or not cream-colored napkins were too bold for placing on tables when foreign delegates came to call, one of the advisors looked at me and said, “Your Highness, you don’t need to be here for these matters today, you know. We can take care of this for you.”

Glad for a justification to escape, I hastily excused myself. Once I was outside the hall, I realized that I didn’t know where to go or what to do. Meetings with advisors was really the only thing on my agenda that day. I wandered around the halls, but servants kept stopping me, asking what they could help with. I couldn’t take it.

I walked out of the castle and was immediately offered a carriage. I looked down at my ridiculous outfit. Recalling the previous day’s unwanted attention from the villagers, I decided my dress would be too noticeable walking through town.

“Yes, thank you,” I told the footman. He helped me in, and we set out through town. On the way out of the gates, I saw Darius entertaining his garrison of soldiers by acting out an animated story. That was one of the things Darius had always been popular for. He could imitate anyone with exact precision, and was able to keep everyone laughing constantly. The soldiers all loved him for it, and had accepted him as their Captain without complaint, so I silently congratulated myself for getting one thing right.
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None of my subjects seemed eager to talk to me. They would stare at me and lose their ability to speak. I tried over and over to start conversations, but so few villagers knowing who I was made each encounter dreadfully awkward for me and confusing for them as they tried to decipher my reason for talking to them. Combined with my naturally shy personality, it became a serious drain on me to initiate and carry any sort of meaningful conversation single-handedly. Even surrounded by throngs of people, I still felt completely alone.

After two hours of carrying on one-sided conversations and still feeling devoid of friends, I thought of Oliver. He must feel very lonely too. It was only him and Malcolm living at that isolated cottage. The other brothers must visit sometimes, but I wondered how miserable Oliver was, with just Malcolm around. He wasn’t a particularly comforting or upbeat person. Maybe I could do some good in the world today after all.

At my request, the coachman dropped me at the entrance to the forest trail. He offered to wait for me, but I timidly shook my head and told him to come back at dusk to pick me up.

Walking through the forest was much more difficult this time. My wide skirts snagged on every thorn and bramble, and the delicate cloth was ripped to shreds as I pushed my way through the overgrown trail. At the fork in the path, I took the left. As wonderful as it would be to relax at the lake again, I really did want to visit Oliver. He seemed like the only person who was consistently and genuinely glad to see me.

The moment I pushed my way out into the clearing, I heard a delighted shout and Oliver ran toward me, smiling ear to ear. He swept me into another bone-crushing hug. I hugged him back and couldn’t stop myself from smiling.

“Let go of her, Oliver!” Malcolm was running toward us and pulled Oliver away again. “Sorry about that.”

“It is okay,” I assured Malcolm and beamed back at Oliver.

“No, it isn’t,” Malcolm contradicted, scowl firmly in place.

“No! No!” Oliver repeated over and over.

Oliver grabbed my hand and dragged me around the cottage. He seemed excited to show me everything and anything. He pointed out a new pile of rocks he had collected, demonstrated that he could work the water pump, had me inspect an intricate wooden carving of a horse, and then showed me how he had lined up all of the shoes in the house.

Finally, he lovingly held up Roar, and I took the time to study the toy. It looked like it had once been a furry cloth animal like mothers often gave to their children, sewn into the shape of a bear and filled with wool or dried beans to help hold its shape. But it was very old and in sad condition. The button eyes hung off, the fur had long since been rubbed away, several of the bear’s limbs were limp from the insides being drained, and it smelled sour.

Oliver cuddled the ugly bear, patted its head, and kissed it several times. He held it right up into my eyes. I gingerly patted its head too. It felt grimy in some places, crusty in others.

“Don’t show her Roar. He is disgusting!” Malcolm snapped and wrenched the bear away. Oliver wailed and held his arms out for the bear.

“Oliver, do you love Roar?” I asked kindly. Oliver lit up immediately.

“Yes! Whoa, yes!” he laughed and repeated Whoa over and over, which I remember Malcolm told me was Oliver’s way of saying Roar. He stuffed Roar into his pocket and pulled me around back to see his orchard. I had seen it before, but with Oliver beside me, everything seemed new and magical. Oliver glowed about each blossom, squealed when he discovered a ladybug, and when he found some fruit that was nearly ripe, he tried to lick it.

He also kept patting my hair, and gently pulling on one coil then another, and watching each strand of hair spring back into place. He giggled hysterically every time and told me over and over that I had happy hair. It made me laugh that he was so easily amused. If only everyone could experience such joy. He seemed perfectly content with watching my curly hair spring back into place over and over. He never got bored with doing the same thing repeatedly; the hundredth time seemed to give him as much pleasure as the first.

While Oliver and I were together, Malcolm glared at us, watching through narrowed, suspicious eyes as I drew boxes in the dirt and taught Oliver a skipping game. Malcolm made me slightly uneasy. It wasn’t as though I thought Malcolm would hurt me. On the contrary, he seemed to think it was more likely that I would do something to him or his brother, so remained wary and guarded the entire time. I did my best to ignore him. For the most part, it was simple. Malcolm tended to lurk in dark corners, and it was easy to forget he was there.

I spent more than two hours with Oliver. By the time the sun began to sink in the sky, I felt happy in a way I hadn’t all day. Nothing compared to the delight that I felt when I saw how cheerful I made Oliver simply by being around. Oliver didn’t want me to go. He kept holding my hand and begging me to stay. It was only when I promised to visit again soon that he finally let go.


CHAPTER 13
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As Priscilla finished forcing me into yet another revolting, queenly dress, Darius came to call. “How can I help you, Captain?” I asked, emphasizing his new title.

Darius drew himself up to his fullest, and considerable, height. He didn’t smile, but his lips twitched as he suppressed a grin. I knew he had cherished a desire to be Captain of the Guard for years, and it was a big step up from being a huntsman. He inhaled deeply, then spoke in a deep, carrying voice, quite unlike his normal tone.

“I have arrived to convey a message. His Highness Prince Charles wishes to arrange a meeting with you, Your Grace.”

I laughed at Darius’s forced solemnity. “That is silly, he can see me anytime! He is going to be my husband soon enough.”

Darius bowed. “I shall inform his magistrate thusly.”

I rolled my eyes. I knew Darius was trying to be proper and seemed determined to prove that he was worthy of holding such a high position, but I missed the old Darius. Priscilla had disappeared, probably to track down more jewelry. “Charles told me something about you recently,” I said casually as I pinned a lock of hair out of my eyes. I knew Darius could never resist gossip, even more so when it was about him, and I wasn’t disappointed. I snuck a glance at him in my vanity mirror’s reflection and saw that he had sucked in his cheeks and was looking furtively around the room to ensure that Priscilla hadn’t returned.

It was only after he confirmed that we were alone that he spoke. “Indeed? About me, you say?”

“Oh, nothing of any importance,” I teased, flashing a smirk his way. I could almost see the conflicting emotions battling inside his head. As much as he wanted to look dignified, he was desperately curious.

His curiosity won out. He dropped his stuffy air and begged, “Please tell me!”

Finally, someone to talk to! “He said that he saw you practicing archery with your men the other day and that he was impressed with how good you were. I told him that you were the sole reason we had meat on the table every day, and that your skill with a bow is unparalleled.”

Darius swelled with pride. I loved complimenting people. I enjoyed seeing how pleased it made them, and I knew that Darius would walk with an extra spring in his step the whole day because of it.

I was cheerful all the way to my meetings. I kept replaying the expression on Darius’s face as I had sung his praises. There was nothing better than hearing that people speak well of you to others. Charles met up with me on the way to my first meeting, and when he asked why I was so chipper that morning, I told him all about my conversation with Darius. To my surprise, Charles’s eyebrows furrowed into a slight frown.

“I thought I could trust you to keep our conversations just between us.” I heard the hurt in his voice.

“I do! I just shared a compliment, that was all.” I was truly baffled as to why he was upset.

“And what, have him think that I stare at the men at arms while they practice? That sounds creepy.”

“No, that isn’t how I meant it, and it wasn’t like it was some big secret, it was something nice! He was glad to hear it.”

“I thought I could trust you to keep what we said private. I thought you were on my side.”

“I am! It was just that I--”

“Is there a problem?” Queen Eileen poked her head around the corner and glided toward us as smoothly as if she were on wheels.

“Not at all,” Charles said, his face perfectly arranged once again. I still felt hot and flustered, and I was sure my pasty white cheeks had turned brick red.

Eileen turned her attention to me. I couldn’t hide my emotions nearly as well as Charles, and Eileen could tell.

“Darling?” Charles took my hand. I had a sudden urge to yank my hand away, but with Eileen watching and my advisors just behind the door, I knew I couldn’t. “Would you like some fresh air? I can fill in for you today. Take care of yourself, won’t you?”

The servants on either side of the door smiled sappily at Charles holding my hand, but the gesture was as far from romantic as it was possible to be. If anything, it felt like a possessive hand grab. At least Charles wasn’t outing my accidental indiscretion to everyone. He was giving me an easy way to escape my embarrassment; I should feel grateful.

I opened my mouth, unsure if I wanted to refuse his offer or thank him, but before I could utter a word, Eileen linked her arm with mine and made tiny shooing motion toward Charles. “Go on, you pesky man. We girls have things to talk about.” She bestowed one of her dazzling smiles, so like her son’s, on me. “Let’s take a walk, dear.”

Great. Everyone already thought I was a murderer, and here I was, arguing with my betrothed in the middle of a corridor where his mother could hear and now she wanted to talk privately with me. She was sure to think I was insane, unworthy to marry her son. I felt like crying from humiliation.

Servants pulled open the doors to allow Charles to enter the conference room. I glanced back over my shoulder and saw my advisors welcoming Charles warmly. Unwanted, a small portion of resentment crept into my stomach.

I furiously berated myself as we walked away. I was useless— a figurehead monarch and nothing more. Was I good for anything? Would I ever be allowed to contribute? The advisors and Charles didn’t seem to want my help with the decision-making. Wasn’t that my job? Was it greedy to want to rule? I certainly didn’t want to be seen as power-hungry, not with all the rumors already flying around about me. Rulers should be humble and able to rely on others; I didn’t want to be perceived as a tyrant. Charles had natural leadership skills that I lacked- if we worked together, we would make a great team.

“Men are so stupid sometimes,” Eileen commented lightly as we strolled out into the gardens. “I am sorry for whatever he said.”

I felt the desire to confide in someone, but opening up to Charles’s mother seemed like a betrayal of Charles’s trust. “It was fine, just a misunderstanding is all,” I mumbled.

Eileen frowned and huffed. “Well, Charles should never do anything to upset you. I will talk to him. If his father was alive to see this…”

“No, please don’t,” I begged. If Charles was annoyed that I had briefly mentioned a compliment to Darius, I dreaded what he would say if he knew I told his mother about our arguments. I didn’t want to talk about him behind his back.

Eileen studied me. “If that is what you want, I won’t say a word. But you let me know if he ever does something that bothers you, and I will whip him into shape. That is what mothers do.” She sighed and patted my hand. “You will have to forgive Charles. He has been so fixated on you for years that he hasn’t had any other relationships and hasn’t learned how to treat a woman yet. He is still struggling to cope with his father passing, too.”

I nodded and smiled. It made sense that Charles wouldn’t have experience in relationships if he had been waiting for me, and I was touched that both mother and son were constantly looking out for each other’s emotional wellness. I felt relieved, and put aside the resentment from earlier. Thank goodness for Eileen and her helping me understand what was going on inside Charles’s head.

We parted ways, Eileen saying that she had promised to write to her elder son and needed time to compose a letter. I went on through the castle, drifting from wing to wing as I searched for something to do.

Priscilla had insisted on dressing me in wide hoops and silky silver skirts that morning. Consequently, lace adorned every ruffle and frill, and I felt like I was three times as wide as I really was. How was this supposed to make me look powerful? I looked like an elephant. A baggy, wrinkly elephant. Not a single person stopped to talk to me for the rest of the morning. Oh, some courtiers would bow or curtsy and say “Your Majesty” in hushed tones, like they were at a funeral. Reality slapped me in the face that day; I didn’t have a single friend in the castle. Not one. Eileen and Charles were the closest I had, but Charles was angry with me for betraying his trust, and I didn’t want to get between Eileen and her son.

Every time I entered a room, silence instantly fell. Several times, I tried to make conversation, but the head housekeeper told me in a sharp whisper that I was not to intermingle with people below my station. My loneliness stabbed at me painfully. It had been less than a week of ruling Eldonia, and already I wanted to abandon the post.

What good was I doing? Any suggestion I made during meetings was invalidated, every person I met clamped their mouths shut. How would I fix my image of being a power-grabbing murderer if I couldn’t talk to anyone? I just wanted to be near someone, anyone who liked me the way I was, and wouldn’t criticize or correct me at every turn.

So, back to the forest I went. Back to the one person I knew wanted nothing from me except my presence. Back to the boy who made me feel like I truly made a difference. The delicate lace on my clothing was ripped to shreds as I pushed my way through the thick bushes and brambles. I did my best to save the fabric; I didn’t want Priscilla to be yet another person upset with me, but then again, she always seemed upset with me. I wondered briefly if I would be able to suggest a task force of men to clear Eldonia’s forest paths, but I knew any suggestion I made would be overruled by my advisors. There was no way to win.

I continued to shove my way along the meager trail. I tried to break as many of the thin branches as I could along the way to make my return journey easier, but I couldn’t keep my attention solely on the gnarled, thorn-covered, claw-like twigs that stuck out and threatened my arms and face. Stones and rotted logs littered the path, and I stumbled into holes frequently. Once, when I stepped into a hole and fell, the heel of my hand landed painfully on a smooth, perfectly white stone. I remembered how much Oliver liked rocks, and after shaking my hand to relieve the ache of falling, slipped the stone into my pocket to show him, as long as I didn’t get scratched to bits on the way there.

When I finally pushed out into the cottage’s clearing, I was surprised to find several of Oliver’s brothers toting shovels and ripping up grass. It looked like they were all clearing land to start a garden on one side of the house. I held my breath; I hadn’t meant to impose on their plans for the day. I debated turning around to go on a solitary walk around the lake when Oliver came tearing around the side of the house, laughing hysterically. What shocked me most was that Malcolm was chasing him, calling, “I’m going to get you!” in a playful tone.

Oliver saw me, then shrieked in glee and bolted toward me. Oliver ran with an awkward gait rather than his arms and legs flowing in the coordinated fashion everyone else’s did. He lifted his knees very high and stomped hard when his feet hit the ground. His fists pumped the air, as if he was enthusiastically cheering at a tournament, as opposed to running. All the irregularities aside, he still ran very quickly, and when he reached me, crushed me into a bear hug. He buried his face into my hair and nuzzled at my curls.

He kept squeezing me tightly until Malcolm caught up. He had dropped the playful tone and had reverted to his gruff voice as he peeled Oliver off of me. “You have to ask first!” he barked at his brother. “She doesn’t like your hugs.”

“No, no, I do like them!” I didn’t want Oliver to feel bad for his attempts to make friends.

Malcolm gave me a hard, piercing look that told me he clearly saw through my feeble attempt to smooth the situation over.

“I mean,” I hastened on, “I really don’t mind. He is sweet.” I smiled at Oliver, and he beamed back. Malcolm frowned.

“He will never learn proper behavior if he isn’t taught.”

“Sure he will,” I contradicted. “If he sees it often enough, he will learn.”

“Because you are such an expert,” he grouched under his breath. The argument we had before I had been poisoned seared white-hot in my memory. I set my mouth in a thin line. I would show Malcolm that I wasn’t as incompetent as he believed me to be.

“Oliver, can you count?” I asked. Malcolm raised his heavy eyebrows as if to say ‘Well, this will be good.’ I ignored him.

“Yes! Yes!” chirped Oliver cheerfully.

“Can you count for me?”

Oliver smiled at me but didn’t say anything.

“Come on, Oliver, count! Go one, two, three…” I encouraged.

“Un, Two, Tee, Or, Ive, Ix, Deh-Duh, Eight, Nigh, Ten!” he rattled off proudly.

“Good job, Oliver!” I cheered. “Now, when you hug someone, you count to three.” I reached over and hugged Oliver. “One, two, three! See? Then we let go.”

Oliver nodded his head eagerly.

“Okay, your turn.”

He held his arms wide and scooped me into another tight hug. “Un, Two, Tee, More, Ive, Ix, Deh-Duh, Eight, Nigh, Ten!” he squeezed me hard the entire time, and I felt like my lungs would burst from the pressure. Malcolm watched us, his disbelieving expression morphing into one of amusement. He had known exactly what would happen, it was written all over his face.

“You have to stop at three, Oliver,” I choked out and struggled away from Oliver.

“Tee!” he squealed loudly, and clapped his hands together, hard, right in front of my eyes. I flinched away. Malcolm started forward, but I quickly pulled out the smooth white stone I had found, and Oliver was immediately distracted.

“Look what I brought you!”

His mouth fell open into a perfectly round O, and he picked up the rock reverently. He held it very close to his eyes, then turned and shoved it in front of Malcolm’s eyes as well. Malcolm leaned back while saying, “Too close!” then studied the rock. “Do you like it?” he asked Oliver.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” It interested me that, when Oliver seemed excited about things, he tended to repeat them over and over again. Oliver shoved the rock into his pocket, grabbed my wrist, and began to run back toward the cottage, dragging me behind him as he did so.

Malcolm followed along, griping at his brother to let go of me, and that girls didn’t like to be manhandled. Oliver ignored him, pulled me into his house, through the sitting room, and then through his bedroom door. I saw Roar sitting on the bed, which had many blankets heaped onto it. It must be stifling hot for him at night.

Oliver let go of my hand, carefully removed the stone from his pocket, and tugged a wide, flat wooden box out from under his bed. Inside the box were hundreds of rocks. Some tiny, others large, a few oddly shaped or unusually colored. Oliver nestled the one I had given him in the very center, and stepped back to admire his collection. I marveled that there were any rocks left in the world; it looked like Oliver had collected every shiny or interesting rock there was to be found.

“These are all very pretty,” I told him. Oliver grabbed my wrist again and dragged me out to where some of his brothers were working on the garden. He pointed to the heap of stones that had been piled up to the side of the garden plot, then eagerly jabbed his forefinger at his chest.

“Are those for you?” I asked, and Oliver bobbed his head up and down enthusiastically.

“Oh, hello Snow,” Felix looked up from his work. Though dirt smudged his face and golden hair, his eternally cheerful outlook on life hadn’t been sullied. I couldn’t imagine any situation that would cause him to be irritable. Of all the brothers, Felix was the smallest, perhaps an inch taller than myself, but his sunny disposition made him seem taller. In contrast, Malcolm was easily the tallest, but his gloomy attitude and constantly hunched shoulders made him look shorter than he really was.

“Hi, Felix; looks like a busy day for everyone.”

“Sure, Felix gets the royal treatment,” Malcolm grumped from his position behind Oliver.

“Oh hush, Malcolm! Show a little respect to your Queen! You were perfectly happy ten minutes ago,” Felix said breezily. Even his reprimands sounded light and airy. I thought it was impossible to be upset around Felix, but Malcolm managed it. He muttered something unintelligible under his breath.

Felix turned back to me. “So glad to see you again, Snow. It looks like you are Oliver’s new best friend.”

Oliver’s face split into a wide smile. His crooked teeth showed, but now that I knew him, the effect was charming, as opposed to frightening. “Yes, No, Den! Yes!” he said choppily, and plucked at a few of the coils in my hair, watching with amusement as they sprang back into place.

“Yes, Snow is my friend, yes,” Malcolm interpreted dully without looking up. I don’t think he had even realized he had spoken; he was so used to translating for his brother that it was second-nature.

“You here for the day?” Felix asked, hefting a large boulder to the side of the patch of dirt.

“Yes, I am.” I eyed the garden plot. Priscilla would have a fit if I worked in the garden in my gown.

“Want to keep Oliver entertained while we work?” Felix went on. “We are making a garden for him, but he has been making it difficult to get things done. I’m sure Malcolm would like a break from watching Oliver; they played tag for most of the morning. Since Malcolm is the one who has been nagging us for almost a year to get this done, I think he should help with the back-breaking work.”

“It is for Oliver, not for me,” Malcolm grumbled. “And it shouldn’t take a year of nagging to get some help.”

Felix raised a shoulder and flashed a mischievous smile. “Well, grumpy old men like you need to help anyway. You are almost twenty four, basically ancient.”

“I will watch him,” I agreed. Finally, a way I could be of use! I took Oliver’s hand and began to lead him back into the house. Malcolm followed us.

“Malcolm, you can work in the garden. I don’t need help watching Oliver.”

Malcolm didn’t answer. He slouched past me into his bedroom and returned almost immediately with a shirt and pair of trousers. He held them out to me. “Here, you can borrow these. You can’t be comfortable in that.” He nodded at my voluminous skirts.

“I am fine.”

Malcolm looked hard at me, and I again got the impression he could read my very thoughts. “But are you comfortable?”

I met his gaze and slowly accepted the clothes.

“Me… me… me… HUN!” burst out Oliver, moving his hand from his throat down to his abdomen.

“You are always hungry,” Malcolm noted.

He took Oliver outside with a snack to allow me privacy while I dressed. It was a boon to forgo the corsets and petticoats that Priscilla loved so much. Malcolm’s clothes were a little baggy on me, but much better than the expensive gown I cast off. I tied a rope firmly around my middle to keep the trousers up and examined myself in the mirror. I felt relaxed and, though I didn’t want to admit it to Malcolm, much more comfortable.

I went to retrieve Oliver and found him filling his pockets with small pebbles. Both sides of his pants bulged with the treasures, which gave me an idea. Once inside again, I rummaged around in the rag bag, took one of Oliver’s torn shirts, mended it, and began sewing pockets onto the front. While I sewed, Oliver lined up his rocks all along the floor. He placed them end to end with each other to make a long track of stones that went all along the floor of the cottage, curving into every corner and looping around every room.

I asked Oliver questions about which rock was his favorite, and what he planned to do with them. Sometimes he answered me in short one- or two-word phrases and other times he just smiled his sweet smile and said nothing at all. On several occasions, he let out unexpected shrieking noises that inevitably caught me off-guard. I inadvertently stabbed myself with my needle every time he did this, then was annoyed with myself for being startled. It wasn’t at all that I was frightened of Oliver, it was just that I found it impossible to predict his behavior.

Since Oliver didn’t often answer my questions, I began monologuing to fill the silence. He seemed so excited that someone was paying him attention, and so eager to listen while he lined up his rocks, that I spoke about anything and everything that came to mind. It was as though poison was being leeched out of my system as I told Oliver all about my frustrations with feeling useless as a leader, talked about Charles and our argument that morning, and reiterated how nice it was to spend time with someone who I knew would never judge me.

A few hours later, the shirt was finished. Differently sized pockets of every color imaginable decorated the front and sleeves of the shirt. I showed the completed project to Oliver. He didn’t understand at first, so I told him to go put the shirt on. I pushed it into his hands and gave him a gentle shove toward his bedroom door. He squawked loudly in protest and tugged at the shirt that he already had on and repeated an “uh-uh” noise that I couldn’t fathom.

Some of his brothers marched in at that point, covered in dirt and sweat, and red-faced from being out in the sun. Oliver immediately ran up to Malcolm. “Mom!” he grunted, and again tugged at his own shirt while repeating his “uh-uh” noise.

“Why do you want to change?” Malcolm asked curiously as he inspected Oliver’s clothing. Against my will, I found myself impressed that Malcolm always knew what Oliver was trying to convey. “You aren’t dirty.”

“I made--” I paused as all of their heads swiveled to stare at me. “I made him a new shirt and he wants to try it on… I think.” I studied the floor.

Most of the brothers turned as one to look at Malcolm. It was plain as day that they all expected him to take care of it, and they weren’t disappointed. Without hesitation, Malcolm carefully steered Oliver into the back bedroom. The door shut behind them with a snap, but not before I caught Malcolm saying, “Don’t worry, pal. I will always help you.”

“Oliver has a hard time dressing himself. He needs help with the ties and everything,” explained one of the brothers. Since I was watching the bedroom door, I wasn’t sure which had spoken. I could hear Oliver’s happy squealing from the other side. I had mistakenly assumed that Oliver would be able to dress himself—he must be at least twenty years old. Of course, I had also presumed that, eventually, everyone would learn to walk and talk and do simple things like that, and Oliver was proof that my assumptions were incorrect.

I didn’t want to ask any prying questions but wondered if Oliver had to have help with everything he did. I hadn’t paid too close of attention during the days I had stayed here before; I had been too intensely focused on my own discomfort. Oliver seemed cheerful enough, but simple tasks like tying a knot or standing on one foot continued to elude him. I recalled how difficult it had been for him to hop on one foot when I tried to teach him a simple children’s jumping game, so I had ended up modifying the rules.

Malcolm slunk back into the sitting room. Oliver followed, bounding out of the room with his wide grin that stretched from ear to ear. The shirt looked a little odd because of all the pockets, but the bright colors suited Oliver’s cheerful personality. He poked his fingers into the pockets, displaying each one to his brothers, ranging from tiny pockets on the sleeves to the largest covering his stomach.

“Look, Oliver!” I said eagerly as I picked up one of the pebbles Oliver had lovingly placed in line, and slipped it into one of the shirt pockets. Oliver shrieked with glee, a piercing squeal that rang in my ears. It startled me, as usual, but none of the brothers reacted.

Oliver began dashing about, gathering specific rocks. He seemed to know where each specific one was and had a very precise order in which he collected them. I couldn’t tell the difference between many of the rocks, but Oliver could. He would study the lines of rocks for a long time before carefully selecting one and tucking it away. I was pleased when I saw that one of the rocks that won a coveted spot in a pocket was the one I gave Oliver earlier that day.

When Oliver was about to slip a stone into the largest pocket, I stopped him. “Wait,” I told him. “That spot is for Roar.”

“Whoa?” Oliver asked, looking down into the pocket.

“Yes, put Roar in the big pocket so you can carry him around.” It took Oliver several long moments to process this. He looked back and forth from me to the pocket several times, his eyebrows knitted together into a befuddled expression. When it finally clicked, he jumped up and down, causing a few rocks to tumble out of the pockets, and he did his funny, high-kneed run into his bedroom. He emerged with Roar inserted into the large pocket. Roar’s head hung limply to the side, and a wide, black button swung sadly from the eye socket, but in Oliver’s eyes, there was nothing more highly prized. He pulled Roar from the pocket, kissed Roar’s head several times, then tucked him back into place, this time upside-down, so a lumpy leg protruded from the pocket’s opening.

All of Oliver’s brothers, except Malcolm, complimented Oliver on his new shirt. They told him over and over that it was the neatest thing they had ever seen, and how they wished they had a shirt as interesting and colorful as that. They also thanked me for making it for him. I blushed and said it wasn’t a big deal, but their lavish praise warmed my heart. Malcolm didn’t join in. He was sitting in a corner again, his scowl firmly in place.

“You must stay for dinner!” Felix told me. “We don’t make food nearly to the standard of the castle chefs, but Armand isn’t half bad, and we would like to show our appreciation for what you did for Oliver.”

Oliver clapped loudly, then pulled Roar from his pocket and made Roar clap his limp paws together.

I gazed around at them and felt the faintest trace of what it would be like to have siblings. “I would love to.”


CHAPTER 14
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Armand, the painfully shy brother, was an accomplished cook. He was employed as a chef at the village inn, where he lived with Jonas, who also worked there. While Armand prepared dinner, the other brothers produced musical instruments. Jonas, in between his constant sneezing, played the fife. Felix plucked at a small harpsichord, and Oliver banged away happily on a drum. Malcolm, whom I hadn’t expected to participate, was surprisingly talented and executed some of the most difficult mandolin solos I had ever heard without a single error. He spotted my mouth agape at one point as his fingers danced over the strings, and I saw a trace of pride light up his face before he lowered his eyes to pay attention to his fingering again.

Felix claimed that Armand had some skill on the fiddle but was too shy to perform in front of a guest, which was why he had hidden himself away in the kitchen. I felt a glimmer of pleasure that I had finally found someone shier than myself, and it coupled with my feeling of being at home so that as the music infiltrated every nook and cranny of the house, I began to sing along to the tunes they played. Oliver occasionally called out the last word to ends of phrases but was unable to anticipate more than one or two words for each verse. Each time he sang out, he beamed around the room with immense pleasure, waiting for us to praise his efforts.

Felix often abandoned his harpsichord so he could stand and sing along with me. Often, we would break into a higher and lower part, me taking the soprano, Felix the tenor. During the comical song The Stalwart Whistling Cat, Felix insisted on taking the high part, vibrating his voice higher and higher until nearly everyone split their sides laughing. I saw Armand’s frail shoulders shake from his quiet chuckling, but Malcolm never laughed once. Despite Malcolm’s frowns, the cottage was filled with warmth and friendship, and I imagined that this must be what it was like to have a loving family.

Later, during the meal, all the brothers chatted away about their occupations. Armand, as I had learned earlier, was a chef. Jonas was working up the ranks in the inn and hoped to take over from the owner one day. Neither Quentin nor Tiberias were present, but the others talked about them.

Tiberias was the village doctor, and his patients kept him very busy. Quentin’s wife was expecting their first child and wanted her husband to stay close. He was a baker and slept for most of the day, then woke up early each morning to begin baking the daily bread. Felix was a tailor. I had seen his shop often when I walked down the main street. He always seemed to have a steady stream of customers, and his cheery attitude encouraged patrons to return as much for the service as his skill.

Felix and Jonas were both entertaining storytellers, and I listened to them talk for the majority of the evening. I told Oliver that he must come to the castle to visit me, and that we would be able to go through the gardens so he could pick up all the rocks he wanted. He seemed incredibly excited about the idea once he understood what I was saying. At one point, I realized I didn’t know what Malcolm did for a living, and craned my neck so I could look around Oliver and ask.

“Oh, realized I am still here, did you?” he asked crossly, then without answering my question, rose and said, “Come on, Ollie, time for your bath.”

Oliver cheerfully got to his feet and followed Malcolm. As he walked away, Oliver pulled Roar from his pocket and chirped, “Whoa, baff?”

“Sure, we can give Roar a bath too. He needs it! Come on, pal.”
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“Don’t mind him,” Felix murmured after Malcolm and Oliver were gone.

“Have I done something to offend him?”

“Nah, he is always that way around new people. Don’t worry about it. He doesn’t open up to many people, even to us. He really is a great guy once you get to know him, and to answer your question, his job is taking care of Oliver. He just doesn’t get paid for it.”

“Oh,” I breathed.

“He doesn’t have time for anything else,” Jonas added before giving another hearty sneeze.

I paused. I was burning to ask questions about Oliver, but worried that doing so would appear overly nosy or cause offense. Felix seemed to know what was on my mind. “We sure appreciate you coming out to see Oliver. I know he really enjoys it.”

I couldn’t suppress my curiosity any longer. “Why does Malcolm take care of Oliver? Why not you?” I burst out, with a nod toward Felix. “Or Quentin, or someone else. Malcolm is so…”

“Tough? Short-tempered?” Jonas supplied. “That is why he is the best one for it.”

That logic didn’t make sense to me, but Felix nodded in agreement. “You see, when our parents died, we knew someone would have to always be there to take care of Ollie. Malcolm volunteered to do it straightaway.”

That surprised me. I had assumed that Malcolm had just drawn the short straw. “Why? He seems so unhappy all the time.”

Felix stirred his drink before answering. “It is a lot of work to take care of Oliver. It requires a lot of focus all day, every day. There are no breaks, no holidays, nothing. It is a physically, mentally, and emotionally draining job to care for him all the time.”

I felt like this was a bit of a stretch. Oliver wasn’t that hard to watch! It was what I was choosing to do to get away from my own responsibilities. But then, I reminded myself, there had been the time when Oliver had his allergic reaction and nearly died. Malcolm knew what to do immediately and had acted without hesitation. I couldn’t understand his speech the way Malcolm did, either. He deserved much more credit than what I had given him in the past, and I felt a little embarrassed for my previous beliefs about him.

“You have to have a pretty thick skin too,” continued Felix. “People can be downright nasty in what they say, and Malcolm is the toughest one among all of us. He can take it. If someone says something out of line, he will always correct them or have a retort ready. The rest of us are more likely to get our feelings hurt. He is also the biggest, and sometimes Oliver can get violent and has to be controlled.”

Oliver, violent? I couldn’t ever imagine a situation in which sweet, lovable Oliver would be aggressive. He had a few times of pouting, sure. But real violence? It pained me to think about Oliver being held in some restrictive wrestling position.

“May I ask you a question?” I pressed the three brothers. They all nodded encouragingly, but I was still a little unsure of how to ask. I liked Oliver, but it was difficult to know what to do or say around him. After hearing how unpleasant Malcolm could be if someone made a remark about Oliver he didn’t like, and especially after how judgmental he already believed me to be… I didn’t want to ask him for fear of being yelled at. Since Charles got upset with me that morning, I couldn’t handle any more contention that day.

“What is wrong with Oliver?” I asked. “Why is he… the way he is?”

“He was born that way,” Jonas answered, no trace of embarrassment in his voice. “It just takes him longer to learn things, but otherwise, he is pretty much the same as anyone else.”

“How should I behave around him?” I asked hesitantly. “I want to be friends with Oliver- I do! But sometimes he does things that, well, I don’t know how to handle. He makes me…”

“Uncomfortable?” suggested Armand, very quietly. He spoke so softly I barely heard him.

“Well, yes. I mean— he is so sweet, and I know he is doing the best he can. But…” I stopped. Felix was laughing merrily.

“You don’t have to explain to us, Snow! We get it. We know he can make unexpected noises and get too close and everything. He does it to all of us. We are just used to it.”

“You aren’t mad at me for asking?”

“We are never bothered by sincere questions. Not even Malcolm, whatever he pretends otherwise. It is only blatant insults that bother us. When people who know nothing about Oliver or our situation offer suggestions or pity, but never want to actually help, that is what is irritating.”

“I don’t like the self-righteousness of people assuming they already know what to do when they have no experience,” piped up Jonas. “But I always love when people sincerely care about Oliver, and I can tell you do.” The brothers nodded in agreement. “We know people won’t know exactly what to do right away. We are happy to teach along the way for anyone who really loves him.”

My shoulders relaxed and the knot in my stomach lessened.

“You are doing a great job already,” Felix assured me. “You treat Oliver like any regular friend. That is exactly what he needs.”

“Sometimes,” Jonas joined in, “it helps me to think of Oliver like a young child. Most people have certain expectations of what someone should be able to do by a certain age. But if you think of him as if he was just three or four years old, instead of as an adult, that helps to know how to act around him. He likes games, anything that involves animals and rocks, and people just paying attention to him. He can make plenty of decisions for himself, and he knows what he likes, so he doesn’t need to be treated like a baby.” Then he grinned. “Malcolm doesn’t like that analogy— of thinking of Oliver like a young child, but it helps me.”

“We can all agree that most everyone would like Oliver if they just got to know him. You already see that,” Armand’s quiet voice contributed.

“He just has to be taught how to behave,” Felix added. “Malcolm works very hard with Oliver on social skills. You know, an interesting thing about Malcolm—”

“Talking about me, are you?” grumped a sullen voice behind us. I jumped. I hadn’t realized Malcolm had re-entered the room. “Oliver is in bed,” Malcolm told his brothers. “So, keep your voices down.”

“We were just talking about how to handle Ollie,” Felix said breezily. “Snow asked.”

Malcolm’s frown deepened as he faced me. “Why didn’t you ask me? I know him best.”

“I didn’t think you would want me to ask you.”

“You pay attention to everyone else.”

“Why, Malcolm, I didn’t know you cared.”

“I don’t.”

Felix rolled his eyes behind Malcolm’s back, then slapped his brother’s shoulder. “Well, Malcolm, we will get out of your hair. I know the time when Ollie sleeps is valuable. You get some rest too.”

“Goodnight, everyone!” I said quickly and stood. “Thank you for today, I had a wonderful time! I really meant what I said about having Oliver come visit me. He would love it. I am off to fight my way back to the castle through that wild, overgrown path.”


CHAPTER 15
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Buoyed up by my day with Oliver and his brothers, the next week seemed easier to bear. Priscilla had nearly fainted when she saw me wearing Malcolm’s grungy old clothes when I got back that night, wrinkled gown draped carelessly over my arm. Anytime a day started into a downward spiral, I would summon up the horrified expression on her face, and it inevitably brightened my mood.

Charles and I quickly made up. I had suspicions that Eileen had nagged him for criticizing me, and I felt torn between relief that he was behaving more kindly toward me again and uncertainty that his mother was injecting herself too much into our relationship.

All the protocol I had been taught in my youth began to come back to me and I felt that I was improving in my duties. With that came the realization that I typically did better in meetings with my advisors when Charles was not around. It was so easy to let charismatic, charming Charles take over the meetings and let myself fade into the background. I still felt inferior and didn’t like the accompanying self-doubt that came with his presence, nor did I like the guilt of feeling like I didn’t want him around. In the end, since I wanted Charles to feel involved in the kingdom and maintain the low profile he had suggested, I let him take charge.

During one such meeting, I silently listened to a lengthy presentation about scientific advances in the field of animal husbandry over the past ten years. The speaker was a thin, elderly man with great tufts of hair sprouting from both nostrils and ears and was otherwise completely bald. His nose hair flared outward every time he exhaled, then would retract back into his nose with each inhale. More than once, I glanced up at the ceiling to see if the sunlight streaming in from the window had reflected up from his perfectly round, shiny head. I was struggling to listen to what he was saying because of how fixated I was on his appearance.

In the middle of a wheezing explanation of how sheep herds had multiplied recently and its subsequent effect on the quality of wool production, Darius pounded on the wooden door and flung it open dramatically before we granted permission for him to enter.

“Your Majesty!” he burst out. “We have just subdued a man on the grounds who was behaving most erratically! He was accompanied by one of the suspects in Queen Griselda’s murder, and readily admitted that it was an attempt on your life.” Darius bounced on the balls of his feet so enthusiastically that the feathers on his helmet swayed back and forth and his sword slapped against his side.

Charles stood. “You arrested them?”

“Of course, Your Highness!”

I was taken aback. An attempt on my life? It was a sunny afternoon and I was sitting comfortably around a table discussing the amount of wool production over history. What murderer in their right mind would choose the middle of the day to lay siege to a castle with only a single accomplice?

“What did they do?” I asked.

“I didn’t intend to arrest both of them at first. Only the aggressive one who confessed. But the other that I was going to take for questioning insisted on being arrested too!”

“He wanted to be arrested?” I fell back in my chair with astonishment. Darius nodded in confirmation. My advisors were becoming visibly agitated from all of the excitement.

“What did they say?” another advisor asked. He was a reedy man who had told me earlier in the week that my input was unnecessary, since I would be married in a few months and Charles would take over all negotiations at that point anyway. I tried to make a point of being polite to that particular advisor in public, but wholeheartedly disliked him.

“The aggressive one didn’t say anything at all until he was imprisoned,” Darius began theatrically. I could tell he very much was enjoying being the center of attention and delivering such a thrilling tale. “There we were, going up to ask why they were there, when he started started screaming and biting and throwing punches right and left.”

His voice dropped to a stage whisper. “I’ve never seen such behavior from anyone, not in my whole life. Unnerving, it was. Wouldn’t even give us his name. After we had him in a cell, we asked if his intention was to get close to you, and he said yes. It was the only thing he said that made sense.”

“And the second man?” I asked. Everyone in the room was leaned toward Darius, sucked into his storytelling and riveted by the shocking tale.

“Insisted that if his companion was going to prison, he would too. I told him we didn’t need to arrest anyone unnecessarily, and he said if we didn’t arrest him too, he would punch me.” Darius shrugged. “So I arrested him. When his companion confessed, he tried to cover it up right away with some ridiculous story, but we knew better. We are searching the grounds to see if there are any other accomplices.”

My mouth hung open. I had heard my stepmother occasionally lament about the stress that accompanied occupying the throne, but I hadn’t ever imagined situations like this occurring at the castle. “Thank you, Captain.”

“Would you care to interrogate the prisoners yourself, or shall I attend to it for you, Your Majesty?”

If someone was truly upset with me, I wanted to know why. I hadn’t been in power long enough to have made enemies, and it wasn’t like there would be any danger for me now that they were safely behind bars. “I want to speak to them,” I decided and rose from my seat.

Charles was more than happy to take over the meeting, so I followed in Darius’s footsteps as he led me out. I asked to be shown where the criminals had been apprehended and was led to the front gardens. Two furrows were dug into the dirt path where the culprit had been dragged off, heels digging into the compressed earth. As I surveyed the path, something laying to the side caught my eye. A very familiar, ugly something.

It was Roar, dirtier than ever, missing an eye, and nearly hidden beneath one of the stone benches in the gardens. I picked it up, realizing with a horrible, gut-wrenching pang, who the two intruders must have been.

“Take me to the dungeons now!” I ordered. He seemed taken aback by my sudden urgency and quickened his pace until we both were running flat out.

We descended lower and lower, until the air became damp and chill. I splashed through the shallow puddles that collected along the dim, stone passageway that led to the prison cells. I heard Oliver’s wails and sprinted the final distance, skirts hiked up to my knees.

“Ollie?” There he was, sobbing his heart out in a filthy cell.

“Open this door immediately!” I snapped to the jailer.

Darius held out his hand to stop him. “But Your Majesty, this was the man—”

“Do as I say,” I demanded, anger bubbling in my gut, “or you can take his place!”

“As Your Majesty wishes…” the jailer said hesitantly and unlocked the door.

“No!” shrieked Oliver, and darted forward, pulling me into a tight hug. Both the jailer and Darius let out shouts of protest and hurried forward to pull Oliver off me.

A dark shape darted between the guards and Oliver. I hadn’t seen him at first, hidden as he was in the shadows, but there was no mistaking that profile and scowl. Malcolm raised his fists. “Don’t touch my brother,” he snarled at the guards. He looked utterly ridiculous, his two bare fists raised against two fully armed guards, both of whom were taller than Malcolm.

“Stop! Everyone stop!” I called in a panic and gently disengaged myself from Oliver, who was still crying. “You two!” I snapped to Darius and the jailer, “put those away.” They scowled and re-sheathed their swords, but their hands remained on the hilts, eyes were narrowed combatively.

“And Malcolm, don’t threaten my soldiers, if you please. They are just doing their job. Oliver, calm down. Look, I found Roar.” I handed him the thoroughly worn-out Roar. Oliver immediately stopped crying and hugged Roar close. He rocked his bear back and forth and kissed the grimy nose. The guards looked unnerved by this peculiar behavior from a grown man. Their thoughts were written on their faces clear as day.

“He is harmless,” I told the guards.

“He bit me!” accused Darius, and held up his hand, where I could see, even by the dim torchlight, teeth marks along his wrist.

“He didn’t mean to,” I argued back. Darius’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief.

“He didn’t mean to?” he repeated. “He wouldn’t answer any of our questions, and is obviously mentally unbalanced. He is a danger, and we had to eliminate the threat to protect you! And when we asked if he was here for you, he said yes.”

My mouth hung open. How was I supposed to explain about Oliver? This was all a big misunderstanding!

“He isn’t mentally unbalanced. He just can’t talk!” I protested. “And he will agree to anything under pressure! He knew you wanted him to say yes, so that is what he did. He didn’t mean he was going to hurt me. I invited him here. He wanted to see me.”

“He attacked us!”

“You attacked us first!” Malcolm snapped. “And he was only acting that way because he dropped Roar!”

The guards looked at each other. “Roar is his special toy,” I explained hastily, and pointed. “See?” Darius’s and the jailer’s skeptical expressions remained. I could feel the tension mounting and knew I needed to make things right. This was my chance to prove to everyone what Oliver was really like and needed to make up for the bad first impression.

“Arrange a feast for tonight,” I instructed Darius. “These two will be our guests of honor.”

Darius’s facial expression turned sour, a look I hadn’t seen on him before, and I raised my eyebrows. “Captain,” I said in a measured voice, “You will do as I say.”

Darius locked his jaw and bowed stiffly. “As you wish,” he said in a clipped tone, then snapped his fingers for the jailer to return to his post and another guard to carry the message to the kitchens.

Darius seemed inclined to follow Malcolm and Oliver around, just as a protection for me. He kept watching the brothers through slitted eyes. “Captain, I don’t mind being alone with them.”

“I mind. I don’t trust them. Especially the dopey one there,” he nodded at Oliver.

I bristled. I disliked name-calling in general, but Darius calling Oliver names hurt on a much deeper level. Oliver couldn’t even defend himself.

“Captain, you are dismissed for today,” I said firmly. “I will not require your services this evening.” Darius glared at Oliver for several long seconds before he saluted smartly, spun on his heel, and marched off.

Malcolm and I walked slowly until Darius’s retreating back disappeared around the corner ahead of us. Oliver was making Roar climb the damp stone steps. I bit my lip. I was terrified that Oliver would hate me now because of how he had been received. He seemed wholly unconcerned with having just been thrown into prison, and giggled to himself quietly as he made Roar hop up the stairs. Malcolm, however, was far less shy.

“Some welcome. Thanks a lot, Your Majesty,” he said with heavy emphasis on the last two words.

“I am sorry!” I apologized. “I didn’t think they would… I didn’t know you were coming today! I am really sorry; it won’t ever happen again.”

“You bet it won’t. There is no way I am bringing Oliver anywhere near here again, if that is what is going to happen! I knew it was a mistake to bring him here.”

“Let me make it up to you!” I begged. I shifted my gaze over to Oliver. “Ollie, I am so sorry. Will you forgive me?”

He looked up and met my eyes. I saw no trace of resentment in his face. “Doe-div?”

“She is saying she is sorry you got put in a cage, Ollie,” Malcolm stated, forehead furrowed so much that it looked like he had one long unibrow. “She still wants to be your friend.”

“Den!” squealed Oliver. He clapped his hands, and gave me a big hug. I squeezed him hard. It was incredible to me that he was so willing to instantly forgive when he had been so frightened and worried only a few minutes before. He wasn’t angry with me at all, and I felt lighter. He still wanted to be friends. He didn’t hate me! I beamed at Oliver and even patted Roar, dirty as he was.

“Thank you, Oliver. You are the best!” Oliver laughed at my compliment and did an excited little jig, hopping rapidly from one foot to the other. “And Malcolm, I am sorry that you were dragged into that too. I really admire that you were willing to stay with him no matter what.”

Malcolm’s solemn expression didn’t change. “Wherever Oliver goes, I go. That includes prison.”

He said it with such conviction that I couldn’t help but soften toward Malcolm. In order to not show it, I turned quickly to Oliver.

“Well, Ollie, I am going to make this the best day ever for you! We are going to have all your favorite foods, and I will have the minstrels perform, and then next week, I am going to bring seeds for your garden! How does that sound?”

Oliver didn’t understand all of what I said; it was too much all at once. But he picked up on the tone of my voice and smiled his wide, contented grin. I led Oliver and Malcolm out of the dungeons and took them on a tour of the castle. After weeks of dreading the time I spent within the walls, I found that, when I had a friend with me, I enjoyed showing everything off. Oliver was enchanted with everything. He wanted to smell every ingredient in the kitchen, stare at each tapestry, and touch every flower in the gardens.

I offered to hold Roar, and when we passed the royal tailor’s suite of rooms, I had Malcolm distract Oliver. While Malcolm pointed out things to Oliver through the window, I showed Roar to the tailor. He initially recoiled, but when I explained the need for a duplicate, he studied the bear with a well-trained eye and nodded. “Can you have it ready tonight? This is a top priority. Make it cute and fuzzy, but that looks just like this one.”

The tailor agreed and began immediately. For once, I was glad to be royalty and enjoy the benefits of having servants who did what I requested straightaway and without question. I needed to make up for the atrocious way Oliver had been treated.


CHAPTER 16
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Oliver had a wonderful day. The chefs prepared every one of Oliver’s favorite foods. All the minstrels and jesters performed until Oliver fell over from laughing so hard. When the tailor came with the new Roar, Oliver actually screamed in delight. He showed everyone in the vicinity the duplicate stuffed toy and made the two Roars hug. Throughout the day, most people acted just as I did when I first met Oliver— nervous and uncomfortable. Then there were a few who brightened the moment they saw Oliver and told me their own stories about family members or friends with various disabilities. It was as though I had unearthed an entire secret community and Oliver’s mere presence served as an instant connection for people, regardless of status. I saw servants and nobility alike sharing stories about their experiences and bonding through the magic Oliver generated everywhere he went.

Those who were unsure what to do around Oliver watched the people who had past experience out of the corners of their eyes while pretending not to notice, and a few began to copy their actions, which warmed my heart. I glowed that they could see Oliver as I did.

Malcolm and Oliver spent all day with me. Though I could tell Malcolm was still upset about being thrown in jail (for which I couldn’t blame him; I would have felt the same way in his position), as he saw everyone warming up to Oliver, he began to fluctuate between tolerance and guarded reservation, an improvement upon his constant surliness from before.

I refused to let Malcolm be questioned about my stepmother’s death when Charles asked, much to Charles’s dismay. He was so irritated by my denial that he shut himself in his room and wouldn’t come down to dinner or interact with Oliver and Malcolm at all. Eileen, who was one that still felt uncomfortable about Oliver, volunteered to keep Charles company and vanished as well. I felt exhausted by thinking that nothing I did around Charles was ever good enough. At least with Malcolm, I knew he appreciated my kindness toward Oliver.

By the time night fell, I called my coachman to give Oliver and Malcolm a ride. Oliver’s stomach was bulging from having eaten so much, and his pockets were laden with treasures. Even though I had offered him all sorts of gifts to make up for his terrible reception, the only presents he wanted were the shiniest rocks from the gardens. I had walked the grounds with him for an hour while he picked up every rock he wanted.

I rode with them to the entrance of the forest. Oliver fell asleep before the coach even left the castle grounds, legs curled up onto the seat next to him and his head resting on my lap. I couldn’t help but smile when I watched him sleep. He looked so perfectly happy. “Will you be alright getting home in the dark?” I asked Malcolm.

“It will be fine,” Malcolm answered. For once, his voice didn’t sound brusque or dismissive. He watched his brother sleep with the softest expression I had ever seen on his face. “I like the night-time. Everything is quiet and peaceful.”

I gently pulled some of Oliver’s hair back from his face and rubbed his back. He snuffled slightly in his sleep and clung to Roar. I had always wanted a brother or a sister. Malcolm watched me carefully. “Are you really going to visit Oliver again?” His voice sounded skeptical, but I could just make out the slightest twinge of hope edging his words.

“Of course, why wouldn’t I?”

Malcolm shrugged. “People always say they will visit and then never follow through. I am just trying to look out for my brother.”

“You thought that about me before, but I am still here. That won’t change.”

He shrugged again. “Just asking.”

“A week from today, I will be there around mid-day. Tell Oliver he can count on it!”

“He had a great time today. It was nice of you to invite him.”

“Malcolm, please believe me when I tell you— you aren’t the only one who likes spending time with Oliver. I plan on being his friend for a long time.”

His piercing blue eyes searched my face, hunting for any trace of a lie. The horse’s clopping hoofbeats stopped, and we heard the coachman swinging down from his seat outside the carriage with a creak.

Malcolm opened his mouth to say something else but stopped as the door to the carriage sprang open and the coachman unfastened steps that folded down to the ground. As the chilly night air blew in, Oliver stirred and rubbed his eyes sleepily.

“Good night, Snow.” Malcolm helped Oliver clamber out of the carriage and they started down the path that led to their cottage.

The coachman snapped the door closed, leapt onto his seat and cracked his whip. I pressed my fingers against the coach’s window, and my breath fogged the glass. “Good night,” I whispered.
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Aweek later, just as I promised, I headed back to the forest. I had finally convinced Priscilla to find me a simple dress with no petticoat, as well as more comfortable walking shoes, to wear that day. I was so tired of the clutching vines, thorns, and brambles that barred my path in the woods and shredded my gowns. The difficulty almost made it more effort than it was worth to go visit Oliver. Priscilla had been reluctant to agree, but her constant frustration about me arriving back at the castle in torn clothes, as well as the horror of my wearing a male commoner’s clothing one day, had been the factors that finally tipped her decision in my favor.

She scrounged up a simple, sturdy dress in a dull green color that I immediately liked. Thank goodness it had no frills or ruffles or bows! Priscilla had been adamant that, if I was going to dress in ‘servant’s garb’, I needed to take care that no one would see me that way, so I skirted the town and kept to the shadows. I would have preferred the commoners to see their queen as someone who was approachable, but again, I still didn’t know all the ins and outs of running the country yet. I had a hunch that Charles would side with Priscilla if I told him of my plans, so rather than face another argument, I neglected to inform him.

I approached the entrance to the woods, and drew a deep breath, steeling myself for the arduous trek ahead, but found myself surprised. The entrance to the path was tidy, brambles were cut back, and the path had been widened, neatly shoveled, with the dirt firmly packed down. I stared in amazement. All the hanging vines had been chopped down, and rocks neatly lined the sides of the long trail. Someone had clearly put in a lot of work to trim back the foliage, remove stumps, and tend to the path.

I completed the journey to Oliver’s house in less than half the usual amount of time it took me before. This time, it was a very pleasant walk. Instead of fighting my way through the overgrown thicket, I was able to stroll casually along the trail and notice the gentle breeze and sounds of nature. It was mid-morning, and the sun was pleasantly warm. I couldn’t stop smiling.

I stepped out into the clearing. One of the brothers I didn’t know well was working with Oliver in their little garden plot. Oliver saw me coming, squealed in delight, and ran up to me.

“No!” he squeezed me in a hug. “No, yes, hi, ho!”

“Beats me what he is saying,” said the brother, scratching his chin and rising. “Malcolm would know, but he is sleeping,” he jerked his thumb toward the front porch of the cottage, and I saw Malcolm, fast asleep in one of the two wooden rocking chairs, arms folded across his barrel chest, and feet propped up on a low table. His normally furrowed eyebrows were relaxed. Sleeping was the most cheerful I had ever seen him, then realized that apart from the few minutes I saw him starting to nod off at his desk and on the couch, I couldn’t recall seeing him rest before. He rarely even sat down. Even during the nights, he seemed to always be on watch.

“I haven’t seen him sleep very much before.”

Oliver’s brother chortled. “Most of the family hasn’t. He always seems to have endless energy when he takes care of Oliver. He never stops.”

I smiled fondly at Malcolm’s sleeping form and remembered him raising his bare fists to ward off fully armed guards in the dank dungeons. “He does a lot for Oliver. He deserves to rest.”

It looked as though the brother I was standing next to had some form of a nervous tick. He kept bobbing his head and flexing his hands. Then he asked, “I am sorry, but I don’t know how to address you. Your Majesty? Your Highness? Am I supposed to bow? I am afraid I don’t know much about royal protocol.”

I flushed with embarrassment. “Just call me Snow. I don’t like all the bowing and scraping people do. I am a normal person, same as anyone else. Do you come here often?”

The brother relaxed a little. “I used to come out once a week and stay overnight so Malcolm could sleep without having to watch Oliver. Oliver doesn’t sleep as much as most people, so he will wake up in the middle of the night and wander around. You may have heard him the nights you were here. The problem is— he will sometimes get into knives or try and walk down to the lake, but he can’t swim, so he has to have constant supervision. My wife is expecting a baby, so I haven’t made it out lately. Malcolm has been taking care of Oliver nonstop for the last month. We finally came today so Malcolm could rest. Seems like you show up on the few days he already has company, from what Jonas told me.”

There was another person on the front porch, a woman in the rocking chair next to Malcolm. She was far along in her pregnancy and even sleeping, looked uncomfortable. She had removed her shoes and propped her feet up next to Malcolm’s. Her toes and ankles were noticeably swollen. Even as she slept in the rocking chair, I could see beads of sweat trickling down her face.

I felt instant compassion for this brother’s pregnant wife, and for the brother, who was sacrificing what little free time he had to come and help with Oliver. I smiled at Oliver, who was cheerfully digging up spoonfuls of dirt and piling them around his old Roar. Oliver was so cheerful and happy; it was easy to dote on him. Being with him was much better than listening to advisors in dull meetings all day, or being forced into five layers of petticoats then made to eat twelve courses with the correct spoon while addressing a foreign ambassador by the proper title.

Remembering my manners, I held out my hand. “Please forgive me, but I forgot your name.”

“Quentin,” he said, and shook my hand. “And it is okay you forgot. I don’t think I’ve been back since that night you crashed Oliver’s birthday party.”

I chuckled as I remembered how terrified I had been that night. I must have looked outrageously out of place, running into the clearing in a torn up servant’s dress, disheveled hair, and with a broken shoe.

“I got here earlier than expected; the path in the woods is much easier to walk on, so it didn’t take as long as I anticipated.”

Oliver came over, patted my hair, and deposited several small rocks into my hands. “Thank you, Oliver,” I told him automatically. He clapped in excitement and scurried off to collect more.

“Malcolm and Oliver worked on that path all day, every day, for the better part of the last week,” Quentin informed me.

“Malcolm and Oliver did that?” I asked incredulously.

“Well, Malcolm did. I think Oliver got all the rocks that lined the path. As you can see, he likes rocks a lot.”

I nodded. Oliver had already made several trips and my hands were already overflowing with the little pebbles and smooth stones he found. I was slightly surprised that Malcolm was willing to put forth that much effort for my benefit after their recent, disastrous visit to the castle.

“I didn’t think Malcolm would do something like that.”

Quentin eyed me appraisingly. “You don’t like Malcolm, do you?”

“No! No, it isn’t that!”

“You think he is grouchy and isn’t good with Oliver.” It was a statement, not a question. My insides squirmed uncomfortably. I didn’t think that anymore, and I was embarrassed that my initial feelings had been so transparent when they were so clearly misguided.

Quentin gestured to the patch of grass beside him, and I sat. Oliver continued to fill my lap with little pebbles and flowers, and I thanked him each time, much to his delight.

“What do you know about Malcolm?” Quentin asked.

I shrugged. He was the most irritable of the seven brothers, followed Oliver around all the time, and used his spare time to take notes on an endless stream of scrolls. “Not much.”

“Did you know he was a scholar?”

“No!” I was taken aback. Our small country had only one university, but it was a very elite and prestigious school. Competition to enroll was fierce, and acceptance was rare. I couldn’t believe that sulky, cantankerous Malcolm would have been admitted into such an exclusive program.

“Yeah, he was there for several years, he was close to graduating. He was the top student in his class, too. He specialized in mathematics and scientific research. His professors predicted that he would lead the way with new inventions in the country. Everyone expected great things from him.”

“What happened?”

Quentin waved his hand at his youngest brother. “Someone had to take care of Oliver.”

But— Malcolm? That couldn’t be right! Felix could have. Or Jonas, or anybody! If he had been such a highly esteemed scholar, why would the brothers have Malcolm take Oliver? It didn’t make sense.

Quentin went on, “After our parents died, Malcolm volunteered to come home to take care of Oliver right away, but we told him not to, and to stay at the university to complete his education. At first, Jonas and Armand tried to keep Oliver at the inn, but he ended up driving customers away. New customers got nervous around Oliver, and you know Oliver, he wanted to be everyone’s best friend right away. He doesn’t understand all the unspoken social rules people have about starting friendships.”

I could vividly imagine Oliver, eagerly trying to greet each customer by rushing up and hugging them, as he had done to me so many times. I understood how disconcerting that could be when someone didn’t know him and didn’t have past experience to draw from. It was one thing for a cute six year old to run up to you, even if they had Oliver’s same disability, but to have a fully grown man in his twenties barrel into you at full speed and not let go was quite another.

“So then what happened?”

“Tiberias and his wife tried, but they are too busy to really take care of him the way he needs, and my hours don’t work for Oliver.”

“What about Felix?” He was the one I would have imagined would be best with Oliver. He was upbeat and cheerful all the time.

“Felix can’t deal with hard things,” Quentin responded thoughtfully. “I’m not saying that to be unkind, but he struggles with managing Oliver for more than an afternoon or so. Felix will do fun things with Oliver for a few hours, but then handling his behaviors and needs get to be too draining for him. If Oliver struggled with anything or acted out, Felix would ignore it or else panic.”

“So, then Malcolm came back?”

Quentin nodded. “Yeah. We tried to stop him. We told him we would all take turns with Oliver and to stay there, or we would hire someone to take care of Oliver. We said that we didn’t want him to put his life on hold indefinitely. But you know Malcolm, he never takes no for an answer when it comes to Oliver.”

I was stunned. Malcolm had been willing to give up a prestigious career to stay home with his disabled brother.

“Did he want to stop being a scholar?”

“No. He loved it there, but he loves Oliver more. He told us that no advancement he might make would be worth sacrificing his brother’s well-being. Taking care of Oliver is much more draining than life as a scholar, as involved as that was. He gets far less praise too. He does it because he wants to. If you really get to know him, you will see.”

If I got to know him? How was I ever supposed to get to know a man who rebuffed all contact with other people?

A soft voice came from the porch. “Quentin?” the woman was awake and struggling to get out of her seat.

“Coming, Florence!” Quentin called, then turned to me. “Don’t mention what I told you to Malcolm. He doesn’t like people bringing up his past.”

I watched as Quentin went to his wife, placed her shoes back on her feet, then gently helped her to sit up in the chair. She said something quietly, and he nodded and began kneading her back. It made me smile to watch how sweet Quentin was with his wife. I hoped Charles would be like that with me.

The noise of Quentin and his wife talking woke up Malcolm. He swiveled to get his feet off the table and stretched. I didn’t want him to see me staring at everyone on the porch, so I turned my attention to Oliver. He was sitting close to me and picking the collected rocks out of my lap to make a tower, but didn’t seem to understand that he needed flat rocks on the bottom and was getting frustrated that his tower constantly toppled. I helped him to find the flattest rocks and we made a stack. Oliver reached over, grabbed my wrist, and placed my hand on the next rock he wanted stacked.

I laughed, “Okay, this one then!” and worked to balance it on top.

“You should make him ask for what he wants.” Malcolm had left the porch and was standing over us.

I looked over my shoulder. “Hi, Malcolm. Nice to see you again.”

“You are here early.”

Oliver placed another rock on the tower, and it tumbled over. Oliver shrieked and began to laugh hysterically, then started to pile the rocks up again.

“Yes, the path was much easier to manage this time. Thank you for doing that for me. That was really, really nice of you.”

“I did it for my brother. That walk to the dungeons was a little much for him.”

“You know how sorry I am about what happened.”

Malcolm’s grumpy expression cleared the tiniest amount. “Forget about it. I know it wasn’t your fault. I wasn’t trying to be nasty.”

I cast around for a change in topic. “I brought the seeds for the garden, just like I told Oliver I would.”

“He has been looking forward to it.” Malcolm yawned and rubbed a bit of sleep out of the corners of his eyes. He did look unusually tired. Every time I saw him, it looked like the bags under his eyes grew darker and more pronounced.

“You don’t have to help,” I assured him. “Oliver and I can do it if you need to rest.”

“No, it is okay. I am up for a while anyway,” Malcolm mumbled, and headed over to the garden plot.

“Ock? Ock!” Oliver said, and tried to hand me a stone. When I didn’t immediately respond, he shoved the rock into my hand with more force.

“Alright!” I took the rock.
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Quentin and Florence left after Malcolm woke up, so it was just me, Oliver, and Malcolm at the house again. Malcolm and I worked on planting all the different seeds and Oliver was tasked with finding rocks to line the border of the garden, which he was only too happy to do. Malcolm carved the names of what we planted into small wooden signs, which we posted at the end of each row. Oliver would occasionally trample over to show us a stone that was particularly interesting to him, or else hand me a flower.

I liked Oliver’s flowers. He never plucked the stems, only the center and petals of each blossom. I filled the bag that had contained seeds with the heads of flowers, which quickly drooped and shriveled. But nevertheless, I praised Oliver for each little bloom he gifted me, and he would squeal with delight and dash away to find more. He presented each one to me with so much pride that it was impossible not to love his effort.

By the end of the morning, we were sweaty, covered in earth and bug bites, and tired as could be, but the garden was finished. Oliver’s rocks lined most of the border, and he was still scampering around, looking for more to complete it. I stood looking at the plot of ground proudly. I could just visualize what it would look like in a few months, the plants heavy with their harvest.

“Want some lunch?” Malcolm offered.

“Yes, please. I am starving.”

Malcolm began to guide Oliver inside, but Oliver howled and stabbed his finger toward the garden’s rock border, which was still incomplete. Malcolm tugged on his arm.

“You can finish later! First eat, then rocks.”

Oliver sat down, hard, in the dirt. He folded his arms and scowled. Malcolm went over to Oliver and lifted him up by his armpits. Oliver wailed again, then suddenly arched his back violently and thrashed, trying to squirm out of Malcolm’s arms. His head nearly bashed against Malcolm’s, who only just managed to avoid the collision at the last second.

Oliver flung his hands around, jumped up and down with astonishing force, and tried to bite at Malcolm’s fingers, growling deep in his throat during the attempt. Roar fell out of Oliver’s pocket and onto the ground. Oliver clenched his fists and screamed so loudly that his limbs trembled from the intensity of his rage and his face reddened.

Malcolm tensed and dug into his hold on Oliver. He seemed to anticipate every one of Oliver’s movements. He knew exactly when to duck before Oliver flung his head back onto his brother’s, and when to adjust his grip to avoid being bitten.

I felt at a loss for what to do. I had never seen anyone behave the way Oliver was doing so. For the first time, I began to understand what Darius may have thought when Oliver behaved like this around him. Oliver was tearing at his hair, gnashing his teeth, and flailing about madly. He grabbed hold of Malcolm’s shirt and pulled with all his might. I heard a ripping sound, and the tunic split all up and down the seams.

They both fell to the ground, and Malcolm quickly shifted his position, locked his legs around Oliver’s lower body, wrapped Oliver’s arms across his chest, then pulled from behind so that Oliver couldn’t move.

It frightened me to see Oliver lose control like that and was simultaneously scared for him and Malcolm. If Oliver didn’t stop soon, he would hurt them both. I bent and scooped up Roar, who was covered in a solid layer of dirt. “Look, Oliver! Roar wants to go eat! Roar wants you to come with him!” I made Roar wave his paw at Oliver, beckoning him to come along. I leaned over and made Roar hop along the ground toward the cottage.

At first, Oliver didn’t notice because he was lost in his tantrum. It wasn’t until Malcolm held him immobile for a full thirty seconds that he began to calm down. I nervously inched closer, but Oliver seemed to have exhausted his strength. Malcolm was clearly stronger and had more stamina, though sweat was pouring down his forehead, running through the earth streaked on his face to make him look even dirtier. I could see all of Malcolm’s muscles flexed through his torn shirt as he continued to hold his brother still. I tore my eyes away and repeated myself, forcing my voice to remain calm and cheerful as I hopped Roar along the ground beside Oliver.

“Ollie, look! Roar needs you! He wants to eat; he is hungry! Can you help him?”

I heard Oliver stop struggling against Malcolm and chirp in a tearful, tremulous voice, “Whoa? Whoa… eat?”

“Yep, Roar wants to eat with us!” agreed Malcolm, catching on. “Let’s go eat with him!” Oliver bobbed his head, and Malcolm slowly released his restraining hold.

I skipped up to the cottage front porch and held Roar out to Oliver. Oliver charged up the front path and snatched up his bear, hugging him tightly.

“Let’s wash hands first, Oliver!” I led him over to the wash bucket. Oliver barely dipped his fingernails into the bucket, shook the droplets off and prepared to leave.

“Ah dun!” he crowed gleefully. “Ah dun!”

“Hold on there, pal!” Malcolm forced Oliver’s hands back into the water. Oliver squawked in protest as Malcolm scrubbed his hands firmly with soap and water, and even dug the dirt out from under his fingernails. While Malcolm tended to Oliver’s hands, I dipped Roar into the water on the opposite side of the wash basin.

“Look! Roar is washing too! Just like you!” I told Oliver as I scrubbed a layer of grime off of the old Roar. Oliver’s eyes widened with interest as I made Roar splash his paws in the water and rub them together. Oliver studied Roar’s actions intently, then suddenly slapped his own hands down onto the surface of the water.

All of us got drenched, but Oliver eventually got clean. When Malcolm turned away, I noticed the fresh tear in his shirt from where Oliver had ripped it. The fabric flapped open from the armpit to bottom seam to reveal Malcolm’s midriff, and a huge grass stain stained the side of his breeches. Malcolm blushed when he saw me looking and hastily knotted the torn ends of the shirt to conceal his middle. His constantly disheveled appearance began to make more sense. I quickly tried to rid myself of my glimpsed image of Malcolm’s bare abdomen, but it felt seared into my brain and kept resurfacing.

Lunch was a simple meal of bread, cheese, and fruit from the orchard out back. After the meal, I offered to mend Malcolm’s shirt. He was much more modest than the soldiers I was used to sewing for. He refused to strip his shirt off in front of me, insisting instead on changing in the back room before bringing the torn garment out for repair. We wiled away the afternoon talking while I mended several more of Malcolm’s clothes; them getting torn seemed commonplace.

For the first time, Malcolm seemed relaxed enough that he included me in his play with Oliver. We drew letters in the dirt outside, practiced writing the names Oliver, Malcolm, and Snow, and ran a few races across the clearing. Once Oliver grew tired from running, Malcolm used several toys and rocks to try and teach his brother what on, off, and under all meant, a concept Oliver struggled with. I was amazed at the patience Malcolm had. It was far more than I had ever expected of him and it fed my soul to see Malcolm caring for his brother so tenderly.
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That evening when I got back to the castle, I found Charles waiting for me outside the door to my chambers. “Where were you?” he demanded and looked in disgust at my simple clothing, still soiled from working in the garden. “And why are you dressed like a commoner?’

“I went to go visit my friends. Remember, they were the two brothers who came a while ago and ended up in prison by accident. Guess what happened today?”

Charles ignored my question. “Ah, yes. The normal one who is a suspect in your stepmother’s murder and you let him off the hook without even questioning him. That did nothing to help your case, you know. Now everyone is going to think that he was your accomplice and you didn’t want him investigated.”

“What? That is preposterous!”

“Is it though?”

“Charles! You know I didn’t do it!”

“But I don’t know that about him! What do you do when you run off into the woods with those two, anyhow?”

This interrogation was absurd. “I help take care of Oliver. That is all! He collects rocks and we play games and sing songs together. That is all!”

“So you are babysitting. The Queen of an entire country is a nanny for an adult who is a drain on society and will never contribute anything.” There was a nasty, spiteful tone to his voice. His face distorted into an ugly sneer, and he didn’t look nearly as good-looking as I had first imagined.

I was shocked that he would say such things. It left a twisted knot in my stomach. How could anyone think that about sweet, lovable Oliver? “At least I like spending time with him,” I spat back.

“What did you say?” Charles stepped in close to me, too close. His tone suddenly became much more aggressive and hostile, to the point that it made me afraid.

“Nothing.” I shuffled backward to put space between us. “Oliver is just…”

Charles grabbed my arm and shook me slightly. “What, you think that when I’m not there you can do whatever you want?” His grip tightened.

“No! Charles, it isn’t like that— ouch, you are hurting me!”

Charles shoved me against the wall, hard enough to knock some of the air from my lungs. “You bet it isn’t going to be like that! You are going to march down there and tell that retarded dope that you aren’t going to have any more to do with him! If you are my fiancée, I don’t want you running around with other men, and especially not people like him! How would that look to everyone? You think I want people saying I am engaged to a tramp?”

Fear pulsed through me as Charles towered over me. I shrank against the wall and hunched my shoulders, as if that would somehow protect me from Charles’s wrath. I wanted to pull my arm away, but Charles’s grip was far too strong for me to break. I don’t remember what I said to Charles at that point. It was something about promising to do better and that I was sorry. I was ready to say anything to get him away from me. Charles threw my arm down and stormed off. Tears sprang to my eyes as I rubbed my arm on the spot where Charles had clenched his fingers.

How was this happily ever after?


CHAPTER 18
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Isteeled myself before knocking on the door to Charles’s guest chamber. I had gone over what I had planned to say about a hundred times during the night. One of the maids answered the door. “Charles, we need to talk,” I announced, quite bravely, I thought. I didn’t see Eileen in the room, and couldn’t decide if the conversation would be easier or more difficult with her there. She had always taken my side and I was sure she wouldn’t stand for the way Charles had treated me.

Charles looked up and saw me standing in the doorway. “Princess, I am glad you are here.” He flicked his hand at the maid to dismiss her, picked up a box from his bedside table, and walked toward me.

I automatically flinched away from him, and his eyes softened. “Snow,” he said gently, “I am so sorry about what happened yesterday. Truly, I am. I lost my temper. When you said you were seeing someone else, you made me panic. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“I’m not seeing anyone else, I just made a friend, and I wanted to tell you about what is going on in my life,” I told him firmly. I took a deep breath. “I deserve better than how you treated me yesterday. I can choose who I want to be friends with, and if you aren’t okay with that, maybe us getting married isn’t such a good idea after all. And… I hated the names you called Oliver! You don’t even know him!”

Charles backpedaled quickly. “I know that! I know, and you are right. If you want to be friends with him, I will let you. Nobody would think anything is going on between you when it comes to someone like him, anyway. You misunderstood what I said. I didn’t mean for it to come across the way you heard it. I over-reacted, and I am really, really sorry.”

“You left a mark,” I told him heatedly, and lifted my sleeve to show the blue and purple bruise that had appeared on my arm.

“I said I was sorry, and thank goodness it wasn’t worse! It is only because I love you so much. I was worried you were going to call off the wedding, so I panicked. Look, I got you something!” Charles handed me the thin box. Inside was a bracelet that matched my engagement ring. It was pretty and intricately made, but it didn’t seem to sparkle nearly as much as my ring had.

“It is beautiful, but…”

“But what?” he pulled the bracelet out of the box and clasped it around my wrist before I could refuse. “What I did… It was an accident, and it won’t ever happen again, I give you my word. You know how sorry I am.”

“I know.”

“And I won’t even tell anyone that you were threatening to call off the wedding. I don’t want anyone to think badly about you.”

Think badly about me? I hadn’t even considered that possibility before Charles said it. Now that he did, what would people say if they found out? Technically, I was threatening Charles when I said I would call off the wedding. How would that look to everyone when they already suspected me of murdering my own stepmother? If they found out I was threatening people to get my way… I started to feel confused. Wasn’t I the one who had been wronged? The whole situation seemed twisted around.

Charles was so confident and experienced at running a country. I should be asking his advice, not getting angry at him. He knew what sort of image a ruler had to uphold. That was why Charles was upset— because I wasn’t acting the way the future Queen should be. But… on the flip side, he was the one who told me to keep a low profile while he smoothed everything out; he couldn’t complain that I was doing exactly what he asked. Despite all my justification, the pit in my stomach grew slightly. What was wrong with me? Was I going crazy? Why couldn’t Charles and I just be happy?

“Will you forgive me, Snow?” Charles asked sincerely. “I will never, ever hurt you again. I promise!”

I knew the kind thing to do would be to forgive him. I looked back down at the bracelet. He wouldn’t give me gifts like this if he didn’t care, right? And hadn’t I done the same thing to Oliver? He had come to visit me, but instead had been mistreated and thrown into prison. I had been so worried he would hate me after that, when I hadn’t meant any of that to happen, and Oliver had let it go without hesitation.

I recalled how relieved I had been when Oliver forgave me immediately. Charles hadn’t thrown me into prison or beaten me, he just hadn’t realized his own strength when he got scared that I would leave him. If I thought Charles was seeing someone else, I would probably panic too. He hadn’t meant to hurt me, he had said so himself. He made a mistake was all. Everyone made mistakes.

“Of course I forgive you!” I told him. He smiled and placed a heavy hand on my shoulder.

“You are the best, Princess. I am so lucky to have you!”

I was lucky to have Charles too. He was everything a girl would want. He was handsome, confident, athletic, rich, and powerful. I hadn’t meant to upset him. I would just have to be more careful about what I said and did around him, that was all. I wanted to fall madly in love with Charles. I wanted us to have the fairytale “happily ever after” endings that was read about in storybooks. I tried to convince myself that I was fortunate that Charles was so patient with my many flaws. But somehow… it still felt wrong. After all, I hadn’t done anything… had I?
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Eileen sought me out at mealtime. I winced as she approached and tugged my sleeve down to cover the bruise. Did she know?

“Charles told me what happened,” Eileen whispered apologetically as she took the seat next to mine. “Dear, I am so sorry, I did not raise him to behave that way, and rest assured that it will never happen again.”

I stared down into my bowl of greens. They no longer looked appetizing.

Eileen waited several beats before she spoke again, keeping her voice low so no one else could hear. “I count myself fortunate that my son has found someone so forgiving and kind. He needs you to be there for him. He has a lot of stress, you know. It is hard for him to be in a new country. He tries to be brave, but he is more insecure than you know.”

I tried to work up compassion for Charles but found it difficult. How was it that I was expected to be kind and forgiving and compassionate when I was the one nursing an injury? I decided to give Eileen the benefit of the doubt. After all, she wasn’t the one who had hurt me, and was doing her best to rectify the situation.

Charles’s mother wasn’t the only one who noticed my changed mood. As I walked down to the barracks with Darius later that day, he kept glancing my way more and more often. I had been informed that it was the time of year to inspect the guards’ lodging and went along with it, but felt distracted the entire time. My arm kept throbbing where Charles had grabbed me. I wore a thick cloak to cover my bruise, even though the day was warm. No one else needed to know about our little mishap; they might get the wrong impression about Charles.

I could almost feel the questions he was burning to ask me as I sensed his stare growing ever more intense. After I couldn’t bear ignoring him any longer, I politely inquired, “Can I help you with something, Captain?”

Darius didn’t beat around the bush. He directed me immediately into an empty room and closed the door. “What happened to your arm?”

I glanced down. The cloak had blown back slightly when we walked outside, and the bruise was slightly exposed. “It is nothing.” I tucked my arm back out of view and firmly pulled the cloak around myself.

Darius frowned. “Did Charles have anything to do with that?”

“No! No, it was my fault. I must have bumped it somewhere. Clumsy of me, wasn’t it?” I faked a smile.

“I heard the servants talking last night.”

“Oh?”

“They said they heard you and Charles arguing.” I blushed. It was embarrassing that people had heard, particularly after learning that Charles had brought his mother into it, even though she was on my side. I hoped Darius would let the matter drop, but he seemed incapable of letting it go and went on, “Charles told the servants about your argument later.”

“He did?” Dread filled my stomach. What had he said? I didn’t want anyone to know about our problems!

“He told them you argued with him, but that it didn’t matter what you were upset about and that he had already forgiven you. He said that he didn’t want anyone thinking badly about you, so no matter what you had done, no one should think any less of you. He never did say what happened.”

I should have felt relieved. But I didn’t. I felt angry, and I couldn’t quite place my finger on why. “It was nothing, Captain.” I placed particular emphasis on his title in an attempt to dissuade him from pursing the topic further, but he was undeterred.

Darius glared at me. “It wasn’t nothing. There is something going on that you don’t want to say. All the servants will think you have done something horrible and Charles is some long-suffering hero for enduring it. No one should think that way about you.”

“Well, I probably have a good reason for not saying what happened then! We are done with this conversation.” I crossed my arms. Darius didn’t understand. He would never grasp the complexities of royal marriages. In order to maintain a good relationship with Galtica, Charles and I needed to get married and present a united front to everyone. Besides, the law dictated that in order to be coronated Queen, I had to be married. If I wanted to help my people, that was a step I needed to take.

Darius glanced once down at my bruise, which was exposed again. He slowly turned the handle of the door, then said, “Don’t do anything you will regret, Snow. I say that as a friend.”


CHAPTER 19
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Ifretted about my and Charles’s argument so much over the next few days that I developed a headache that wouldn’t go away. I re-analyzed every word I had said, everything I did, and had come to the decision that Charles was trying to protect our relationship. But even with that conclusion, it continued to bother me, and my head wouldn’t stop pounding. Every measure of stress I felt only compounded the problem.

I was frustrated that I couldn’t let the issue go, and I knew Charles had been avoiding me ever since our argument. In turn, I began avoiding Eileen. Even though I was sure she would support me, I didn’t want to be a source of contention between her and her son. I started to wonder if my advisors were ostracizing me as well; they increasingly preferred to talk to Charles instead of myself. Even though I was the one who had initially encouraged him to participate and be accepted, I now felt shut out. I had craved Charles’s help and opinions at first, but now felt prepared to take on more responsibilities. Charles didn’t seem at all concerned about checking in with me about how I felt things were going, and I wondered how our relationship was supposed to be fair if I was the only one making concessions.

As much as I worried about keeping Charles happy, I didn’t want to give up seeing Oliver. He was the one friend who loved me unconditionally and always wanted to see me. I wasn’t doing anything wrong by going to visit Oliver. Besides, Charles and Eileen had both encouraged me to stay away from the castle to keep a low profile. They still hadn’t found any new leads on who was behind my stepmother’s murder. I had intended to turn the investigation over to Darius, but Charles told me that he still hadn’t interrogated the captain of the guard, and until Darius was ruled out as a suspect, it would be unwise to turn it over to him. Any time Eileen saw me and I couldn’t escape, she would list all of the ways she had been working to prove my innocence, and praised my patience with Charles.
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I knocked on the cottage door. I had barely placed my knuckles to the wood when Oliver flung it open. “No!” he shrieked joyfully.

Even though his piercing voice was like a knife to my throbbing head, just the sight of his round, happy face made me smile. Already, I felt like Oliver was a little brother to me. Charles was silly to think that there was anything to worry about between me and Oliver.

“Come in,” Malcolm appeared at his brother’s shoulder. “What is your plan for today?”

“We are going to look at the ducks on the pond. There is that little boat out there and I thought it would be fun for me and Oliver to go on a boat ride.”

Malcolm’s skeptical frown deepened. “You can’t take Oliver near water. He can’t swim.”

“We have the boat. We aren’t going swimming.”

“You will be, if you take him in a boat. He is going to tip it over.”

“We can stay close to the shore then. Oliver can manage a little boat ride, can’t you, Ollie?”

Oliver gave a happy squeal and clapped his hands together in delight. I wanted Oliver to enjoy his life to the fullest and have good memories. He couldn’t have many experiences if he was always shut away in this tiny cottage. I kneaded my head with my knuckles and closed my eyes momentarily.

“Headache?” Malcolm asked.

I nodded, but quickly added, “It isn’t bad!”

Malcolm’s frown stayed frozen as he stumped over to the locked cabinet, opened it, and withdrew a small bottle of a purple paste. He locked the cabinet again and thrust the bottle into my hands. “Sit down and smell that.”

I took it curiously and sniffed. Crushed lavender? I sensed Malcolm behind me and whipped around. “Just relax,” Malcolm told me soothingly, “I’m going to push on your shoulder. You will feel a little bit of pain but it will take your headache away.”

The weight of Malcolm’s hand on my shoulder put me at ease in a way I rarely experienced around other people. “Go ahead.” I closed my eyes and reclined against the low back of the settee.

His fingers traced one of the veins on the side of my neck down to halfway along my collarbone then snuck into a gap between my muscles I never even knew existed. I didn’t mind Malcolm touching me the way I did with everyone else. If anything, it felt comforting. He began to press down firmly. It did hurt a little, but not much. It was more pressure than pain. I heard Malcolm quietly counting to one hundred behind me, and Oliver chirping “Un, Too, Tee…” beside his brother as I inhaled the lavender’s scent.

When Malcolm slowly released the pressure on my shoulder, I felt the pain drain out of my head and disappear. I experimentally shook my head from side to side. “That is amazing! It is gone!” I looked around at him in admiration. “Where did you learn to do that?”

Instead of responding, he collected the lavender from me, corked the bottle, and returned it to the cabinet. I followed so I could peer into the cabinet. Rows upon rows of bottles, small paper packets, and flasks lined the shelves, each meticulously labeled with its intended use. “It is like having your own apothecary!” I marveled.

Malcolm locked the cabinet again. “I just like to learn about plants is all.” He moved over to make a note in one of the booklets littering the table. I couldn’t help snooping a little. I craned my neck to read what he was writing. It was a log of medical treatments, with columns for remedy, patient, length of time, symptoms present, and the success rate. The vast majority of names were listed as Oliver, though occasionally, I saw the other brothers sprinkled in. I even spotted Tiberias’s name.

I pointed a finger at his name. “Isn’t he a doctor?”

Malcolm nodded, still engrossed in recording my symptoms and treatment.

“Why would he…” I broke off.

Malcolm’s eyes flicked up to meet mine and he completed my unfinished question. “Why would a high-profile doctor ask for my help? He must have eaten bad mushrooms and gone crazy. No other explanation as to why he would call on a cantankerous hermit in the forest, right? And it is rude to look at anyone else’s medical records.” Even as he chastised me, I caught a twinkle in his eye and knew he wasn’t really angry with me, despite his mouth being turned down.

I quickly stopped reading the list. I had been fixated on the surprising number of conditions that Malcolm had resolved, from headaches to persistent vomiting to tremors. How was everyone in the village not breaking down his door for treatments every day? Malcolm was a caregiver, doctor, teacher, entertainer, cook, nurse, maid, and brother for Oliver, all rolled into one person.

“Malcolm, this is amazing. You are amazing!”

Malcolm shrugged. “It is just what Oliver needs me to do.”
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I smiled at Oliver from across the little rowboat and he returned his wide, cheesy grin. He was so innocent and delighted with the entire world around him. It made me want to be better. I glanced back at Malcolm, who was sitting hunch-backed on the bank of the small lake. He held a fishing pole but didn’t seem to be interested in catching fish. He stared after us as I rowed away.

It had taken a lot of convincing to persuade him to let me take Oliver on a boat ride. There was only enough room for two people, so Malcolm wouldn’t be able to accompany us. I smiled to myself, trying to imagine a boat ride with Malcolm as I first imagined him, glowering at me the whole time. Then I modified my thoughts and pictured him plucking at his mandolin while Oliver and I rowed around the lake.

Before Oliver and I left, Malcolm grilled me about my ability to swim, then lectured me extensively about how important it was for me to watch Oliver closely before I took him. “Don’t let him lean out too far, and make sure he doesn’t throw the paddles over the edge. Be sure you always put him in the boat first and don’t let him get out by himself, ever! Remember- he can’t swim! Only row one time around the lake then come straight back,” he had told me, among a plethora of other dire warnings.

I grinned at Oliver and directed his attention to some ducks floating at the middle of the lake. Oliver squealed in delight and pointed at them. “Burr! Burr! Burr!”

“That is right, bird!” I told him. Oliver laughed out loud and flapped his arms like a bird. It rocked the long, thin boat more than I was comfortable with, and my stomach lurched unpleasantly. I clutched at the sides of the boat and steadied it. “Whoa, there Oliver! Don’t flap your arms.” My voice shook.

“You ‘cared?” he asked, his head tilted to the side.

“Yes, it scared me.”

“Ug?” he queried and opened his arms to embrace me.

I laughed. “No, that is okay, Ollie. I need to row the boat and you need to sit still so the boat doesn’t rock.”

“Ock! Ock!” Oliver clapped his hands in delight and looked around. I realized my mistake.

“No, not a rock you can pick up. I meant don’t move the boat.”

Oliver continued to search for a rock and looked so disappointed that I felt a little guilty. I should have been more careful about my word choice. I rowed closer to the ducks, nearly three quarters of the way across the lake from where we got in.

Oliver stared intently at the ducks as I paddled up. I wished I had brought some breadcrumbs; Oliver would have enjoyed feeding them. It was more fun for me to watch Oliver than the ducks. He seemed mesmerized by the ducks floating on the water. His smile never faltered and he stared intently at the birds.

Oliver turned back to me, his eyebrows quirked mischievously. “Burr, no toe, eee!”

I chuckled at our inside joke. “Right again! Ducks don’t wear clothes!”

Then, without warning, he leaned far over the edge of the boat. It looked like he merely wanted to pet the ducks, but the sudden movement and unbalanced weight in the boat was too much. I felt the boat tilt and overturn. I shrieked once and then we both plunged into the lake.

My first and only thought was of Oliver’s safety. Malcolm had emphasized to me over and over that his brother couldn’t swim. I looked around frantically until I spotted him, floundering in the water a few feet beneath the surface. I dove down and grabbed him by the back of his shirt. His eyes were opened, wide and terrified, his arms stretched out pleadingly. His mouth was open in a wide, silent scream, and I could tell he had already swallowed a lot of lake water.

I heaved with all my might to bring Oliver back up to the air. The moment his face broke the surface of the lake, he gasped and spluttered. He was trying to stay afloat the best he could, but unfortunately for me, that meant that he was trying to climb on top of me, and he was much heavier than I was. I kept getting forced under the water again and again. My clothes and shoes were dragging me down, so I kicked off my shoes. I tried to rip off the voluminous petticoat I wore, but it was too well-made.

I finally managed to get Oliver in a head lock from behind so he couldn’t grab me anymore, then looked around frantically for the wooden boat. It was floating upside down not far from where Oliver and I were treading water, and I struggled toward it. Progress was extremely slow. My petticoats acted like an anchor, and I feared I would get dragged down into the lake’s depths before getting Oliver to safety. I swam on my side, towing Oliver behind me so his face was still exposed to the air. He continued to claw at me and slapped the water repeatedly in a panic. Droplets constantly flecked into my eyes, and I did my best to blink them away while swimming one-armed toward the boat.

Once there, I placed Oliver’s hands over the boat and boosted him as high as I could. He clung to the wooden slats, and screamed, “Mooom!”

My head ducked under the water again as I spotted Malcolm, already up and sprinting full speed around the lake to the part of the shore closest to us. My petticoats were going to drown me if I didn’t do something soon! With one hand on the boat to keep Oliver steady and myself afloat, I used my other hand to fumble with the strings under my dress. After a minute of tugging on the water-soaked fabric, I managed to kick off the heavy material. Once the weight of it disappeared, I felt more buoyant and was able to keep my head above water.

I placed my hands on the side of the boat opposite of Oliver and began to propel the boat through the lake toward the shore. I had barely begun to move the boat when Malcolm reached the shore nearest to us and dove headfirst into the water, clearing a massive amount of water with his beautiful arcing dive, then disappeared with barely a splash. When he surfaced, he cut through the water so quickly that a little wake rose behind him and he reached us in less than a minute. As tired as I was, I couldn’t fail to be impressed. Malcolm must have won every swimming contest he ever entered.

After determining that Oliver was still clinging to the wooden boat frame, Malcolm placed his hands next to mine, and together, we pushed the boat to the shore.

By the time we reached the bank, I was exhausted and wanted to collapse immediately. I had no extra breath left for talking, and I pulled at the air in long, wheezing gasps. It felt like my lungs would never recover; a sharp pain stabbed at my side every time I inhaled. My arms had long scratches along them from where Oliver’s nails dug into me, and my legs ached from swimming and dragging Oliver. Ingesting so much water made my stomach queasy, but before I took care of myself, I crawled over to check on Oliver, reaching him at the same time Malcolm did.

Oliver was sitting with his arms folded over his stomach and looked ill, but he was upright and breathing. He gagged, and I slapped his back repeatedly to see if any water would be expelled.

Malcolm listened to Oliver’s heart, checked his pulse, felt for broken bones, and monitored his breathing. The whine of panic that had filled my brain had subsided somewhat as I watched Malcolm care for Oliver. He always knew what to do.

“Mom!” Oliver croaked, pleased that his brother was so close.

“Hey pal, I’m here. You okay?” Malcolm asked anxiously. He felt Oliver’s head as if checking for a fever.

“No wim!” Oliver seemed completely unaware of how much danger he had been in.

“Yeah, I know you can’t swim, buddy. That was why I didn’t want you to go.”

Oliver shook his head, pointed to me and repeated, “No wim!”

“Snow swim?” Malcolm glanced over at me. “She sure did. She helped you out, huh.”

“Yes! Help! Yes!” Oliver clasped his hands together and rocked back and forth a few times. He dropped down to investigate some reeds by the bank, crawling around in the wet sand on the prowl for more rocks to collect. He seemed to have forgotten the terror of a few minutes ago as he moved on to his favorite hobby.

Malcolm turned to me. “I told you so.”

I wanted to get angry, but after all my self-righteous attitude of assuming I knew better than Malcolm, I deserved that comment. Of course he would know Oliver’s needs better than I would. “You did. You were right, Malcolm; I am sorry.”

I had gone and endangered Oliver again. I looked down at my bare feet and dug my toes into the sand. My skirt stuck to my legs, and water trickled down to form a puddle on the ground. Priscilla was going to lose her mind when I walked back to the castle shoeless, sopping wet, and indecent without my petticoats. The material of the outermost layer of skirts she had wrestled me into that morning was nearly see-through with how thin and wet it was. Some dignified ruler I was turning out to be.

Malcolm looked down too. “Where are your shoes?”

“At the bottom of the lake,” I said shortly.

Malcolm studied my feet. “Your dress isn’t as big now. I thought it was fuller.”

“Yes, my petticoat is in the lake too. I took it off to swim better.”

“Look, Snow… Thank you. I know you were trying to do something nice for him, and you did just help save his life. I just want Oliver to be safe, and he can’t do that himself. I worry about him a lot.”

I softened a little. Malcolm did so much for Oliver. Any time Oliver was in trouble, Malcolm was right there to bail him out. Malcolm always knew what to do to keep Oliver healthy, and he had even volunteered to go to prison to stay with him! If I had a brother, I wondered if he would be anything like Malcolm. I knew I had misjudged him when I first met him. He was a little uncouth and rough around the edges, but he did have a good heart and always came through for his brother.

“I know you do.”

I idly picked some trailing seaweed off his shoulder. Malcolm caught my hand as I did so. “Snow… I am glad you want to do things with Oliver. Truly.”

A blush crept up to my cheeks and I watched water drip down from Malcolm’s hair and cling to his eyelashes and nose. I felt cold after the swim, even though the day was warm. Malcolm took the seaweed from my hand and plucked a few more strands of the stringy, aquatic plant off my dress.

While Malcolm went to toss the seaweed back into the lake, I reached down, gathered up folds of my soaked skirt, and wrung them out. Chilly lake water splashed against my bare feet and legs as I squeezed as much water as I could from my clothes. I felt eyes on me and glanced up to catch Malcolm watching me, his eyes fixed on my exposed calves. I hastily dropped my skirts, which made a small slapping noise as they stuck to my legs again.

“Something wrong?”

He snapped out of his trance and shook his head. “Just wondering how your legs stay so snow white. You were aptly named.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, if that is the case, you should have been named Grumpy!”

His face cracked into the first grin I had ever seen from him. It completely transformed his face. It was nice to know that he did anything as friendly as smile. When he smiled, he looked like an entirely different person. He almost looked handsome.


CHAPTER 20
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More so with every passing day, I found that I preferred the time I spent with Oliver much more than the stuffy, dull meetings with my advisors and Charles, where I felt unwelcome and unwanted. When it came to Oliver, I felt needed. I loved the feeling that I was making a true difference in someone’s life. With every opportunity I got, I would sneak away from the castle to spend time with him, and when I couldn’t get away, I would always come up with fun new ideas of what to do the next time we were together.

Strangely, it was only after I had inadvertently endangered Oliver at the lake that Malcolm had seemed to finally accept that I was sincere in my offered friendship with his brother and became increasingly friendly with each visit. The experience had opened my eyes to how stressful it was to care for Oliver for a limited amount of time, and my compassion for Malcolm’s fatigue and burnout grew daily. Any time I passed through town, I would pop in at the inn, bakery, or tailor’s shop to encourage Oliver’s brothers to go help with him sometimes. I wanted Oliver to have friendships with lots of people, not just me and Malcolm. Besides, Malcolm needed to feel supported too. He had too little down time as it was.

Each time my advisors again told me that my attendance was no longer needed, I veritably ran out of the castle toward the forest. I couldn’t stay away. Today, it was a beautiful day, the sun was shining, the birds were singing, and wildflowers bloomed all along the path. It was going to be another Oliver Day, and I had great plans for us. We were going to take a walk and find some new rocks, and I had brought along some supplies to paint rocks with. As far as I knew, he had never decorated rocks, and I knew he would love it. I could just see him painting the rocks and then lining them up on the path or lining the perimeter of his garden. I looked forward to his radiant smile and infectious laughter.

When I reached the end of the trail, Oliver wasn’t waiting for me as he normally did. Nor did he have his nose pressed against the inside of the cottage’s glass. Instead, Malcolm was sitting alone on the bench outside their front door, whittling a piece of wood. “Good morning!” I said brightly to Malcolm. “I brought things to paint rocks with Ollie today!”

I looked around for Oliver. Usually, he would come bounding up to me if he heard my voice. But the cottage seemed deserted except for Malcolm sitting there, carving away at the wood.

“Oliver isn’t here,” Malcolm said casually, lifting his whittling to blow away some thin wood curls.

“Oh, will he be back soon?”

“No, not today.”

“Where did he go?”

Malcolm finally looked up from his task. “Felix found some menagerie with exotic birds in the next town over. He took Oliver for the day. As it turns out, some princess or other told him to be extra nice to Oliver so I wouldn’t be as much of a grump all the time.”

“I didn’t say it like that!”

Malcolm returned to his carving, a teasing smile tugging at his lips. I liked his smile. It was just like Oliver’s in that it somehow made all my worries melt away, and I felt like everything would be alright, no matter how great of problems there were. I sat beside Malcolm and set my basket of paints and brushes on the floor.

“I think Oliver will like going to the menagerie. He likes birds.” I could only imagine how thrilled Oliver would be, going around and seeing all the different colored birds and listening to their calls while Felix told him about each one. “Did you not want to go?”

“It sounded interesting, but I didn’t want you to show up and not know where everyone had gone. That would have been rude.” Malcolm gave me a sly smile. “Can’t have the heir to Eldonia’s throne think that her subjects have no manners.”

I chuckled, then noticed what Malcolm had been whittling. It was an ornate carving of an eagle. “Malcolm, that is beautiful. I had no idea you were so talented! What is it for?”

The bird’s wings stretched out majestically, and even the eyes seemed to be alive. The detail was remarkable. I reached over and stroked its neck. Every feather had been individually formed. Malcolm handed the eagle to me to inspect more closely.

“I didn’t have much else to do today, and I thought Oliver would like to have something to remember his trip with Felix today. It isn’t done yet; I still need to fix the beak and feet.”

I held up the carving to admire. It was about the same size as my hand, and was durable-looking enough that it would withstand Oliver’s rough play. I carefully studied every part of the bird. I couldn’t find the errors that Malcolm mentioned. The talons curved flawlessly, and the beak looked just right to me. “I think it is perfect,” I told him. “You should be proud to have such a gift.” Malcolm’s fingers closed around mine and I hastily released the eagle back into his grip.

Malcolm set the carving down on the bench and stretched. I gazed around at the clearing in front of the cottage. I didn’t want to return to the castle yet. All that was waiting for me there were criticisms from Priscilla, a cold silence from Charles, and a mild tolerance from my advisors. The servants and guards still feared that I had been involved with my stepmother’s demise and I didn’t want Eileen to feel constantly pressured to smooth things out between me and Charles. It was so much simpler and easier out here in the forest. The problems that seemed so pressing and all-encompassing back home simply melted away here.

“Looks like you are doing some serious thinking.”

I leaned my head back against the house. “Just a lot on my mind. I usually talk to Oliver on our walks. You want to take his place today?”

“Sure, what better way to spend the day than with the woman who nearly killed my brother and threw us both in jail?” Malcolm met my gaze. The twinkle in his eye was back.

I raised my eyebrows in a challenge. “You positive you want to take his place? I don’t terrify you?”

“I will take my chances.” Malcolm hopped down the front steps and turned to wait for me. “But don’t get any funny ideas; I will be watching my step around you.”

Malcolm used a spare key hanging beneath the bench on the side of the house to lock the front door, replaced the key, then we strolled off down the trail and over to the lake. As we walked around the perimeter, I could still see the imprints in the ground where Oliver and I had laid, gasping for breath after our unintentional detour. Ripples in the water made me remember Malcolm coming to our rescue.

“You are an excellent swimmer,” I told Malcolm. “Very fast.”

“Ah, yes. I will go down in history as the man who could swim to a boat!” He gently bumped my shoulder. “You know, people like you just the way you are. You don’t have to flatter everyone all the time to get them to like you.”

“I don’t do that!”

He raised an eyebrow. “You give lavish compliments to people all the time. Just now to me about swimming and the bird carving. It makes me wonder about your motives, if you are luring me into a false sense of security before you attempt to murder me too.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “I meant both those things. And besides, people deserve to know that they have done well. Everyone likes being praised.”

“Sometimes people say things they don’t mean, and it can seem fake.”

“Okay then, Mr. Grumpy Pants. Everyone except you likes being praised!” I amended, bumping his shoulder back.

Malcolm chuckled. I loved that he was so much easier to get along with now. I could tease him without the fear that he would get angry.

“Where did you learn to carve like that, anyway?”

Malcolm shrugged modestly. “Just a hobby. If I ever have spare time, I make things like that for Oliver. He likes birds the best, but I’ve also made him a fox, a deer, a bear, a fish…” he listed off several more animals.

“I think I have seen them in Oliver’s room before. I always assumed you purchased them from a professional artist.”

“They really aren’t that good,” Malcolm seemed almost embarrassed.

“They are magnificent.”

Malcolm grinned. “And you, Your Majesty, are a shameless flatterer. I just make the animals because Oliver likes to play with them. He takes them down to the stream and pretends they are taking baths. One of the animals is a skunk, and he always says ‘pew!’ when he picks it up.”

I laughed. Malcolm’s entire demeanor brightened as he talked about Oliver. The longer we talked, the more relaxed he became. I saw the tension drain out of his shoulders, and he carried himself differently. This was the first time, I realized, that I had spent any extended period of time with Malcolm away from Oliver.

I was also impressed with his extensive knowledge of all the plants and animals in the forest. As we walked, he was able to point out every vine or bit of moss, and list off its medicinal purposes, as well as identify animal tracks and detail each creature’s habits and diet. While I assumed that Malcolm was intelligent just based off of his extensive notes and remedies, I had never known he was so brilliant. Malcolm seemed to know everything, and I loved listening to him.

“You seem different today,” I told him eventually. We had walked around the entire circumference of the lake, and Malcolm was leading me in a direction I had never been before, following a stream upriver.

“How so?” He asked as he held back a tree branch away from the path so I could walk through without getting scratched.

“Well, normally you seem a little tense and… on-edge. But not right now.”

“I don’t have Oliver with me. I can’t even count the number of times that I have had to pull him out of the lake or a creek, or wrestle away some of our cooking knives. He doesn’t do those things intentionally, and I do my best to teach him what is safe and what isn’t, but he has no fear. Just a few weeks ago he tried to pick up a venomous snake because it was pretty. He didn’t understand why he couldn’t hold it. So I have to watch him to make sure he is safe. All day, every day, for years.”

I nodded thoughtfully, remembering exactly how terrified I had been when Oliver tipped the boat over. He hadn’t done it maliciously; he had simply wanted to pet the ducks. It had required all of my strength and stamina to get him back to the edge. Oliver was incredibly sweet, but there were times, like at the lake, when I had a small taste of exactly how stressful it was to care for Oliver day in and day out.

What would have happened if we had been directly in the middle of the lake? What if we hadn’t reached the boat and stayed afloat? What if Malcolm hadn’t been there to help? What if I had to do things like that repeatedly, day after day, for years on end? No wonder Malcolm had been exhausted and cranky. Anyone would be. I couldn’t imagine the burnout Malcolm must be experiencing.

A rushing, roaring sound steadily grew louder the farther down the trail we went. Malcolm pulled a curtain of vines back, and I stepped out to one of the most breath-taking sights I had ever beheld.

A small waterfall cascaded down the rock face of a small cliff and crashed into a lagoon below. The water was perfectly clear, with colorful schools of fish darting around at the bottom of the pond. Pink flowering trees blossomed on every craggy precipice on the cliff’s face, framing the waterfall as if in a picture. A cool breeze blew across my face, and the sun pushed its rays through the canopy of trees overhead.

Malcolm sat down and stripped off his shoes and stockings beside the water’s edge. “Put your feet in.”

I copied him, pulled off my shoes and stockings, and gently dipped my feet in right beside Malcolm’s. Minnows swam up and eagerly nibbled at our toes. I laughed at the tickling sensation, and Malcolm grinned at me. He leaned back onto his arms, splayed far apart. We were close enough together and his arms were widespread enough that his hand reached almost all the way across me from behind. I couldn’t lean back onto my own hands because his arm was in the way. I sat upright for some time, but it made my back sore. So instead, I glanced once at Malcolm for permission, then hesitantly leaned into his shoulder. Instead of shrugging me off, Malcolm laid his head on top of mine. It was extremely comfortable.

For a long time, we stayed like that, minnows nibbling at our feet, relaxing against each other, and watching the water pour down into the lagoon to swirl past us. Birds sang in the distance, and butterflies flitted from flower to flower all around us. It was the most beautiful place I had ever been to, and I never wanted to leave.

It was I who finally broke the silence. “Thank you for bringing me here, Malcolm. I love it.”

“I thought you might. It is my favorite place, but I can’t bring Oliver here often, and I can’t leave him alone to come by myself.”

“Aren’t your brothers taking Oliver more often? You could go then. Or do I need to go yell at them a little bit more? Remember, I am a scary person.”

I couldn’t see Malcolm’s face, but could tell from his tone of voice that he was smiling. “It is better with company. And my brothers have been helping more with Oliver, especially since you guilted them into doing so, but they all have their own jobs and families. Quentin used to take the night watch once a week from the time I went to bed until he had to start the baking each morning, but Florence needs him more often now. Tiberias is a doctor and is called away all the time for emergencies. When our parents died, all of us agreed that we would work together to take care of Oliver. Everyone contributes a little bit financially, and I take care of Oliver every day. I always will.”

“But you need a break too!” I told Malcolm. “They can’t expect you to constantly be on watch.”

“Someone has to be, so it may as well be me; I know him best. Oliver can’t ever be left alone, and they do sometimes take him out to give me a break. Like today Felix took him to the menagerie, thanks to you encouraging him.”

It made more sense why Malcolm wanted to stay home instead of going to the menagerie, even though it would have been fun. He was exhausted.

“Then we will set up a schedule so everyone comes to take turns. You have five other brothers, each one could come once a week for a few hours, and I can come once or twice a week, too. I already do.”

Malcolm needed a break more than anyone else I knew of. Most people with jobs could stop at a certain time each day and go home. There was separation between their jobs and their home life. But not for Malcolm. There was no respite for him. There was nothing to give his mind or body a rest from the constant vigil and ceaseless protection.

“I appreciate the offer,” Malcolm said courteously, but I could tell he didn’t believe me. He stared at the waterfall crashing down with a glazed expression, as if his thoughts were miles away.

I turned my head to look directly at Malcolm. “I really mean it, you know,” I told him. “I would be happy to help with Oliver. I like being here.”

Malcolm shook his head, sat up, and dug his hands into the sand to his side. “I know you mean well, Snow,” he said, “I’ve just heard that so many times before. People think it is fun to watch Oliver for a little bit, but then they get tired of him after a while and lose interest, or else get overwhelmed by the level of care he needs. So they stop seeing him and he is devastated, and it is up to me to pick up the pieces after they are gone. No one thinks about how I have to explain to my brother why his friends don’t come around anymore. It is easier if he doesn’t get attached to anyone new. No one wants to think about what a long-term situation this is. Everyone else moves on with their lives. I don’t expect them to do otherwise, but it is different for me. I won’t ever be able to get married or work a job or anything. I will take care of Oliver my entire life.”

My mouth was open. I hadn’t ever thought about it like that before. No wonder Malcolm had been so stand-offish towards me for so long! He was concerned about his brother becoming attached and then being upset when I left. I wondered how many times that had happened to make Malcolm so cynical. I tried to imagine what it must be like to be Malcolm, feeling like there was no future, except for being the caregiver for someone forever while, one by one, everyone who had offered to help fell away, even his closest family members.

Malcolm swirled the sand under his hands into a spiral pattern, then noticed my expression. “It is okay!” he reassured me. “I love my brother, and I am okay with it. It’s just- it can be lonely. For both me and Oliver. Even the rest of my brothers are moving on with their lives. They can’t spend as much time with Oliver. It is just him and me.”

“And me,” I said, and slipped my hand into Malcolm’s. “I don’t have any family, and I would love to count Oliver as my brother. I will be here for the long haul. You don’t have to do this alone.”

Malcolm closed his eyes and let go of my hand. “I want to believe you, Snow. I do. But I just can’t. Royalty can’t commit to something like that.” He smiled wistfully. “A princess, even a scary one like you, has more responsibilities to deal with than helping out with Oliver.”

Malcolm and Oliver had been burned so many times by well-meaning people in the past. I would have to prove that I meant what I said. Words didn’t mean anything to Malcolm anymore. It would be my actions that showed my sincerity, and I vowed to always make room in my life for Oliver. And, I amended, for Malcolm too.
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On the walk back from the waterfall, Malcolm asked what I had been thinking about so hard at the cottage before we left. I blushed and wasn’t sure if I was ready or not to confide all my relationship woes to him yet.

“I told you things I haven’t told anyone else,” Malcolm coaxed. “You can trust me. Besides, who would I tell? Oliver?”

“Touché.” It would be relieving to tell someone that wasn’t already on Charles’s side. It seemed like since he took up residency at the castle, everyone was swayed over to his side. “It is just… Have you ever been in love?”

“No. You?”

“No.” Then I realized the implications of what I had said and started stumbling all over my words. “I mean, I want to be in love. With Charles! But, we haven’t clicked yet. I am sure we will, but maybe it will just take more time than I thought.” I wasn’t making any sense. “Do you know what I mean?”

Malcolm nodded slowly. “It is like you imagine being with someone but, no matter how intensely you want it, it never works out the way you hoped for, so you are left trying to make the best of the situation you were dealt.”

I heaved a sigh of relief. Malcolm understood me perfectly. “Exactly.”
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“What about you?” I asked as we hiked back to the cottage. “You said you have never been in love, but there must be someone you are sweet on.”

A faint tinge of pink crept into Malcolm’s cheeks.

“Aha, I knew it! There is someone,” I said gleefully. “What is her name?”

“I don’t want to say. I don’t like people knowing my private business.”

“Fine, we will call her Mystery Maiden then.” I giggled. “Tell me about her.”

“I just said I don’t like people knowing about my private business.”

“Okay, that right there is not the kind of thing to make a girl like you!” I told him. “Does she live in town? Does she like you?”

He rolled his eyes, resigned to the topic at hand. “Yes, she lives in town. And I don’t know if she likes me. I don’t think so. Not like that, anyway.”

“So, make her like you!”

“I don’t know how.”

“I will teach you. Practice makes perfect!” It felt easier to help Malcolm with his problem than to solve my own, and Malcolm needed help if he was going to successfully woo someone. He was good at taking care of Oliver, but now he needed to learn how to take care of a woman. Malcolm raised his heavy eyebrows. I didn’t care if he thought the exercise was foolish. He helped me so often, and this was an area where I could finally return the favor.

“First and foremost, you need to treat her nicely. Don’t be huffy and cranky all the time. Look nice, ask her about herself, and make pleasant conversation. Hold doors open for her, help her with her chair, walk her home so she feels safe, escort her when you are out, and when you are ready, you ask her out on a date and set up a romantic dinner!” I beamed at Malcolm.

“That is a lot to remember…” he said. “And I don’t usually do things like that.”

“Malcolm!” I chided, “How can you ever expect to have a relationship with someone, if you don’t treat them well? You need to show a girl that you care about her. Come on, we are going to practice, then you are going to take your Mystery Maiden on a date and tell me how it goes next time I come see Oliver!”

Malcolm wasn’t sure what to make of my suggestion. “First,” I began as we climbed the porch steps, “You will need to practice opening doors for a lady.” I reached the front door and turned to stare expectantly at him. He realized what I was hinting at and hurried to open the door for me.

“Good!” I told him. “But next time, don’t wait until I am waiting for you. You need to see that I am walking that way, go ahead of me, and open it before I get there. Otherwise, the girl will feel like she needs to open it herself because you are too slow.”

“Well, we can’t have her thinking that,” he opened the door to the outside again and grandly gestured me to walk ahead of him, sweeping into a ridiculously low and exaggerated bow as he did so.

“Well, thank you, kind sir!” I cooed in a falsely high voice and lifted my skirt daintily as I walked through the doorway. Malcolm’s grin broadened.

“And now, you need to escort your lady love home!” I told him. He stared, uncomprehending. I added in a stage whisper, “It means offer the girl your arm.”

Malcolm still looked confused, and hesitantly extended his hand to me like we were going to hold hands. “I meant extend your elbow!” I modeled the gesture for him. He copied me, and I slipped my hand into the crook of his elbow. “See?”

“I see. What is the point of this, exactly?” he asked.

“To show her that you care about her safety and then you can flex your arms so she can feel your big, strong muscles!” I pinched at his bicep.

He dropped his arm and stepped away, a flush creeping up to burn his ears scarlet. “I am teasing!” I told him. “That is another thing— you have to be okay with a girl teasing you a little bit. She does it to get your attention. Relax! Just behave the way you did today at the lagoon and any girl in her right mind would fall madly in love with you.”

I moved toward him, adjusted his arm back into the correct position, and slipped my hand around his arm again. “Now, you need to escort me through the dangerous woods! Who knows what danger is lurking around each corner?” I reverted back to my falsely high voice. “Oh, Malcolm, I am so afraid!”

“I don’t know if the woods are the dangerous part of this exercise,” he quipped. “Being around the teacher is the risky part for me.”

I held my breath, unsure what to make of his statement until Malcolm continued, “You are an accused murderer, remember?”

I released my breath. “Ah yes. Scary, scary Princess Snow White.”

We walked along the trail a quarter mile toward the lake, then turned and headed back. He didn’t need any coaching on how to talk to a woman. Malcolm easily kept the flow of conversation natural and engaging.

Once we were back at the cottage, I eyed Malcolm’s appearance critically. “If you are going to ask out a girl, you will need to look your best!”

“This is my best,” he gasped in mock outrage, raising a hand to his chest to show just how offended he was.

“No, you can do better than that!”

Malcolm’s lips stuck out into an exaggerated pout. “You saying I don’t look nice? Watch out, you may hurt my feelings.”

“Oh, just come here, would you?” I dug out a comb from one of the drawers and approached Malcolm. He began to edge away from me, and as I came nearer, ran away in earnest. I burst out laughing and chased him all around the small cottage. He dodged my comb and leapt over furniture with surprising agility. When I finally caught him, I had the distinct impression that it was only because he allowed it. I pushed him onto the settee.

“Now hold still! You running will only make this more difficult.” I trapped him with my knees and carefully combed his hair. It took trying a few different styles before I found one that worked well for him.

After finishing with his hair, I found myself nearly nose to nose with Malcolm, and noticed that he had shaved. The unkempt growth on his face had been neatly trimmed into a thin layer of scruff that made him look dashing rather than disheveled. I considered thinning out his eyebrows, but after studying them up close, I decided that I liked them just the way they were. Thinner eyebrows would look strange on Malcolm.

I made him change into a different shirt too. The one he had on originally had a hole under the arm, as well as a stain on the shoulder. I went into his room and selected a blue tunic that had white straps laced under the neck. “See? Wearing blue will make her notice your blue eyes.” Malcolm did have astonishingly blue eyes, like the clear azure color in the sky right after a thunderstorm when the clouds have cleared and a rainbow appears. I loved Malcolm’s eyes. His mystery girl would too.

“Why would she care what color eyes I have?”

“They are nice eyes!” I told him. “One of your best features! And remember, you just want her to be interested in looking at you, whatever color your eyes are.”

“Hm, so you have paid attention to my eyes, have you?” He opened his eyes and fluttered his eyelashes at me. “Do you want a closer look?” He leaned toward me. I pushed against his forehead, blushing slightly.

“Save those puppy dog eyes for your Mystery Maiden, they won’t work on me! You need to set up a romantic dinner, next. Do you know how to properly set a table?”

He didn’t. I showed him how, and he pulled out some bread and cheese and fruit. I arranged it neatly in the most decorative bowls I could find. “Now we need to cut some flowers!”

“For the table or to give to my girl?”

“Either one is fine. But in this situation, since we are making a nice romantic dinner, the table would probably be best.”

Malcolm retrieved some shears and cut several flowers from behind his house. He returned and handed them to me with another elaborate bow. I collected the blossoms and arranged them neatly into a small vase.

“Do you have any candles?”

“Everyone has candles. This isn’t the Dark Ages.”

I rolled my eyes. “I mean— will you please go get some candles? Candlelit dinners can be very romantic.”

“This is a lot of work for one girl.”

“But your girl is worth it, right? You just have to think about how beautiful and fun she is, and how you are willing to do anything for her.” I hoped that Charles felt that way about me. That is what love should feel like. “Remember, practice makes perfect!”

“I guess.” Malcolm opened a drawer and dug out some long-tapered candles. He placed them on the table on either side of the flowers and lit the wicks. A soft light glowed over the meal.

“Perfect!” I gushed.

Malcolm’s face twisted into a tiny smile. “So now can we eat? If I spend all my energy romancing, I may starve to death.”

“Well, keep starving a little while longer, because now you need to help me with my chair!” I demonstrated how he needed to pull the chair out for the girl, wait for her to sit, then push the chair in while the girl scooted forward. It took him a few tries to get it right, but eventually, he managed it. We practiced a few more times so that he would be ready when his real date happened.
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“So, if we are teaching each other things, how about I help you with something?” Malcolm asked at the end of the meal. We had discussed my troubles with Charles and my advisors, and Malcolm shared his struggle with finding a specific plant needed for one of Oliver’s medications lately, as well as a new behavior Oliver had developed of picking his scabs so they bled continually.

“With what?”

“With holding boundaries when people make you uncomfortable,” he responded seriously.

I leaned slightly back in my seat and crossed my arms. “What are you talking about? I do fine!”

Malcolm raised his heavy eyebrows. “Oh really? So when your advisors and Charles dismiss their future Queen, you are okay with that? When Oliver stands too close and hugs you for too long, or holds things right into your face, that doesn’t make you uncomfortable?”

“Well, they all have their reasons. Oliver doesn’t understand…”

“And will never understand unless you tell him,” interrupted Malcolm.

“My advisors and Charles have experience running a country. I don’t!” I pressed.

Malcolm shook his head. “And you won’t ever get that experience if you always let others make decisions for you. You are the monarch. You lead the country. Have them teach you! Tell them you want to be more involved! Otherwise, they will continue to treat you like a child.”

I flushed. “I… I am not sure how. Besides, I get nervous.”

“Let’s practice then! Isn’t that what you told me, that practice makes perfect? You can be nervous and courageous at the same time. We will start with something easy.”

Malcolm grabbed one of Oliver’s wooden sculptures, and in perfect imitation of his brother, held it directly in front of my eyes. I flinched away, as always.

“Tell me that I am too close!” instructed Malcolm.

I laughed. “Too close!” I held my hand over the sculpture and gently pushed it back toward Malcolm.

He repeated the exercise with a few rocks, the bouquet of flowers, and the old Roar, since Oliver had taken the replacement Roar with him to the menagerie. The old Roar still smelled awful, and I was glad to force it away.

“Now, let’s pretend we are in one of your meetings,” drilled Malcolm. He adopted a snooty facial expression and sneered, “Your Majesty, there is no further need of you today. We will take care of everything in your absence.”

His impression was impeccable. It made me smile; even though he had never met my advisors, his imitation of them was exact. My mind went blank. I had no idea how to respond, but gave it a go. “Um… well… I thought maybe I could stay this time?”

“No, no, all wrong! Take control of the situation. Tell them what is and isn’t okay. If you want to stay, tell them so. Don’t ask permission. You are their Queen, not their servant. Tell them what YOU will allow them to do, not the other way around. Try again.”

“I want to stay!” I said, a little more emphatically. I looked at Malcolm for approval.

“Better,” he nodded. “Now tell them what you want to discuss.”

Again, I drew a blank. “We can talk about… whatever you had planned, I guess.”

“No, no, no.” Malcolm shook his head. “Didn’t you just tell me that on a date, I should have things planned to talk about? Do the same thing for the people on your council. And do it confidently. If you act like you are asking permission, they won’t really care what you suggest. Because it will sound like a request, not an order. You aren’t a child.”

I thought hard for a few moments then lifted my head and announced firmly, “I want to conduct a tour in this kingdom to inspect the state of our schools.”

Malcolm looked pleased with my proposal and adopted his snooty voice again. “That is not something that concerns you, you needn’t bother about it.”

“No, it is important, and I wish to see to it within the fortnight.”

“Very well, your majesty. I shall arrange it at once.”

He led me through similar conversations, and I rehearsed what I would say in each situation. It made me feel more confident to practice. I felt determined that, in the next meeting I had, I would take charge. No longer would I be the trodden-on servant girl.

The light was beginning to fade from the sky. I needed to get back before it was too dark; I hadn’t brought a lantern. I stood. “Thank you for today, Malcolm. I had a wonderful time, but I need to get going.”

“I will walk back with you,” he offered. “Isn’t that what a gentleman is supposed to do? Can’t have you venturing out into the deep, dark woods alone. Besides, I might get to see my mystery maiden in town.” He winked.

He scribbled a note in case Felix and Oliver got back before he returned, then held the door open for me and offered his arm. “I am impressed, Malcolm!” I told him as I slipped my hand into the crook of his elbow. “You are a quick learner!”

“I had a good teacher.”

We walked back through the forest. A question I had about Oliver kept niggling at the back of my mind. I hadn’t wanted to ask before for fear of offending Malcolm. When I finally worked up the courage, I asked, “Will Oliver ever learn to talk?”

Malcolm’s pace slowed until he was at a standstill. His eyes seemed to look a long, long way away, and yet saw nothing. He remained quiet for such an extended period of time that I wondered if he had indeed been offended by my question and didn’t want to answer. ‘Way to go,’ I reproached myself. ‘The day Malcolm finally starts to open up, you had to go and ruin it by asking nosy questions! Maybe he doesn’t like people asking things like that. I am probably a terrible person to be curious about it, and shouldn’t have said anything at all.’

“That tree is very tall.” Malcolm gestured toward an oak beside the path.

I said nothing. Malcolm turned and gazed at me with an intense force, as if willing me to understand. “That tree can grow immensely high.” Then he stooped down and plucked a beautiful blue primrose that was growing to the side of the trail. “This flower will never grow as tall and majestic as that oak tree. No matter how hard it tries, it will never be an oak tree. But it is no less beautiful, and no less valuable. Some people would try and force a flower to become a tree. But I think we should appreciate the flower for simply being a flower.”

We both stared at the primrose, and I finally understood. I smiled at Malcolm. How wrong I had been about him. He wasn’t unkind at all. He loved Oliver wholly, no matter if his brother would ever be able to talk or not. It was a type of unconditional love I had never seen before, an all-encompassing love that drove Malcolm’s actions every day, whether that meant spending hours carefully carving animals, or being thrown into jail to keep his brother safe. It was his love for Oliver that made him swim across that lake and spend sleepless nights to watch out for his brother.

“Your Majesty,” Malcolm handed the primrose to me. “This is for you.”

I accepted the blossom. I twirled the stem around in my fingers and watched the colors swirl together. “Thank you,” I told Malcolm. “It is beautiful.”

Malcolm extended his crooked elbow again, and I took his arm. We walked at a decreased pace, as if we both wanted time to slow down. We didn’t speak until we reached the edge of the forest. Malcolm stopped just behind the line of the trees, so we were still shielded from view of the village.

“I forgot to practice one last thing with you,” he said, and stepped in close, the same way Oliver invaded people’s personal space all the time.

It felt strange when Malcolm came near me. When Oliver did it, I felt uncomfortable in an awkward way because he didn’t know better and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings by pushing him away. When Charles came close, I felt intimidated and scared.

Being near Malcolm felt different. He was close to my height, several inches taller if he didn’t slouch like usual. I was able to look directly into his penetrating blue eyes. I took a deep breath. He smelled like a combination of different plants and herbs. It wasn’t a flowery scent, but a pleasant, homey one. When he came close, my stomach felt queasy, and I got flushed and sweaty.

My heart was thumping madly in my chest. Was this a normal reaction? I shouldn’t be reacting this way to Malcolm. He was a friend, that was all. Just a friend. I should feel this way around Charles. But at that moment, I couldn’t think about Charles. My mind blocked out everything other than the awareness of Malcolm being so close to me. I noticed he had a cleft chin hidden in the dark scruff on his face and wondered how I had never noticed it before.

“Now you say, ‘You are making me uncomfortable, please step away,’ instructed Malcolm, pulling my rebellious thoughts back into focus.

Of course— I was supposed to be practicing how to stand up for myself. I scolded myself for thinking Malcolm had any intentions other than teaching me boundaries. He was only concerned with helping a friend. If it wasn’t to help me practice a crucial skill, he would never have invaded my personal space. I swallowed hard and opened my mouth, but the words didn’t come. I didn’t want him to move away.

“You have to tell people the things you aren’t comfortable with,” prompted Malcolm, “or they will think whatever they are doing is acceptable.” He inched closer. We were so close that our noses nearly touched, and I could feel the warmth of his breath.

The queasy feeling wasn’t all that unpleasant, really. It was more of a jittery anticipation, the kind I got before an event I was looking forward to. I didn’t mind Malcolm being close to me the way I minded when other people drew near. I would have been perfectly happy to stay that close for quite some time. But then I remembered— I was engaged to Charles. I shouldn’t get too intimate with anyone else. Charles would be angry if he found out, and I was scared to do anything that might upset him.

“You are making me uncomfortable,” I lied softly, and dropped my eyes.

Malcolm stepped away. “See, was that so hard? Now I know what is appropriate and what isn’t.” He paused, then continued quickly, “With Oliver, you have to remind him over and over. If you practice enough, you will get better at it. So, next time you visit him, I want to see you do that! Don’t let him get too close to you, if you don’t want him to.”

I nodded and shivered a little. I could see the moon rising into the clear sky over the tops of the trees. Malcolm noticed me shiver and pulled off his jacket. He stepped in close again, but instead of directing me how to hold personal boundaries, he wrapped his jacket around my shoulders.

“Isn’t this what I am supposed to do for a girl when she is cold?”

I smiled shyly and nodded. “Your mystery maiden is a lucky girl.”

Malcolm walked me all the way back to the castle. Once I could see the guards, he stopped and gave a little bow. “Here you are, Your Highness. It was a pleasure spending time with you today. I look forward to seeing you again soon.”

I waved back at Malcolm and watched as he strode away from me, off toward the forest. When I got back to my quarters, I pressed the primrose in a book. I wanted to keep it forever.


CHAPTER 23
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The following day was awful. The morning started off on a bad note when Charles barged into my room just as I was getting dressed. Priscilla continued to layer garments over me behind a screen while Charles announced that a page reported I had been with another man last night.

“It was Malcolm walking me home,” I gasped between my corset strings being tightened repeatedly. I tried very hard not to think about what people might have imagined they saw if they had seen Malcolm trying to teach me how to hold boundaries. “He is just a friend.”

Charles sniffed dismissively. “I didn’t like hearing about that, but I will overlook it just this once because I love you. Next time, I won’t be so lenient.”

Priscilla finished dressing me and hurried out of the room to give us privacy. As unpleasant as Priscilla was, I wished she would have stayed. I didn’t want to be alone with Charles. “How can you say that?” I asked, coming out from behind the screen. “That sounds like you are going to seek revenge if I don’t do exactly what you want!”

“It isn’t revenge to expect my fiancée to behave as a sovereign ruler should. People watch us closely and make assumptions.”

“Yes, I know,” I answered snippily. “My bruise from before was noticed.”

Charles huffed angrily. “Why are you always bringing up the past? You really can’t take a joke, can you? I was trying to lighten the mood when I was saying I wouldn’t be lenient next time, but you take everything way too seriously!”

“Threats aren’t a joke, Charles!”

He frowned. “I never threatened you!”

“You just did! Just now!”

“No, I didn’t! You must have heard wrong. I wouldn’t threaten someone, and much less you! I was just expressing my concerns. Don’t you care about what I think?”

I felt like I was losing my mind. Hadn’t Charles just threatened me if I went to see Oliver and Malcolm again? The details of our conversation were already slipping away. I couldn’t remember anything correctly. Had I imagined it? Misheard him? But no, I was positive I had heard him correctly. I huffed quietly, resigned to yet another argument. I didn’t want to be seen as a servant, bidden to do Charles’s will at every turn and easily controlled. Malcolm rehearsed holding boundaries with me, and now was a good time to put what he taught into practice. But along with that, I still wanted to ensure that I was kind to my fiancé.

“Charles, of course I care about what you think. I just don’t want you saying anything that makes me feel threatened for having my own friends.”

Charles folded his arms across his broad chest. “Well, I guess I can’t say anything then, can I? You are reading way too much into every single word I say. I don’t even know why I try to talk to you.”

I sighed. I was not ready to fight this early in the morning. I hadn’t even had my first cup of tea yet. It felt exhausting to tiptoe around Charles’s moods and analyze every word I said around him. Charles stood by the window, glaring pointedly away from me and off into the distance.

“Charles,” I began quietly. “It was just a friend walking me home. That was it. Nothing happened.”

“Don’t try to make me jealous. It won’t work.”

I wanted to scream in frustration. If it had been anyone else there feeling upset and hurt, I would have moved to give them a hug or place a hand on their arm to console them. But at that moment, I didn’t want to touch Charles at all. I didn’t want him anywhere near me. Just the very sight of his stupid, stubborn face was enough to make me want to plant one of my feet on his royal behind and kick him out the open window.

I fleetingly allowed myself the mental image of Charles, arms and legs flailing madly, emitting a high-pitched, girly scream as he fell down several stories to land in the rosebushes below. I pictured him clawing his way out of the shrubbery, glossy blonde hair disheveled, fine clothes shredded by thorns, and a rosebud clinging to…

“You think this is funny, don’t you?” Charles turned and caught my facial expression.

I quickly hid my smile. “No, I was thinking about something else.”

“I don’t have time for you if you think I am a joke,” Charles snarled. He strode across the room and wrenched the door open. He stamped off down the corridor as the door swung back and clicked shut.

I flopped back onto my oversized bed. If I had known relationships would be this draining, I never would have daydreamed about romance and wished for it.

I did feel guilty. However briefly they had occurred, I had experienced emotions last night with Malcolm that were not appropriate when I was engaged to Charles.

I stared at the stone walls of my room; it felt like they were closing in around me. I had everything a girl could ever want. I had a handsome and wealthy fiancé who was devoted to our engagement. I would be coronated after I got married. I had servants who attended to my every whim… so why did I feel so miserable and empty?

Priscilla bustled back into the room and stared in horror at me sprawled across the quilts. “Your Majesty! Do you have no sense of propriety? A lady of class would never deign to lay down when dressed thusly! Up! Up, up, up!”

My shoulders, already burdened with the prospect of an unhappy marriage and the weight of ruling a kingdom, sagged even lower before I struggled to rise.
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I began to truly dread the time I spent confined in the castle’s grey stone walls. It seemed like I couldn’t do anything right. Priscilla corrected every one of my behaviors, from the way I walked to my facial expressions and my posture when sitting on my throne. Eileen had traveled back to Galtica for a conference, and I felt like Charles was taking advantage of his mother not being there to intervene on my behalf. He remained cold and distant, and I knew he was avoiding me again. Even Darius— friendly, popular Darius who had always been a friend, had begun to make snide remarks about Oliver. His feelings were still hurt that I had chosen Oliver’s company over his on the day Oliver and Malcolm were imprisoned.

On more than one occasion, I caught Darius acting out Oliver’s and Malcolm’s arrest to the other guards, who all roared in laughter. It caused a sick feeling to flood my body. As much as I wanted to defend Oliver, I didn’t want to drive away the only friend I still had at home. When I tried to bring it up to him, Darius dismissed my hesitant concerns, saying that it was all merely a joke, and it was just a story to be told for a laugh.

Of course. All was to be forgiven if it was a joke, right? Was Charles right in that I took everything too seriously? Darius wasn’t offending Oliver right to his face, and Darius was naturally a light-hearted fellow anyway. He teased most everybody from time to time. Everyone else laughed. Why couldn’t I?

Amidst all of my struggles, I did have one minor victory. My advisors, so aloof and indifferent before, had a surprise during the first meeting after Malcolm coached me on what to say to hold boundaries.

I marched into the room, seated myself at the head of the table, and sat expectantly while they all trickled in. Charles, who walked in late, saw me at the head of the table, frowned slightly, and took the seat on the opposite end.

Emil, the heavy-set advisor with a bushy mustache flecked with grey hairs rapped his knuckles on the table to call everyone to order. “Good morning, gentlemen.” He bowed his head to the other advisors and to Charles. “Today—”

I cleared my throat loudly.

“Ah yes, and good morning, Your Majesty,” Emil bobbed his head at me. “You need not be here if—”

“Actually,” I interrupted him crisply, “I have several items I would like addressed today.” I rang the small bell by my hand. A page hurried up, clutching the cache of documents I had entrusted to him earlier that day. I motioned for him to distribute them, and he passed each advisor several sheets.

“I prepared an agenda of matters of state that need immediate attention.” I held out my hand for my own copies, rifled through the papers once I received them, and extracted one in particular. “First—”

“There is no need for this,” one of the advisors, a Baron that was particularly dismissive of me, cut in. “Your Majesty, we do appreciate your concern, but we can handle this.”

I stared coldly at him. “Am I to be Queen or am I not? I suggest, Baron Gerard, that you remember your place, unless you do not desire to serve as Royal Advisor anymore. I assure you, you are very replaceable. Perhaps, if you do not agree with me, I should find someone who does.”

Gerard’s mouth, nearly covered with his thick black beard, hung so low that I had to fight down a laugh. As I maintained my stony glare, Gerard snapped his mouth shut and looked hastily down at my agenda. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that the other advisors sat up straighter and shuffled their papers. Many exchanged nervous glances with each other. I felt confidence swell within me, a new sensation that overpowered my previous meek and anxiety-ridden behavior. I liked this new, self-assured Snow White.

I raised my voice slightly and said another line Malcolm had helped me rehearse several times. “You are all here today at my request. Your job, as I am sure you well know, is to advise me, not replace me. Any questions?”

All the men except Charles stared down at their hands, thoroughly flustered and embarrassed. I glanced once at Charles. I couldn’t read his expression. It was a mixture of shrewdness, amusement, and resentment, and I couldn’t tell which was predominant. He continued to watch me long after I looked away.

I led the meeting just as I had practiced with Malcolm. I masked my delight at not being excluded, and delegated tasks to each advisor, with strict instructions to report back in two days at our next council. I assigned nothing to Charles and did my best to ignore him. He didn’t speak up for the whole duration of the meeting, which was unusual for him. I wasn’t complaining- it made my authority go unchallenged. Despite the loneliness I felt, I was prepared for the shift my confidence would have on my reign. Thank goodness for Malcolm and his teaching.


CHAPTER 24
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Iemerged from the woods into the clearing I knew and loved so well. Oliver knelt by the porch, making Roar walk up the few steps into the house, then returning to slide down the banister. He squealed with laughter each time Roar flipped from the end of the banister and landed in the dirt below. Malcolm was around the side of the house, mouth full of clothespins, and a basket full of clean laundry at his feet. He was pinning the shirt I made for Oliver onto a line stretched between two apple trees. Oliver, who hadn’t noticed me yet, traipsed Roar back up the steps and into the house.

“Hi, Ollie!” Immediately after I spoke, Oliver’s head popped into the window from the inside. I laughed. His cheeks, nose, and lips were squashed flat against the glass so that he looked like a chipmunk, hands pressed firmly right beside his face. When he saw me approaching, he pulled away from the window and began leaping about.

Even from a distance, I could hear Oliver’s wild shrieks of, “No! No! No!” He bolted out of the door and swept me into a tight hug. Over Oliver’s shoulder, I saw Malcolm raise his eyebrows expectantly at me, clothespins still clamped between his lips. He put down the laundry and moved toward us, clearly prepared to peel Oliver off me, if needed.

“That is enough, Oliver!” I gently pushed him away. “I am all done hugging now.”

“Ah done?” Oliver asked. The disappointment was evident in his voice.

“I hug for three seconds. One, two, three. Then all done.”

Oliver studied my face intently. “No… Ug… Me?”

“I did hug you!”

Oliver furrowed his brow. “No… Ug… Mom!” High pitched peals of laughter bubbled from him as he pushed me toward Malcolm.

Malcolm and I exchanged glances. I shrugged and raised my arms invitingly. Malcolm pulled on my hand and enclosed his arms around me. Malcolm gave good hugs. He wasn’t overly bony, nor was he so large that it would be difficult to wrap my arms around him. He didn’t squeeze me too tightly or loosely, and he was just the right height to easily put my arms around his shoulders.

“One… two… three!” I counted aloud for Oliver. Malcolm and I broke apart.

Together, we all helped to hang up the remaining laundry. Malcolm protested at first and claimed that a Queen was too important to be forced into menial servant’s work.

I laughed at him. “I can’t be coronated until after I am married, and it would be doing me a favor to let me help! I get bored sitting in all those meetings and never doing anything for myself. You forget, laundry is the only thing I can do right!” I stopped myself. I had meant it as a joke, but a large part of me questioned if it was true. Could I ever be more than a servant girl, only good at laundry and scrubbing? Charles and Priscilla didn’t seem to think so. Though I had my triumph over the advisors a few days ago, I still felt inadequate for the enormous task of ruling a country.

Malcolm picked up on my slight melancholy. He paused in pinning up woolen stockings. “Snow. I hope you don’t believe that. You are incredible at so many things.”

I stared down at Oliver’s jacket in my hands. “No, I know that, but…” How could I explain that I simply needed reassurance, even though I knew that what I was doing was right?

Malcolm finished pinning up the stockings and reached out to softly touch my arm. “Snow, I am never going to lie to you. I promise. I don’t lie to my friends.” He was so sincere, I couldn’t help but believe him.

“I won’t ever lie to you, either.” I placed my hand on top of his. I was glad to have a friend. It was sorely needed; I had advisors and servants, subjects and a fiancé, but no one to confide in. I needed Malcolm and Oliver.

After hanging up the rest of the laundry, Malcolm mentioned he needed to finish the dishes, so I cheerfully volunteered to entertain Oliver so he could. Oliver grabbed my hand and led me to the settee, then brought over a stack of books and plopped down beside me. He jabbed his finger insistently at the cover of the topmost one. It had a painted picture of a farmer holding an armload of piglets on the front.

The books Oliver brought over all had bright, colorful pictures. Several were copies of popular children’s stories that my nanny read to me when I was young, and I imitated the silly voices that I still remembered so well. At one point, I glanced up and saw Malcolm grinning to himself as he listened to me read to Oliver. It gave me a glowing sense of pride to see his upturned mouth. That was one thing I could do that few others could— get Malcolm to smile.

As I closed the fifth book, I asked Oliver, “Did Roar want to listen too?”

Oliver opened and closed his fists rapidly, so thrilled at the idea that he could barely contain his enthusiasm. “Whoa! Whoa, yes!”

“Go get Roar! I will read to him too!”

Oliver bounced off the settee and bounded toward his room. I opened the next book on the stack. It didn’t match the other eye-catching, colorful covers I had read so far. This one had no title on the solid, dark green cover and wasn’t a children’s book at all. It was a small, thin, collection of poetry. Delicate drawings framed the borders of each poem, and thin, slanting writing fanned over the page. I began to read the first entry to myself.

Twilight’s Lullaby

Soft and hushed eventide draws,

Auroral clouds darken to grey.

The sun dims her golden beams,

Earth’s rosy blush fades away.

Twilight arrives, farewell to day;

Farewell to troubles that flee away.

Usher in the bliss of solitude.

Slumber awaits, but nay, not yet.

Nightingale weeps her mourning song,

And who can resist the tune?

Lullabies sung from years long gone

Echo in my memory.

Night grows cold, sounds fade away,

Nightingale wings her way home.

Was it all a dream? Is this the end?

Please, stay one moment more.

In my heart, the song still lives

And reminds me of the joy

I feel whene’er I close my eyes

To remember Twilight’s Lullaby

[image: Flowers]


Oliver trotted back into the room with Roar clutched in his arms. I patted the cushion next to me, and Oliver clambered up. I began, “Soft and hushed eventide draws” when Malcolm veritably leapt over the wash basin to snatch the book away from me before I could read another line.

“That isn’t Oliver’s!”

“What? Is it yours?”

“No.”

Oliver squawked in protest that his story time had been interrupted and tried to grab the book back. Malcolm held it out of his brother’s reach.

I raised my eyebrow. “Really? I’m not stupid, you know.”

Malcolm didn’t say anything. He gripped the book very firmly and continued to hold it aloft.

“I thought we weren’t going to lie to each other.”

Malcolm threw me a dirty look from under his dark hairline. “Fine. It is mine.”

“There is nothing wrong with having a book of poetry. I have several.”

“I don’t like people reading what I write. It feels like letting people walk around inside my head. Everyone is entitled to having their private thoughts stay private.”

“You wrote those poems?”

Malcolm huffed. His old grumpy expression was back in place. I wanted to read more and was wildly curious about why Malcolm would be so embarrassed to show a few things he had written. I considered the intriguing, dark-haired man standing before me. Malcolm took care of Oliver ceaselessly, did research to help with Oliver’s medical treatments, protected his brother at all costs, and still managed to compose poetry and carve wooden animals?

I placed the remainder of the books Oliver brought me to the side and stood. Malcolm eyed me warily and inched the book even higher.

“Malcolm, if you really don’t want anyone to see, I will respect your wishes. But the first poem in there truly was beautiful. If you would allow it, I would love to hear you read a page. One friend to another.”

Malcolm pondered this and slowly lowered the book, but still held it off to his side farthest from me. “Please?” I asked and put my hand gently on his wrist.

Oliver wrapped his older brother’s torso in a tight hug from behind and chirped, “Peas?”

I grinned at Oliver. “Please, Malcolm?” I pulled myself a little closer to him, sneaking my hand across Malcolm’s chest and towards the book in his other arm.

“Peas, Mom! Peas! Peas!” Oliver reached for the book too.

Malcolm hid a smile. “It seems I am outnumbered. Just don’t laugh. And I am only reading one.”

He sat down on the settee. Oliver snuggled up next to him. There wasn’t much room left for me, but I managed to wedge myself on Malcolm’s other side as he cracked the book open. I leaned my head onto Malcolm’s shoulder so I could follow along. I felt his body tense slightly under my cheek, but then slowly relax as he began.

Malcolm read the poem I had already scanned. His voice was deep, and he spoke with a smooth rhythm that made his words come alive. I could perfectly imagine a nightingale’s haunting melody at twilight. I traced my finger over the sketch of the bird drawn into the corner of the page. “Did you draw that too?”

“I did.” He snapped the book shut. I knew story time was over, but fiercely wished I could read more of Malcolm’s poetry.

“Malcolm, you can do anything,” I said wondrously. “Poetry, wood carvings, drawing… you have so many talents!”

He shrugged modestly. “Everyone needs beautiful things in their lives. If you always tear through life in a desperate search for peace, you will never find it. It is only when you allow yourself to let go of what you cannot control that peace will find you, whatever your circumstances are. Poetry helps me remember that.”

Malcolm was much more philosophical than I ever gave him credit for. I could listen to him talk all day and never grow tired of it. I felt like I could share any thought with him and he would sincerely care. I wanted so badly to confide in someone. Why not Malcolm?

I looked down into my lap and fidgeted with my skirt. “I don’t feel like I am good at many things.” Malcolm waited patiently for me to continue. “I’m not very attractive or funny. I’m not the smartest or best conversationalist. I forgot a lot of the protocol I was taught when I was younger, so it is hard to remember everything while learning about running a country. And… and I don’t feel like a very good fiancée to Charles. It seems like I am terrible at everything I try. I worry I am going to fail Eldonia.”

Malcolm considered me for a moment before responding. “You should treat yourself the way you treat other people.”

“I do.”

“Really? Would you ever tell Oliver that he is terrible at everything he tries?”

“No, of course not.”

“Would you tell a friend that you don’t think they are very attractive?”

“No, never!”

Malcolm raised his heavy eyebrows. “Then why do you say it about yourself?”

My mouth hung open. I had no answer. Oliver laughed, reached over, and poked his finger onto my tongue, and I flinched away. Malcolm chuckled. “Oliver got your tongue?”

“Yes! Yes! Ton!” Oliver rocked back and forth as he giggled and began to gently pull the coils of my hair out until they sprang back into place.

“I… I have to succeed. Failure isn’t an option for me. I can’t fail my people!”

“You are right. Failure isn’t an option; it is a reality. Everyone will fail at some point. If you never fail, it means that you have never tried anything. If you avoid failure and suffering, what you are really doing is avoiding growth, and it will make you unprepared for your future. Failure is how you grow. So really, you should be grateful for the chance to fail.”

I deliberated. “So you are telling me that, in order to do anything well, I have to be willing to do it poorly first?”

“That is exactly right. It will give you great opportunity to learn and improve, which is the best thing for all of us.”

Malcolm provided such a sharp contrast from handsome, athletic Charles. I tried to imagine Charles picking up a book of poetry and contemplating the nature of human existence. A philosophical Charles? The idea was ludicrous.

After I hugged Oliver goodbye later that day, he warbled, “Mom… No… ug!” and pushed me toward Malcolm again. As Malcolm folded me into another one of his warm embraces, I caught a waft of Malcolm’s scent that I liked so much. I wished Charles gave hugs and smelled like Malcolm. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to continue wrapping my arms around Malcolm for slightly longer than the allotted three seconds, wishing time would pause. Then I popped my eyes open and forced myself to pull away. I shouldn’t be having those thoughts and feelings. I shouldn’t be attracted to anyone other than my fiancé. Besides, Malcolm wasn’t the sort of man girls were supposed to dream about.


CHAPTER 25
[image: ]



Ever since I had insisted on being included in all the meetings, my time away from the castle was becoming increasingly limited, so it was more than a week before I was able to return to visit Malcolm and Oliver. A part of me was grateful that I had the opportunity to live up to my birthright. I hosted a delegation from a foreign country, led multiple conferences with all the advisors, and toured several towns nearby to assess their living situations and needs. Charles maintained his frosty distance, but at least we weren’t constantly arguing. With each passing day, the greater part of me missed Oliver’s and Malcolm’s company with a growing ferocity.

When I was finally able to have a day away, it was like I could breathe again. With each exhale, I felt another measure of tension leave my body. As I entered the cottage’s small clearing, I saw a slim woman with long, wavy blonde hair emerging from Malcolm and Oliver’s cottage. “Malcolm, say goodbye to Ollie for me!” she called loudly. “I will see you two again soon!”

The door shut with a snap and the woman trotted down the front steps. She saw me coming out of the woods and waved merrily. She was very pretty girl, with big, blue eyes and a trim figure. I immediately suspected that this was Malcolm’s mystery maiden. An unpleasant lurch jolted in my stomach.

When we met halfway between the trees and the house, she swept into a dainty curtsy. “Your Majesty.”

I inclined my head. It still felt uncomfortable to have people bow and curtsy to me, and I never knew how to respond. But I was saved from having to do so by the girl straightening up and saying, “With all due respect, Your Highness, I wouldn’t visit right now if I were you. Oliver made a bit of a mess, and Malcolm needs time to clean everything up.”

I looked over at the cottage. If Malcolm needed help, why was this girl abandoning him in his time of need? Irritation at her indifference pulsed through me. Malcolm deserved someone who would stand by his side, no matter what.

“Thank you for telling me,” I responded. “But I will still stop by.”

She bobbed another curtsy and headed back into the woods. I approached the cottage cautiously. Oliver’s wails, loud and distraught, echoed around inside the house, reverberating off the walls and making it sound as though three Olivers were crying. I pushed the door open. “Hello?”

Oliver sat on the sofa, face bright red and streaked with tears, damp hair plastered to his forehead. The moment he saw me, he wiped his tears and ran to me. Instead of a bone-crushing hug, he grabbed my hand and began jabbering away, trying his best to communicate, but his speech was so garbled that it was hard to understand anything.

“No, mess, Mom, mah!” he spluttered. He tugged on my hand and pointed toward the back of the house. I heard loud splashing and the sound of a bristle brush scraping against the wooden planks on the floor.

“Malcolm? It is me, Snow.”

The scrubbing sounds stopped, and Malcolm called back in a harassed voice, “Is Oliver still in the house? Or did Cassandra leave the door open?”

“He is here with me!”

Oliver added a loud squeal of confirmation. I told myself firmly that I would not pry into Malcolm’s private business by asking about the woman who just left, though her name, Cassandra, was burned into my mind. What a stupid name. “May I come in? Do you want any help?”

“No! No, I will be there. Just a minute.” Malcolm appeared moments later in the door to Oliver’s bedroom. He looked dreadful. The shadows under his bloodshot, sleep-deprived eyes were nearly black, his clothing was soaked and untucked, and his hair was all tousled, as if he had run his hands through it multiple times in distress until it stood on end. A foul smell was floating out of the room, and it took all my manners to avoid holding my hand up to my nose. Malcolm continued, “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting you. Oliver’s room is a disaster right now. I am not prepared to entertain.” He tried to block Oliver’s room from view and tuck his shirt in at the same time.

“Don’t worry about it!” I said automatically. “I shouldn’t have surprised you like this…”

“Snow, you are always welcome here. Always. I just feel bad you caught us on a day like today.”

Oliver tugged harder on my hand and pointed toward his older brother.

“Mom, mee!” he accused

Malcolm fixed Oliver with a firm stare. “I am not being mean, Oliver. You made a big mess here and I have to clean it up so you don’t get sick!” He glanced at me, then said in a rather embarrassed tone, “Ollie tried painting with a unique medium in his room today.”

The foul smell and Malcolm’s embarrassment were instantly explained. Oliver smelled clean; Malcolm must have bathed him first before moving on to the contaminated bedroom.

“Want me to take Oliver for a walk?”

Malcolm seemed startled by my offer. He studied my face critically, as if to examine the sincerity of my offer.

“Really?”

“Really!” I assured him. “I can take him over to town and bring him back later. You can have time to… do whatever you need to. Then rest until I get back; I am sure you need it.” I wondered when the last time he had had a full night of sleep was.

“No? Me? No?” Oliver piped up.

“Yes, Snow offered to take you for a walk,” Malcolm responded. It sounded as though he still didn’t believe his ears. Finally, he nodded. “That would actually be very helpful. Don’t take him near any water or let him eat anything that he finds in the forest. When you get to town, take him to Quentin and Florence at the bakery. They can bring him back later, so you don’t have to.”

“Okay.” I held Oliver’s hand securely. “Come on, Ollie. We will have a good time, just you and me!”

“Let him take breaks on the walk; he can’t travel too far without stopping every now and then. He will try and pet all the animals he finds, so keep him safe. Watch out for snakes.”

“I will,” I reassured him and pulled Oliver to the front door. Malcolm followed, rattling off a lengthy list of instructions while hardly drawing a breath.

“If he falls, he will have to be checked for broken bones. His bones break more easily than everyone else’s. If he has convulsions, move everything out of his way and wait for it to stop. Keep track of how long it lasts and call for Tiberias right away. He knows what to do. And-”

“Malcolm!” I turned and placed my hand on his shoulder. “Oliver will be fine. Don’t worry, and you take care of what you need to do. He and I will have a good time.”

“You, me!” Oliver sang, and began to giggle, all traces of tears gone. “You, me!” he repeated, and his giggles escalated into a belly laugh.

Just as I was opening the door-

“Snow!” Malcolm called out. I turned back and saw him framed in the hallway and sagging against the wall, limp with relief. “Thank you. Thank you very much.”

I smiled at him and waved. Oliver watched me, then flapped his own hand enthusiastically. “Bye, bye, bye!” He trilled and jumped down the front steps.
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Walking through the woods with Oliver was very different than walking alone. He set his feet down heavily and would occasionally stop to perform little hops into the air. He wasn’t able to jump very high, but that didn’t stop him from trying. He ran awkwardly, with his legs and arms flailing in an inconsistent pattern, but the pure joy on his face wiped away all the reservations I had about being wholly in charge of him. He was so radiantly happy and seemed delighted with everything. He collected flowers and pebbles and pressed them into my hand, pointed out oddly shaped shrubs and rocks, and brought beetles to me in his cupped hands.

Once, he tried to catch a wasp as it emerged from a flower. “Bubba-eye!” he cried.

“No!” I caught his hands just in time and guided him away. “Not a butterfly, Ollie. That one is a bad bug!” I then repeated myself to be sure he got the message, “Bad bug!”

Oliver considered this for several seconds before he shook his finger at the wasp as it buzzed across the path. “Baa buh!”

“That is right! Do not touch the bad bug!”

It took much longer to get through the woods than I expected, longer even than when I had to fight my way through the brambles. Oliver wanted to stop and look at everything. He wanted to touch every tree, run his hands through every patch of grass, and smell every flower. Every bug fascinated him, and when a rabbit bounded across our path, he tried to run after it.

I kept reminding myself that it was okay to walk slowly. It wasn’t like we had to get to town by a certain time. I told myself that this gave me an opportunity to appreciate nature more fully, the way Oliver did. But even though I had no pressing demands on my time, I began to feel minorly frustrated each time Oliver hung back to dawdle yet again. It felt painful to walk so slowly— this was going to take ages. I wondered how Malcolm was able to get Oliver to walk all the way to and from the castle when they came to visit.

It took several hours to reach the village. I had to watch Oliver every minute so he wouldn’t try to eat the poisonous mushrooms and unripe wild berries or pick up bugs and snakes. He had no fear and wanted to explore everything. When I wouldn’t let him wade in the stream, he got angry, sat heavily, and started banging his head against the ground. I hadn’t thought about what I would do if Oliver had a meltdown. I had a momentary ripple of fear; I physically wasn’t strong enough to restrain him the way Malcolm did. How would I be able to keep myself and Oliver safe?

“Ollie, stop! You will hurt yourself!” I placed my hand between his forehead and the hard tree root protruding from the path. He pounded his head against my hand several more times and screeched loudly to show me just how angry he was.

“Ollie, what is wrong?”

“Me… me… me… HUN!” he screeched, moving his curved hand down to his stomach. His action triggered my memory, and I frantically scanned my recollections to decipher his meaning.

“You are hungry?”

“Yes!”

“We have to go, then. I don’t have food here. We will get food in town.”

“Me… me… hun!”

“We are going to see Quentin! Don’t you like Quentin and Florence? They have food for you.”

Oliver paused his head banging and thought. “Baby?”

“Yes, Florence is going to have a baby soon. Maybe you can feel the baby kick in her belly!”

Oliver leapt up, all anger forgotten, and began to run.

“Wrong way, Oliver,” I called after him. “We need to go this way!” I pointed toward the village. It took a long time to convince Oliver that I knew the right way to go, and even longer to get him all the way there. By the time we emerged from the forest, I was worn out, sweating, and had dirt streaked all over my hands and face.

I stopped to purchase a treat for us. After that lengthy ordeal of making it through the forest, we deserved a reward. The lady who ran the sweets shop, a middle-aged woman with a plump, friendly face, smiled widely at Oliver.

“Hi there, Pumpkin!” she said in a welcoming voice before turning to me. “Is he your brother?”

“Pretty much.” I was too worn out to explain the entirety of our relationship.

Oliver squealed happily and snatched the taffy she offered to him. “There aren’t any nuts in it, are there?” I asked anxiously and looked closely at the candy.

“No, dearie.” She looked hard at my bedraggled appearance. “Did you know you look just like the princess?”

I tried to laugh, but was so out of breath that it came out as a strangled groan. I wasn’t going to correct her. I was in no mood to have people bowing and scraping to me, anyway. “Yes, I’ve been told I look like her.”

The motherly shopkeeper nodded her head in acceptance of my lie and turned her eyes back to Oliver. He laughed loudly and stuffed the taffy into his mouth so quickly that I worried he would get sick. “Slow down, Ollie!” I chided. I pulled off a small piece and handed it to him.

“Can he talk?” the shopkeeper asked with some trepidation. “I’ve seen him a few times before, with your other brother, that young dark-haired man.”

“No, Oliver can’t talk. Not really,” I wanted to explain that I could understand a lot of what Oliver said, but it wasn’t always clear, even though his target words were simple. “He uses signs to communicate and he can make some sounds. He says a few words, but—” I broke off. The shopkeeper wasn’t listening.

She smiled fondly at Oliver. “Oh, you are such a sweetie! I bet your sissy would never get upset with you, you wittle angel? You are just too precious!”

Oliver beamed. His mouth was still full of taffy and when he smiled, he did so with an open mouth. His jaw dropped to reveal the sticky and slimy brown contents of his mouth. The shopkeeper recoiled slightly, her smile frozen in place as her eyes said all I needed to know. “Oliver!” I ordered. “Close your mouth. No one wants to see that!”

“Oh, don’t be angry at him! He doesn’t know any better,” the shopkeeper pleaded. “It is okay.”

“He will never learn if we don’t teach him what is right and wrong,” I said firmly, then clamped my mouth shut. I sounded exactly like Malcolm did when I first met him. The shopkeeper looked at Oliver with a great pity in her eyes. I immediately knew what she was thinking, because I had thought the same thing about Malcolm’s relationship with Oliver when I first met them.

“You know,” the lady began, “one of my children didn’t talk until he was three years old, but we never gave up and he just started speaking in full sentences! Now, he does nothing but talk all day.”

Irritation pulsed through me. This lady didn’t understand Oliver’s situation at all. “Well, Ollie is different. He probably won’t ever learn to speak.”

“Don’t say that; you can’t give up hope! You never know, he could learn. He needs you to help him! He is a blessing to your family. I can’t imagine that anyone would ever get frustrated with him, the Sweetie.”

I felt a sudden pang of anger mixed with confusion. Did she really think it was that simple? Did she believe that Malcolm wasn’t already helping him the best that he could? Malcolm and I would never give up on Oliver, but we also had to be realistic. And she assumed that just because Oliver had a disability, it was impossible to be frustrated with him? Malcolm and I had disproved that just within the last few hours. Malcolm had been annoyed at Oliver, then I had followed suit when I tried to drag him to the village. Of course it was possible to be irritated with Oliver. Did that make me a horrible person?

I wanted to get angry, but also felt guilty that I was upset. This woman’s heart was in the right place; I had no reason to be offended. She merely saw a boy with learning differences and was doing her best to be kind with the limited experience she had. Only a few months earlier, I had felt the exact same way she did.

I paid for the taffy and walked with Oliver along the main street toward the bakery. Oliver licked his fingers while I mulled over my thoughts. Was I giving up hope on Oliver by admitting that I didn’t think he would ever learn to talk? Was I contributing to his stagnant speech because I didn’t believe in him enough?

No! No, that couldn’t be right! I accepted Oliver for who he was. It didn’t matter to me if he could talk or not. It didn’t matter to me that he behaved differently. I liked him for simply being him. Who was this woman to think that the only way I could truly love someone was to get them to be able to talk and never accept anything else? I knew that wasn’t the way she meant it, but it made me angry to think that people assumed I was giving up on Oliver when I was just appreciating him as he was. For the first time, I really began to understand Malcolm’s previous grumpiness. His moods went beyond the physical toll from taking care of Oliver all the time. It was also derived from dealing with the negative assumptions people had about his best efforts, better efforts than anyone else would be able to put forth.

Quentin’s bakery came into view. Woven wicker baskets were propped up to display long braided loaves of bread and small rolls sprinkled with seeds. I spotted several buns studded with nuts included on tables artistically strewn with pies and cakes, and made sure to steer Oliver clear of them.

Florence sat in a chair behind the counter with her feet propped up on a stool. She saw Oliver headed her way and struggled to her feet. I didn’t know how her belly could grow anymore. It looked as though she was about to burst. “Hi, Oliver,” she called.

Oliver ran up to her. I knew he would try to squeeze her tightly and ran forward in a panic. I placed myself between them and held my hands out to stop Oliver’s enthusiastic greeting. “Ollie, you need to be careful! She has a baby inside, remember? We need to have soft hands.”

Oliver slowly reached out a hand and gently petted Florence’s swollen stomach. “Baby?” He glanced up at Florence.

“That is right. There is a baby in there!”

Oliver bent and kissed all over her stomach. At first, Florence just laughed a little, which made her belly jiggle. But after a minute of Oliver’s persistent kissing, she tried to gently push him away. Oliver didn’t let go. He clasped her sides and yelled directly to Florence’s bellybutton, “Baby! Up!”

I pulled Oliver away. It was difficult; he was very strong when he wanted something. Quentin came bounding out of a back room. He had flour all over his face and hands, with some even sprinkled into his hair. He helped to hold Oliver back from Florence. “Here Ollie!” Quentin handed him a cookie. Oliver, instantly distracted, sat down and began to devour his treat.

I didn’t even have time to ask Florence how she was or sit down before the bell over the door chimed and a cluster of three people came in. One was a mother, clutching the hand of a small boy, perhaps five years old. The other woman looked like she could be the little boy’s grandmother. I waved, and the little boy waved back at me and smiled. He was missing one of his front teeth. I tapped on my own front tooth in acknowledgement, and the tip of the boy’s tongue poked through the small hole. I laughed quietly at the sight, and the boy hid his face into his mother’s skirts.

“Two loaves, please,” the mother said pleasantly. Florence emerged from behind the counter to fill the order, and the mother gasped in delight. “Oh, Florence! You are due any day now, aren’t you?”

“I thought it was going to be a few days ago, actually. But this baby seems to like staying where it is,” Florence said with a weary smile. She pulled two loaves of bread from a shelf and handed them to the woman, who tucked them into her basket.

“Any guess on whether it is a boy or a girl?” the grandmother asked, then squinted at Florence’s belly with an experienced eye. “It looks like a boy to me. You are carrying so far in the front.”

“I have no idea. We don’t care either way,” Florence responded cheerfully, and accepted the coins the woman held out. “We are just excited to meet him or her.”

“All that matters is that the baby is healthy!” The mother said and gave her son’s hand a loving shake and warm smile. Her words, well-intentioned as they were, felt like a punch to the gut.

I looked down at Oliver, who was finishing off the last bit of cookie behind the counter, and felt my heart break a little. Oliver mattered, even though he was not what most people would consider healthy. Was that all that mattered to this woman? Having a child who didn’t struggle to learn? Was a person’s worth determined by their ability to contribute to society? For their intelligence? What made a person “worthy” to be alive?

It was as though I couldn’t tear my eyes from Oliver, and the world around me disappeared. Oliver mattered! Oliver wasn’t without fault, but he was worthy. If anything, he was more worthy than so many other people I knew. He loved without reservation. He was cheerful and content. There was never any malice in what he did, he always tried to help people to the best of his ability, and he expected nothing in return. Even when others were unkind to him, he never lost his ability to forgive immediately and completely. Everyone could benefit from a lesson in love from Oliver.

Just as the customers were about to leave, Oliver popped up from behind the counter, chocolate smudged all over his face, and crumbs all down his front. “Ah done!” he squealed.

The women turned around at the noise and I heard their sharp intake of breath. The little boy piped up, “What is wrong with that man? He looks funny.”

“Shh,” the mother hushed instantly, and then uttered a quick, “Goodbye, Florence!” before rushing out and dragging her son after her, the older woman bringing up the rear.

The shop was completely silent after the door closed. None of us looked at each other. Hearing people say the sorts of things they had that day, even though they weren’t outrightly rude about Oliver, cut me right to my core. It was their behavior, more than their words, that bothered me. They either treated Oliver like he didn’t exist and was to be avoided, or else adopted an attitude like he was a creature to be pitied.

“C’mon, Ollie,” Quentin finally broke the silence and clapped his brother on the back. “I need a helper while I make a cake.”

Oliver trotted behind Quentin, leaving me alone with Florence. She lowered herself into her chair with an audible sigh of relief and tried to raise her feet onto the stool, but couldn’t manage by herself. I hurried to prop up her feet and Florence turned pink. “Your Majesty! I didn’t mean…”

I finished placing Florence’s feet on the stool, sat beside her in another chair, and patted her arm. “Don’t worry. I haven’t been a princess so long that I forgot what it is like to need to be off your feet. Besides, you have more cause than anyone else to sit down right now.”

Florence laughed weakly. “Your Majesty is too kind.”

“Snow. Just call me Snow,” I told her. “I don’t like formalities.”

Florence smiled, then glanced down at her belly. It was moving. I watched the undulating motion ripple across the surface of her stomach. It amazed me that just beneath that skin, a real, live baby was moving and exercising his or her new limbs.

“Does it hurt?” I asked, not taking my eyes from the mesmerizing sight.

“Not unless it digs its elbow in extra hard,” she answered. “Mostly, it feels like he or she is doing little rolls and wiggles in there.”

I smiled and continued to watch until the movements faded away. “So, tell me,” Florence asked eagerly, “What is it like to be engaged to a prince? He is very handsome, isn’t he?” She seemed to find my betrothal equally as fascinating as I had thought her stomach was.

“Yes, Charles is handsome,” I admitted. “I can’t explain what it is like to be betrothed, I’ve never known anything else.” I looked at her. She and Quentin seemed so happy together. Could she give the advice I so sorely needed? “What was it like, marrying for love?”

Florence took several moments before she responded. “It was… magical. Every touch, every kiss seemed to make time stop. Quentin was so sweet; he would always find excuses to come into my father’s shop for something or another. My father is a glassblower, and Quentin commissioned a large glass box and insisted on overseeing its construction every day for a month. We had lots of time together then.” She giggled. “During our courtship, Quentin would bring me flowers and ask me to go on long walks.”

“Did you ever argue?” I asked, as if I was only interested in making casual conversation as I picked at a rough spot on my fingernail.

“All couples argue,” Florence stated without hesitation. “Quentin and I are no exception. I remember the first fight we had was when I saw him talking to another girl. Ooh, I was so jealous! It took several weeks until Quentin finally was able to convince me that he only loved me.”

I perked up. Maybe that was the reason Charles had been so angry with me. He was simply jealous and wanted to make sure that I was committed to him. Perhaps our relationship wasn’t as far gone as I had thought. Unbidden, the image of the pretty blonde girl leaving the cottage surfaced in my mind, and I fought to quash the unpleasant thought of her and Malcolm together. I needed advice about my relationship with Charles; whatever Malcolm did with his Mystery Maiden was his business. “What did you do?”

She let out a pretty, tinkling laugh. “I didn’t do anything. I sat and sulked for a very long time. Quentin surprised me with a picnic in a meadow, brought my favorite foods, and gave me his undivided attention. We made up after that. I couldn’t resist.” She smiled, swept away in nostalgia.

That sounded easy enough. I could do that same thing! I would put together a picnic and surprise Charles to show him I hadn’t meant any offense when Malcolm walked me home. I knew the perfect spot too; there was a grassy, secluded area in the rose gardens. I could just picture us together, spread out on a blanket— talking and planning our future. It would be much easier for me than it had been for Quentin. I had chefs who would be more than happy to fulfill my requests, and the gardeners could keep everyone away to give us privacy. It would be a wonderful, romantic afternoon that was sure to be the turning point in our relationship.

Quentin poked his head out of the kitchen. “Snow, you don’t need to stay; I will take Oliver back to Malcolm later.”

I stood, still thrilled at the prospect of a solution for my and Charles’s problems. “Okay!” I started to walk toward the door, then paused and turned back. “Quentin?”

“Yes?”

“I know you are busy, but would you try to stop by more often and help with Oliver? Malcolm looked really worn out today.”

“Don’t read too much into it, Snow. Everyone has bad days now and then. Malcolm is tough; he can handle it.”

“But still,” I persisted. “I think he needs more help, even if he won’t say so. Even if you carry a load well, that doesn’t mean it isn’t heavy.”

Quentin considered that for a moment before nodding his head. “You know, I may need a part-time assistant once a week to help sweep up and do some mixing. I think Oliver would be the perfect person.”
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Isnuck up behind Charles and placed my hands over his eyes. “Guess who?” It was the next day, a beautiful sunny morning with puffy white clouds lazily drifting across the sky. I had gone to great lengths to have Priscilla help me select one of the gowns I knew Charles preferred me to wear, which had tight corsets and a fashionably low neckline, the sort that was not at all functional or comfortable. Priscilla had been delighted to dress me up without my protesting, like a large rag doll to be played with and fussed over.

I had requested that the chefs pack Charles’s favorite dishes in a large basket which I had sent ahead so we wouldn’t have to carry anything. At that moment, servants were setting up a romantic picnic for us in the gardens, and I was determined to be as fun and flirty as I could to win Charles over.

Charles pulled my hands off his eyes and frowned, as usual. “Princess, I wasn’t expecting you.”

“I know, I came to surprise you. I thought we could go on a picnic—it is already set up!”

Charles sighed. Not quite the enthusiastic response I had been hoping for.

“I even cleared our schedule with the advisors; I know how busy it has been lately,” I ventured. “I want to spend some time with you.”

“I suppose,” Charles agreed dully.

“And…” I grinned mischievously. “We are going to get there by means of a secret tunnel! Only my family knew about it. Since you will be my family, I thought I would share with you, but you have to be sworn into secrecy!”

Charles did seem mildly interested in that, and my heart soared. I was going to succeed! I knew it; my optimism had been right all along. I could turn the dynamics of our relationship around. We went into the throne room, where a few maids were polishing silver. As one, they all dropped into curtsies, acting as though we had never once scrubbed chamber pots side-by-side before. I inclined my head to each girl as I passed. “Helga, Meredith, Gilda, nice to see you all again.”

Charles and I passed them, and I led him to the private chamber behind the thrones. “My father used to have all his advisors squeeze in here if there was anything he wanted them to secretly listen to,” I revealed.

I felt nervous talking so much around Charles, given our history of constant fighting, but was encouraged that he hadn’t been argumentative yet, and plowed on. “They never knew they were so close to the escape tunnel. Once, Lord Acron passed terrible gas while they were all listening in, and they all ran out coughing and gagging. I will never forget the look on the Islandrian ambassador’s face when they all streamed out. It was like a green cloud of stench came out with them, and that meeting finished in record time.”

Charles’s mouth twitched into a small smile as we entered the small, cramped chamber. Rather ugly tapestries lined the walls, all displaying gory hunting or battle scenes. Tassels hung down from several such depictions. I approached one such tapestry and ran my hand along the bottom. Even though I knew where to look, it was still difficult to locate the right spot. A row of four tiny buttons, hidden under all the tassels, had been fastened to hold together a secret pocket sewn into the bottom of the tapestry.

I carefully undid the buttons and held out my hand. A slightly rusted key slid out of the tapestry, which I caught then flourished at Charles who was, for once, paying close attention to me. “And now!” I crossed to the opposite side of the chamber and pulled aside another tapestry, this one depicting a gruesome battle from nearly a hundred years ago. My fingers flew, spider-like, over the surface of the wall until I found what I was looking for- a keyhole hidden in a crevice of the stone wall.

Charles looked so intrigued that I handed him the key to open the hidden door. He inserted the key in the lock and turned. There was a metallic click as the restraining bolt slid back. I pushed against the stones, and a section of the wall slowly revolved. As the entrance opened, I withdrew the key and handed it back to Charles. “We need to return this, so it is available next time. Don’t worry; the door opens from the inside; we won’t get trapped.”

He obeyed, replaced the key back into the hidden tapestry pocket, and came back over to where I was holding the section of stone open. Once we were through, I had him light one of the torches. Although I knew the tunnel well enough to walk it in the ensuing pitch blackness, Charles did not.

Charles held the torch aloft. The flames illuminated the corridor ahead in waving, flickering bursts of light. I let the stone wall thud shut behind us. The corridor was a lengthy one, with several small rooms attached. They were meant to store food and water in case the members of the royal family were ever stuck, hiding out during a siege, but as there was no immediate threat to the kingdom, I saw no need to stock them. There were also a few smaller tunnels that branched off and led to other parts of the castle, including one near my room and the kitchens, but we kept to the largest. I chattered away about the uses of the tunnel over the years, and how the servants didn’t know of its existence.

“That would explain all the dust,” Charles commented after a robust sneeze.

It was a long tunnel, but when we finally reached the end, the hidden door opened up in an alcove behind a moss-covered turret where few people ever went near the rear of the castle. It was designed that way so that any enemies, who would typically attack from the more accessible front and sides, would be unaware of anyone slipping away into the night.

The bright sunshine nearly blinded us after the overpowering darkness of the tunnel. As we crossed over the footbridge that spanned the moat, Charles carelessly flipped the torch into the crystal clear water. The flames extinguished immediately, and several fish swam up to investigate the torch’s wooden base. It floated a short distance before it caught on several lily pads, disfiguring the beautiful moat with the black soot leaking from the burned portion. Determined not to argue or criticize, I said nothing. A groundskeeper would retrieve it later.

On the way over to the gardens, I told Charles about my daily activities, though I omitted all details about Oliver and Malcolm. When I mentioned how proud I was that I had stood up for myself at the recent meeting we had both been in, Charles cut in, “Well, the advisors have more experience than you do. Maybe, instead of trying to change their opinions, you should value their input.”

Yet again, I bit my tongue and let the matter drop. Wasn’t Charles supposed to be on my side when it came to things like this? But today, I cared more about us having fun together than nitpicking over everything he said.

The picnic was set up, just as the servants had promised. A large quilt covered the ground, and many dishes, either local to Eldonia or native to Galtica, were laid out in an elegant spread. There was even a lit candelabra and a jeweled vase of beautifully blossomed roses to complete the romantic look. The aroma from the scented candles in the candelabra mingled with the roses to smell like a tropical flower garden. Everything was perfect.

After exiting the tunnel, Charles had grown increasingly distracted, and for some time, I tried to leave him alone to his thoughts while we ate. But it felt lonely, sitting there with someone who refused to talk to me. The whole point of planning this was so we could feel closer.

“Wasn’t the tunnel interesting?” I piped up, “Does your family have one? I know many—”

“No.”

“No, they didn’t have one, or no, the tunnel wasn’t interesting?”

Charles shrugged indifferently and shoveled a few more forkfuls of food into his mouth. It was as if he was trying to rush through eating so he could be done with our picnic. “You look very nice today,” I offered, hoping that he would return a compliment in kind.

“I know.”

I frowned. Couldn’t he at least say thank you? I tried hard to think of something to say that wouldn’t irritate Charles, but nothing I tried worked. I felt ridiculous for having tried to coach Malcolm on how to conduct himself on a date with his mystery girl. I was failing miserably on mine.

I thought of the attractive blonde girl I had seen leaving the cottage and wondered how often she went to see Malcolm. My mind strayed from the picnic, quickly conjuring up a scene of them on a date, holding hands and leaning in close to each other, whispering intimately. It was impossible to ward off the envy that crept into my mind. Surely, she would have better luck talking to Malcolm than I was having with Charles. Malcolm was easy to talk to. I hastened to school my thoughts and remember that it was merely good conversation I was craving, not different company, but it was difficult.

“There are bugs here,” Charles complained after several minutes of silent chewing. And indeed, a line of ants had formed and traipsed from an ant bed at the base of a nearby rose bush toward our meal spread out on the quilt.

“Well, I thought it was a nice spot to have a picnic.” A defensive edge hardened my voice.

“If you are going to set up a picnic, you should always keep an eye out for insects,” Charles proclaimed authoritatively. “You should think ahead about these things.”

My heart sank. It felt like a cloud of gloom settled over us, and all I could see was the ants scurrying around. I should have picked a better spot and anticipated the insect problem. I thought the rose garden would be a romantic setting, but there was not a single measure of romance in the air.

I tried to think of a new topic of conversation, but I didn’t want to discuss anything that would upset Charles. That meant that my friendships with Malcolm and Oliver were off-limits, the instances of standing up for myself during my meetings with my advisors were off-limits, what I did outside the castle was off-limits… Charles didn’t want to hear about my fears or insecurities, and I was afraid that he would scoff at my idealistic dreams for my kingdom. Our future kingdom, I corrected myself. What was a soon-to-be married couple supposed to discuss, the weather?

“Do you like the food?” I finally asked.

Charles shrugged indifferently. “It is fine. Same as usual, just outside.”

“I heard a poem recently!” I pulled out the copy of Twilight’s Lullaby that Malcolm had written down for me and smoothed it out. Once again, I admired how well-formed Malcolm’s handwriting was. Charles didn’t need to know where the poem came from. I read it aloud to him and waited for his reaction, but none came. He continued to chew, placidly indifferent to the poetic grandeur I had shared.

“What do you think about it?”

Charles shrugged carelessly. “It was just a lot of words to describe a bird singing. What am I supposed to say?”

“Wasn’t it beautiful?”

Charles thought for a moment. “I suppose I just don’t really see the point of wasting time mashing together a couple cliché phrases. Words are just that. Words. It is useless to sit around and just think. A leader needs to do more than theorize about the world and do nothing. They need to take action.”

I hastily folded the paper and tucked it away. ‘Useless. Wasting time. Just a lot of words.’ Charles’s words echoed in my mind. Was that what I was doing? When I read the poetry with Malcolm, I felt inspired to do more— to be more and to appreciate the beauty of the world around me. But now… I let out a huff of irritation at Charles. Maybe he needed a lesson on what a sovereign ruler should be like. If I wanted to read poetry and theorize about what the world could be, surely that would only help me prepare for a better future. If I was going to be an effective ruler, I needed a clear vision so the action I took would yield effective results.

But nevertheless, my shoulders slumped. I was trying so hard to make the picnic a fun time for us to work on strengthening our relationship, and it seemed like Charles didn’t care. I made one last attempt. “I tried something new with my outfit, just the way you like. Did you notice?” Even though I was sitting, I straightened up so he could see my dress better.

“I see.”

My old anxieties began to swell up, fighting to expel the lessons Malcolm had coached me on, and my throat got choked up. What could I have possibly done that made Charles so apathetic towards me? Charles didn’t notice anything until I quietly sniffed several times as I fought to suppress the heat building steadily behind my eyes.

“What are you upset about?” he asked.

“I tried to plan something nice for you, and you don’t care!”

“I do care. I just said that I saw your dress and that the food was fine, didn’t I?”

“But your tone…”

This time, Charles was the one huffing. “You are over-reacting again! I am sitting here with you, aren’t I?”

“Well, yes,” I tried to blink away my watery vision before any tears fell. I didn’t want to cry in front of Charles.

“Stop crying!” he ordered irritably. “You are too sensitive. Maybe I am having a good time and you are reading things into this that aren’t there.”

I took several deep, shaky breaths to steady myself. Why was it so difficult for us to have fun together? Where were the butterflies I first felt around him? Did love always die this quickly in relationships?

“See, isn’t that better? I don’t want to talk to you when you get emotional. If you had been paying attention, you would have seen that I did come on this picnic with you, and I enjoyed you showing me the tunnel. You can’t fault me for not jumping around with joy every second of every day.”

“Well, of course not—”

“Furthermore, I haven’t been critical of you during your meetings, even when you spoke very sharply to some of the advisors who have served your country for more years than you have been alive. I stood by you, but do I get credit for that? No.”

I hadn’t thought about it that way, and now felt worse than ever.

“I don’t like you crying to try and manipulate me. That puts me in a very difficult position.”

My chest felt tight. I hadn’t been trying to manipulate Charles. He always remained confident and sure of himself. Despite my previous success with my advisors, I no longer felt like I was either of those things. Was I the one who was reading things into our relationship that weren’t there? Florence said that she and Quentin fought sometimes. It could be that this was normal for an engaged couple, and I had too high of expectations because of my lack of experience. I knew that everything wouldn’t always be perfect in marriage, but we hadn’t even gotten to marriage yet!

Charles went on, “I am happy with our relationship, Snow. I don’t know why you keep thinking I’m not. This is just the way I am. I thought you would accept me the way I accept you.”

His words fell like another blow to my ears. I had always been highly in-tune with the emotions of people around me, and I was proud of my ability to sense their feelings. But I didn’t seem to be able to do so with Charles. I reminded myself that not everyone was as emotional as I was. Some people controlled their feelings much more rigidly; I couldn’t fault them for that.

“I’m done eating,” Charles announced, even though my plate was still mostly full.

“Well, goodbye then,” I said to Charles. What a fiasco of a picnic this had turned out to be.

Before I knew what he was planning, he had leaned over and pressed his mouth against my upper lip and just under my nose. It wasn’t an enjoyable kiss. Charles’s lips were overly moist and felt too large against my own. I had hardly even realized he had kissed me before it was over. When he pulled away, a thin string of drool connected our lips momentarily before it broke and fell down to cling onto my chin. I saw Charles wipe his mouth repeatedly with his sleeve as he left.

The empty chasm inside of me expanded until it encompassed my entire body, a gaping void of loneliness. Everyone talked about being in love with reverent, hushed tones, as if it was the best thing in the world. Florence spoke of romance and affection as if there was no higher level of joy to be experienced. I must be broken. I didn’t feel any of those things with Charles.
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It was with relief that I delegated the meetings to Charles for the next day so I could plan another escape into the forest. Charles seemed pleased that I had asked him to take over, so I consoled myself in thinking that I finally did one thing to make him happy. I snuck out of the castle through the secret tunnel well before dawn disguised as a servant. Priscilla would be furious when I returned, but at least I would have one day of complete freedom. Free from responsibilities, free from being laced into one of the ludicrous gowns Priscilla and Charles always wanted me to wear.

The weight of the world melted off my shoulders as I stepped into the woods and wound my way down the familiar path, treading softly on the bed of pine needles that carpeted the dirt trail. There was a new spring to my step that I never had around Charles and my advisors. Oliver was so fun and enthusiastic, and I was able to be silly around him in a way that I could never do with anyone else. Life seemed so much simpler and more fulfilling around him. With the added bonus of having Malcolm there to talk to, I couldn’t imagine a better day. I had so much I wanted to discuss with someone, and who would be better than him?

The sun was barely starting to lighten the sky when I arrived at the cottage. I raised my fist when I got onto the porch, but then hesitated to knock. What if they weren’t awake yet? I hadn’t informed them I would be coming today. Would they see it as intrusive? Malcolm’s words floated back to me. ‘Snow, you are always welcome here. Always.’

Now was the time to see if he meant it. I softly rapped my knuckles against the door. There was no answer. I gently jiggled than handle and found it locked, thanks to Malcolm’s obsessive night-time routine. I went around to the side of the house, retrieved the spare key from beneath the bench, and unlocked the door.

The house was much cleaner than it had been the day I took Oliver to town. The dawn’s new light was slowly filtering in through the windows, and Oliver’s heavy snores could be heard from the back of the house.

Wanting to make myself useful, I went over and began to prepare a breakfast for them. It was such a nice change to keep my hands busy. I saw Oliver’s favorite fruit heaped in a barrel, which I started to peel and slice to make into apple pies.
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Malcolm and Oliver slept for much longer than I would have expected, so it was more than two hours before they woke up. In that time, I was able to bake bread, fry eggs and salted pork, squeeze oranges for juice, and finish the pies. As a joke, I used a little of the extra pie crust dough to form the word Grumpy on top of one of the pies.

I served up the food onto trays, complete with a little vase of wildflowers, and was about to bring it to Malcolm and Oliver when Malcolm emerged from his bedroom, rubbing sleep from his eyes. His hair was tangled, and he still had those dark shadows under his eyes I had noticed several days prior. He stared around at the food laid out on the table, then mumbled, “I’m dreaming,” and started to shuffle back down the hall.

“Malcolm, wait!” I called softly and held up the tray. “I was going to bring you breakfast in bed.”

Malcolm stood, dumbstruck, and stared at me for a full minute. I smiled and raised the tray a little higher. “It is getting cold.”

He approached me and took the tray hesitantly, as if he still couldn’t believe his eyes. “Thank you, Snow. This is really nice of you.”

“Sorry I am here so early in the morning and didn’t tell you I was coming, I just…”

He fixed me with his piercing, blue-eyed stare again. “Snow, I told you, you are always welcome here.”

I couldn’t help myself. I smiled.

Instead of taking the tray to his room, Malcolm set the tray down on the table. “Oliver is in my room again,” he explained. “He was up half the night then had some convulsions a couple hours before dawn. I don’t want to disturb him right now; he needs his rest.” Malcolm pulled up a chair for me and gestured for me to sit. He had remembered his lesson on being a gentleman! I sat, and Malcolm pulled up another chair for himself.

Eating with Malcolm was the exact opposite of eating with Charles. Instead of dining on fine foods in the bright sunshine of a rose garden, Malcolm and I sat in his dim kitchen at a humble scrubbed wooden table. But even though we had to talk in whispers so we didn’t wake up Oliver, I couldn’t remember enjoying a meal more. Malcolm talked easily about what had happened to cause Oliver’s convulsions and thanked me over and over- for taking Oliver out on a day he needed help the most, for the breakfast I made him, and for being willing to visit so often. I glowed from all his gratitude and praise.

Once we were done eating, Oliver was still sleeping, so we moved over to the sitting room to continue talking, both curled up on the settee. Malcolm, still in his old, off-white nightshirt, propped his head up with his hand, elbow on the back of the headrest, to listen to me. I felt like when I talked to Malcolm, what I said really mattered. I told him all about when I took Oliver to see Quentin and Florence, but then faltered when I remembered how incredibly difficult it was to get him to simply walk to the village.

“Do you ever resent Oliver?” I asked hesitantly, anxiously twisting the hem of my apron.

Malcolm took a long time before he answered. “Sometimes, and I feel horrible for admitting it. I know when you first met me, you thought I was a self-centered person. It bothered me because, well, it is true. I thought my life would be so different than it is now, and then I feel guilty about sometimes wishing that I was free of the responsibility, because I do love Oliver. I have a good life, don’t get me wrong. But on my bad days… it just feels like a heavy burden that is trapping me here. I can’t live my own life because he needs me all day every day. I just want him to be safe and happy, but then I feel selfish for wishing for more time to myself.”

Malcolm looked forlorn at the thought and stared hard at the opposite wall. He was so hard on himself! He did so much for Oliver. I would be lonely too, if I had isolated myself from the rest of the world to try and create an Eden for my brother. I reached out and took his hand. “Malcolm, no one is perfect. You have been doing everything for years. It is natural to feel burned out. You showed your character by stepping up to take care of Oliver. No one forced you; you chose it. That is amazing, even if it isn’t easy.”

His fingers closed around mine. I wished Malcolm could see himself the way I saw him and went on, “You can’t hold the whole world on your shoulders all by yourself. Taking care of Oliver is a job that never stops. You need breaks too, and you shouldn’t feel selfish for taking care of yourself.”

“I don’t have time to take care of myself,” Malcolm said. “I take care of Oliver.”

I reached my other hand out and gently turned his face toward mine. We locked eyes. “Then you can rely on me. I am happy to take Oliver when you need a break. We can set up a better system with your brothers too. Oliver needs you at your best. You shouldn’t be overwhelmed; you only have so much capacity. It isn’t a failure to ask for help from people who love you. Besides, it would be good for Oliver to have more people in his life. It would make him happy, and… and you deserve to be happy too.” Malcolm placed his palm over my hand that rested against his cheek.

“I am happy.” He held my gaze for several long seconds. I felt a deepening connection with Malcolm and sensed the dynamic between us shifting. Something stirred within my chest that I had never felt before. I didn’t want to break our eye contact and felt Malcolm’s fingers tighten over my own.

Another hand joined mine and Malcolm’s. Oliver was finally awake. He snuck over while Malcolm and I had been focused on each other and had placed his hand on top of our clasped hands. He giggled and placed his other hand on my cheek. I withdrew my hands from Malcolm; I didn’t want Oliver to copy me right then. Seeing him imitate my actions reminded me that it seemed like far too intimate a gesture for two people who were just friends.

We busied ourselves. I served Oliver his breakfast while Malcolm got ready for the day. Oliver was thrilled at having so many options for his morning meal, and I sat beside him, helping him to wipe his face and clean up his spills periodically. When Malcolm came back from getting dressed, I grinned. “I see you picked your best shirt for today. I am flattered!” He was wearing the shirt I told him looked the best on him, the one that matched his eyes.

Malcolm raised his eyebrows combatively. “Don’t get too excited. All my other ones are dirty.”

“I have a surprise for you!” I pulled the cloth covering the pies off with a flourish. When Malcolm saw the pie labeled Grumpy, he laughed.

“I guess that one is mine, isn’t it?”

“How did you guess?

Malcolm’s eyes twinkled. “You know me better than anyone.”
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Later that day, Malcolm and I did the dishes together while Oliver played with some blocks and Roar on the floor. Malcolm scrubbed while I dried and put the dishes away. I had just confessed to Malcolm about the sweets shopkeeper who tried to tell me how to handle Oliver. “She said that I shouldn’t give up hope when I said he probably wouldn’t learn to talk.”

“It felt like a slap in the face, didn’t it?” Malcolm asked as he handed me a freshly-washed pan.

“I know she meant well!” I hastened to say, wiping the dish dry. My gaze drifted over to stare at Oliver. He looked so perfectly content, sitting on the floor, building a little house for Roar. I could never seem to fully explain to anyone about Oliver, and then to have people assume that if Oliver just tried a little harder, or we used different methods to teach him, he would be able to speak… “I know she was trying to be encouraging, but, it made me so—”

“Angry.” Malcolm finished the sentence for me. He was watching Oliver too. There was a softness in his gaze as he observed his brother, a vast depth of kindness and compassion in his shockingly blue eyes. “They don’t understand. I don’t fault them for it; they just lack experience. No one understands until they really get to know Oliver. But I know how frustrating it is to do my best and then within a few minutes of meeting Oliver, people assume I must be doing everything wrong.” He shot me a sidelong look. “Most people give up after just one or two visits when they are tired of their latest pity project, but I’m glad you have stuck around for this long. I didn’t think you would.”

Malcolm was being honest, as always. His sleeves were rolled up to the elbows, and his hands were submerged in soapy water. He didn’t look anything like a prince, but I didn’t care. I loved every minute I spent with him.

“You know, you told me you would never lie to me,” I said. “And I promise I won’t lie to you, either. The truth is— I really do care about Oliver. I love him. I want to be there for him. For both of you.”

Malcolm’s piercing blue eyes seemed to stare right into my very soul. “Snow,” he began, “are you…” but Oliver broke in.

“Mom!” he squealed. “Mom!”

Malcolm quickly snapped his gaze away from me. “What is it, Ollie?”

Oliver pointed excitedly to the little house he made out of rocks, then made Roar wave a little paw at us. We both waved back and smiled at him. Malcolm’s hand was still wet, and water flecked over me as he shook his hand above my head. I gave a little shriek and swatted at Malcolm with the dishcloth in mock revenge. He laughed and snatched the cloth away from me, then held it up as high as he could. I went up onto tiptoe to reach the towel, and Malcolm bent backward over the wash basin to keep the cloth away from me. I leaned against his chest, straining to retrieve what he had stolen. Both of us were laughing, and Oliver, who was watching us, joined in.

The front door opened and Quentin walked in. Malcolm and I immediately sprang apart.

“Wih-win!!!” Oliver squealed and ran over to fling his arms around his brother.

“Hey, pal! Want to come on a walk with me?” Quentin looked up and saw me. He waved. “Hullo, Snow! Nice to see you, as always!”

“You as well! Where is Florence?”

Quentin chortled. “At home craving pickled peppers. I need to go over to the next town to get them; no one in our area makes the kind she wants. I thought that, since Oliver was on my way, I would stop to see if he wanted to come with me to the market. I seem to recall someone telling me to help out more often.” He winked at me. Malcolm looked suspiciously in my direction and I suddenly found a fascinating spiderweb to study instead of meeting his eye.

Oliver clapped his hands enthusiastically as soon as he heard the word “market,” squealed, and jumped up and down.

“Looks like a yes from Oliver. Malcolm? Care to come along?”

“No, I need to get some things done here if you are okay to take him by yourself. Someone made a big mess cooking breakfast.” He used the dishcloth to swat at me from behind the wash basin, where Quentin couldn’t see.

“Snow?” Quentin asked.

“Not this time, but I appreciate the offer! I will stay and help Malcolm with the dishes.”

Quentin shook his head, a disbelieving grin plastered across his face. “I still can’t wrap my head around a princess who wants to do dishes with an old stick in the mud like Malcolm. Suit yourself!”

He waited while Malcolm helped Oliver don his shoes and jacket, then tucked Roar into his brother’s pocket. Malcolm and I both hugged Oliver good-bye, then waved as he took Quentin’s hand and began his cute skipping walk down the dirt path.

“Do you want a cup of tea?” Malcolm asked. “I have that peppermint kind you like. The rest of the dishes can wait.”

I blushed. “Actually, I was wondering if you would come on a walk with me. I really wanted to talk, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course not!”

Neither one of us mentioned the direction we would take, but we both turned toward the path that led to our secluded lagoon. “How did your date with Charles go?” Malcolm asked. “Florence said that you were planning something when I picked up Oliver.” How was he able to constantly read my thoughts with such precision?

A good fiancée wouldn’t criticize her husband-to-be, I reminded myself. A polite lady shouldn’t complain about every tiny thing that didn’t go her way. I didn’t want to be seen as a high maintenance woman who was impossible to please. I thought of my stepmother, and of how critical and austere she had been. I didn’t want anyone to imagine me that way. But on the other hand, I felt like if I didn’t tell anyone soon, I would burst.

Malcolm interpreted my silence correctly. “That bad, huh?”

“No, it was fine. We had a picnic, the food was good, and it was a… a nice day. He just didn’t…”

Malcolm waited a full minute before he prompted, “He didn’t what?”

“Seem interested in me,” I confessed in a small voice. I felt deflated. I didn’t have much to offer Charles. I knew other girls were prettier than I was. Other girls were much more interesting to talk to and could carry conversations better. Other girls were more confident and funnier. Charles didn’t have a single reason to be interested in me, a fact I was painfully aware of. I should feel grateful that wanted to marry me, not upset about it.

When I was around Charles, I felt constant pressure to be perfect and do everything correctly, and the stress was eating away at me. As royalty, my first duty was to ensuring the safety and well-being of my people. Part of that was diplomatic relations which, for me, translated to political pressure to enter a marriage and strengthen ties with Galtica as I became Queen. If it hadn’t been for that, I would have been quite happy to never see Charles again.

“Why do you think he wasn’t interested in you?”

I flushed as I thought about our dreadful kiss. I had replayed that moment over and over in my mind, trying to reconstruct the scene in my mind to one in which our kiss had been in any way pleasurable. But instead, I only saw Charles’s disgusted face as he walked away, wiping his mouth as he went. All those times I had tried to pull his attention onto me, it had never worked. Now, I wanted to confide in someone about my relationship frustrations. Someone who would listen and give sage advice. I could trust Malcolm.

“We just didn’t have the spark I thought we would. During all our time together, it felt like he would rather be anywhere else than with me. He didn’t want to talk to me, and the few times he did, he was critical, and… and our goodbye kiss was terrible.” I suddenly felt shy.

Malcolm tilted his head pensively. “That would be disappointing.”

I let out a miserable sigh. “It must have been my fault.”

“What are you talking about? I thought you said he wasn’t interested. That isn’t your fault. It is his.”

“Maybe I am a bad kisser and he didn’t want to hurt my feelings by saying so. It is what I would do if I didn’t want to kiss him. I would just avoid it. That was what he did during the whole date, right up until the very end when he probably felt like it was expected.”

“I am sure you aren’t bad at kissing,” Malcolm reassured me. The crashing, roaring sound of the waterfall grew closer, and it seemed to flood through my whole head, making my problems seem even worse.

“Or maybe I am! I can’t think of another reason. I did everything right. I planned a fun date, brought his favorite foods, I even dressed the way he tells me to, and asked him about himself… I don’t understand! He should have enjoyed it. I did everything he said that I should to make him happy, but I always end up feeling terrible about myself around him. I… I don’t love him, and I don’t think I ever will.”

Was I just totally incompetent when it came to romance and physical affection? Was Charles just being nice and trying to not make me feel bad? I cringed when I thought of Charles experiencing a bad kiss from me. Maybe my breath smelled, and he had been repulsed.

“Snow, you should never feel like you have to dress a certain way or act differently just because someone tells you to. His happiness is up to him, not to you. If you feel controlled, that isn’t love. That is abuse. Call it when you see it.” Malcolm stared steadily at me. “You don’t need to keep anyone in your life that makes you feel bad about yourself. If there is someone who does, you should cut them out of your life. Surround yourself with people who support you; don’t waste your time on anyone who brings you down. Your happiness is too important for that.”

I smiled. It was nice to feel like I had someone who truly cared about my happiness to the exclusion of all else. Malcolm continued, “As for if you are bad at kissing, maybe you just need more practice before you try again. Isn’t that what you told me before? That practice makes perfect?”

I laughed and bumped his shoulder. “But kissing requires two people; I can’t practice by myself!”

Malcolm pushed back the veil of vines that obstructed the view of the waterfall, and there we were again, back to the most beautiful place in the world. My problems with Charles seemed to slide gently out of my mind, replaced instead with a calm tranquility and untraceable happiness that warmed me from the inside. Malcolm and I stepped onto the sandy bank. I watched the mist rise from the surface of the pool as the waterfall cascaded into the lagoon and let all my worries fade away. This was what I wanted, to be at peace and not have to pretend to be someone I was not. Without thinking, I slipped my hand into Malcolm’s.

“Practice on me,” Malcolm said in a rush. His fingers curled around mine and before I could respond, he hurried on. “Besides, I need practice too.”

“Isn’t that wrong though? Your first kiss should be with someone special! And besides, it would be wrong for me to kiss anyone other than Charles. Wouldn’t that be cheating on my fiancé?”

“No! No, not at all! Practice doesn’t count; we are just friends helping each other out, so you wouldn’t be cheating. Charles would probably be grateful; you will be a better kisser next time.”

My mind was racing through all the reasons I shouldn’t kiss Malcolm. It would be improper. I was engaged to someone else. I shouldn’t be attracted to Malcolm... I repeated it over again to force my brain into accepting it. I shouldn’t be attracted to Malcolm…

But I was. Against all logic and reasoning, and as wrong as what Malcolm had proposed was, it felt right. It was like I was at the end of a fishing line and was being slowly reeled in and couldn’t resist Malcolm’s invitation. I became intensely aware of the warmth of Malcolm’s hand around mine, and of how much I wanted him to hold me. My thoughts changed from reasons to not kiss Malcolm into reasons why I should.

I thought of all the things Malcolm and I had helped each other with before. Rehearsing what I would say to my advisors, helping him know what to do when he was interested in a girl, learning how to set and hold boundaries. Learning all those things had been useful. And a little training to get better at kissing wouldn’t be amiss. There was none of the pressure I felt around Charles to create the perfect moment. With Charles, I had done my best to look nice and behave perfectly, and he still acted as though he wasn’t at all interested and was always annoyed with my presence. Here with Malcolm, I was dressed in a drab servant’s outfit, still flecked with flour after all my baking that morning, and he wasn’t deterred at all.

I didn’t feel like Malcolm would expect anything earth-shattering or miraculous; he just wanted to help me. He wouldn’t care if it was bad at first. And also, if I helped him, he would be better prepared for when he went on his date and it really mattered. Malcolm was a good friend to be willing to help me with something so personal. Friend, I reminded myself again.

“I… I don’t know what to do,” I confessed. No wonder my kiss with Charles had been so terrible! I didn’t know when to lean in or by how much or where to look or anything. My total experience of being briefly kissed twice had taught me nothing.

“Hey, don’t worry about it,” Malcolm told me calmly. “I don’t know what to do either. That is what the practice is for. Let’s just try it, and we can get out all the bad experiences on each other. You can tell me what I am doing bad and what I need to change, and I will do the same for you. If it is horrible, then nothing is lost, and we will still be friends either way.”

“Alright.” I did want someone who I knew would be honest and give good feedback. Malcolm wouldn’t lie to me.

Malcolm shifted, so we were standing directly in front of each other, but it still felt a little awkward. I was suddenly flooded with an upsurge of thoughts parading through my head that singularly revolved around the plan we had both just agreed to. Malcolm shuffled his feet forward and studied my face, trying to position his mouth close to mine, tilting his head so our noses wouldn’t bump. I shouldn’t be doing this but, at that point, I couldn’t have stopped myself if I tried. ‘One kiss,’ I told myself. ‘Only one kiss for practice’s sake.’

I leaned toward Malcolm and he briefly placed his lips against mine. I meant to break apart immediately after a quick peck, but the second we touched, I felt an immediate desire to hold the kiss longer. It felt… magical. It was several seconds before I pulled back. We gazed at each other, and it was as though we had an entire conversation without saying a single word.

The awkwardness that had hovered over us only a moment before evaporated on the spot. Malcolm glanced down again, so I closed my eyes and leaned back toward him. I couldn’t help it. I let myself count slowly to ten as we kissed again, then I forced myself to pause. I didn’t want to pressure him to continue if I was bad at kissing. That counted as sufficient practice, right?

Malcolm didn’t seem to think so. He dug his hands into my hair, held where my neck connected to the curve of my head, and eagerly drew me back in. We kissed for a long time. I tried to count the seconds, but they trickled away as I kept losing track of time. This was what I imagined kissing would feel like! I felt warm all throughout my body, and every feeling in my body was expounded to ten, no, twenty! times the normal amount. All my senses hyper-focused on Malcolm, and my brain didn’t allow me to think about anything else.

Malcolm stroked my cheeks with his thumbs. Of course, we would need to practice what to do with our hands as well! After all, that was a part of kissing. I placed my hands on Malcolm’s barrel chest, slid them around to his back, and stepped in to close the small gap between us. I let my body press against Malcolm’s and decided to stay mouth-to-mouth with him for as long as he was willing. I may as well be fully invested in the lesson. I intended to give Malcolm feedback on what he could improve, but couldn’t think of a single critique.

When Charles kissed me, it felt like he was checking off a box on his list of things to get done that day. But when Malcolm kissed me, I felt incredible. I felt desired. I didn’t want him to stop. Every kiss made me want another. The waterfall crashed down behind us, and twittering birds flew over our heads, but neither Malcolm or I noticed. We were lost in each other’s arms.

After several minutes, I stopped to catch my breath and leaned my forehead against Malcolm’s. “Won’t… won’t Oliver be back soon?” I asked quietly. “Do you need to go?”

“No,” Malcolm said, his eyes never leaving my lower face. “He loves the market. Quentin won’t bring him back home any time soon. We have plenty of time.” He lightly ran his fingers up and down my back. My whole spine tingled, and my heart nearly beat out of my chest with eager anticipation.

“Good,” I breathed, and leaned back in.

Just before our lips met, Malcolm murmured, “Charles is an idiot.”

When I finally left that day, I felt like my kissing skills had improved greatly. Whoever Malcolm’s mystery girl was… she was a very lucky woman. If only I could trade her places.
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“Another matter we need to address,” I said in a carrying voice, “Is the issue of currency. I believe it would be beneficial to Eldonia to consider adopting the Galtican currency. It would improve trade and extend a hand of friendship.” We were close to finishing a lengthy meeting involving the complicated logistics of improving relations with Charles’s home country.

The advisors scribbled on their ledgers, and Charles nodded his head slowly. I looked away from him. I was done caring if Charles approved of my decisions or not. He had already dismissed several of my ideas, which not only made me feel angry, but also made me look bad in front of all the advisors. He and I should be showing a united front, not a divided one.

I designated two of the advisors to head up that effort, and then began to close the meeting.

“Wait, wedding plans!” One of my junior advisors, a woman who always spoke with a drawling voice and had unusually high, arched eyebrows, put in, “Your marriage is central to improving relations, and the commoners have expressed interest on when the wedding will be. We need to at least give them a date.”

My heart sank. I knew the importance of maintaining strong relations, but hated that it would come at the price of my happiness in marriage. I held my head high and said, “We haven’t decided yet,” at the same time that Charles announced, “Next month.”

We exchanged glances.

“Charles, we can’t plan an adequate wedding in a few weeks.”

“How long did you want to wait? You keep postponing our wedding and never picking a date! You will never be coronated at this rate.”

“It needs to feel right first.”

“We are already engaged! It felt right enough for you to say yes. We can go to the chapel and get married now for all I care.”

“No! I am going to have an actual wedding and allow time for all of the subjects to receive an announcement.”

Charles’s mouth fell open. “Don’t tell me you want to invite commoners? To an official event like a royal wedding? Are you out of your mind? All you have to do is tell them why their taxes will be raised.”

I frowned. Increase taxes to pay for a wedding they weren’t even invited to? That was absurd!

“No, we will not be increasing taxes. We have more than enough and we can plan a smaller wedding if need be. The people have enough to manage without any additional financial burdens, and of course the wedding will be a public event.”

Charles bristled. “Plan a small wedding that is still a public event? What, you want to give the impression of an impoverished Queen?”

“You just offered to run off to the chapel even before your mother got back. Besides, it isn’t their duty to support me!”

“Of course it is! You are their Queen!”

The heads of all the advisors and servants were bouncing back and forth between myself and Charles, seated at opposite ends of a long table. I pursed my lips. This was a conversation we needed to have in private, not on a public forum like this.

“This meeting is adjourned,” I announced firmly. “We will re-convene tomorrow afternoon.”

Charles pushed his chair back from the table and started for the door. I could practically see the steam gushing out of his ears. How had I ever thought of him as charming?

I followed him, steeling myself as I went. As much as I wanted to avoid him, our countries were relying on us to work things out. I refused to be scared to talk to my future husband. I passed Darius, who was standing guard by the door. He shook his head ever so slightly, but I ignored him and ran after Charles. I caught up to him halfway down the hall.

“Charles? Charles! Can we talk?”

“I am very busy, Princess—”

“It won’t take long.”

Charles sighed heavily, crossed his arms, and waited for me to say what I wanted to. He stared absently over my head and tapped his foot impatiently.

“I just wanted to say that I want this merge to go as smoothly as possible for our people, and I think my opinions should be considered too. I want your support on this, especially when we are in front of other people. I felt like all my ideas were being dismissed.”

Charles rolled his eyes. “You are over-reacting again! All I did was state some of my own opinions, and you dismissed all of those right away. That seems pretty hypocritical, don’t you think?”

Before I could respond, he went on, building up steam as he hissed, “You don’t understand; you never planned to be Queen! I’ve been training for this my entire life. You don’t know what it is like to rule a country! I do. I am trying to be on your side. I am. But I can’t overrule all of our advisors constantly for the whim of an unqualified princess-in-training.”

The whim of an unqualified princess-in-training? It felt like he had stabbed me. “Charles!“ I started to say indignantly.

“You are always trying to argue with me! Do you think I am trying to put down the woman I am engaged to in front of everyone?”

“No! No, of course not!”

“If you had been paying closer attention, you would remember that I didn’t disagree on your currency proposal. I am trying to show people that we are united, and you keep bringing up every tiny issue. It is exhausting to deal with. Then I tried to get a date set, and you keep pushing it off!”

“I am sorry,” I apologized. It seemed like whatever I did or said made the situation worse. “I just don’t feel like the time is right yet. We have issues to work through, and you--”

“I was the one who proposed to you, and you accepted!” Charles shouted. I heard his voice echo down the hall and glanced around nervously. I saw Darius at the end of the hall, covertly watching us with his hand on the hilt of his sword. Charles noticed too and lowered his voice. “Look, it is easy for me to get along with everyone else, but you just can’t live without fighting, can you? Do you enjoy all this arguing?”

“No! I don’t! I just—”

“How much control do you want?” Charles interrupted angrily. “No matter how much I give, you always need more— with us and running the country. You only want your way!”

“This isn’t me wanting control!” I protested. “I just want to fix the problems! The people—”

“There will always be more problems. It isn’t like peasants know what is best for the kingdom. They are always going to complain, no matter what we do! Stop focusing only on the negative. You can’t let a few criticisms bother you, if you are going to be Queen. I thought you were a more positive person than this.”

I frowned. The old Snow would have immediately assumed that he was right and then listed all the reasons that I had only focused on the negative. I was sensitive, it was true, but he was wrong— I didn’t let every comment bother me. I wanted to fix problems, not create more.

My inner thoughts battled back and forth. A leader should know what the people want, but like Charles said, what made one person happy would infuriate another. Charles and I were living examples of that. Should I just accept that someone would always be unhappy with my decisions and move on?

How was I ever supposed to be Queen when I felt so conflicted? Leaders were supposed to be confident and commanding and resolute. I was gaining in confidence, thanks to Malcolm’s coaching, but still felt like I wasn’t as commanding as a ruler should be. I constantly second-guessed myself, especially around Charles. This was why Charles always said I should be glad to have him; he was confident in his decision-making. I should be happy… so why did I feel so miserable around him all the time?

The more often I was with him, the worse I felt about myself. He didn’t like me talking about Oliver or Malcolm, he didn’t want to hear my ideas, and never wanted to discuss our relationship. With each passing day, it seemed like there were more and more problems between us.

Malcolm’s words floated back to me, ‘If you are being controlled, that isn’t love. That is abuse. Call it when you see it.’ The rest of his recommendation, about cutting out people who didn’t build me up, was becoming more attractive too. But also, royalty often had little or no choice in whom they married. In this case, I needed to ensure that Charles would treat me well moving forward.

“It just seems like…” I trailed off. Then I braced myself. I would speak my mind, even though I knew it would make Charles angry. I pulled him around the corner so we were again out of Darius’s line of sight. “It seems like abuse the way you talk to me right now.”

Charles exploded. “How can you possibly feel like I am the abusive one? You were the one who threatened to leave me, don’t you remember? You are the one who is stretching out our engagement forever and always picking fights. You are the one who is always running off into the woods to play house with a retard when there is actual work to be done! You preach tolerance and want me to accept that dope and in the same breath refuse to accept me! I am the one who is trying to do everything for your kingdom to try and make this work. I give you nice gifts and defend you to everyone who calls you a murderer, and yet I am the abusive one?”

Charles went raving on, “But you don’t remember any of those times, do you? You don’t think about what I have to do to take care of everything when you aren’t here. You expect me to constantly be happy! I can’t fake a smile all the time. It is actual work to run a country, and I am doing it for you— for us! You don’t care about how much stress I am under. It is all about you, isn’t it?”

My chest was so constricted from anxiety that it threatened to collapse. Really, what he said was true— I was the one who was making a big deal out of things and bringing up things I was dissatisfied with. I was the one who had threatened to break off our engagement before and kept pushing the wedding back. I was the one who everyone saw as incompetent in her ability to lead Eldonia, and he was left to pick up the pieces. I should feel grateful to him, not upset. I should be more understanding of the stress he was under.

And yet… Malcolm had even more stress than Charles did, and had coped for a longer period of time too, but had never treated me so poorly. I thought back to my kiss with Malcolm and guilt flooded through me. I truly was a horrible person. Here Charles was, working day and night to try and help the kingdom, and I was shirking my responsibilities, playing with Oliver, and kissing Malcolm. Quite passionately, too. I felt two inches tall.

I thought love would feel better than this. I thought I would want to spend time with the person I was supposed to marry and share every thought with them. I thought love was supposed to make me happy, but instead, I felt a pressing shame and guilt intermingled with a secret, vengeful desire to set fire to all of Charles’s underpants.

“Sorry, Charles. I will do better.” I didn’t have the emotional energy to argue any longer. I tried to tell myself that as he and I both worked to improve, things would get better eventually, but it was just as successful as when I had attempted to tell myself that I didn’t find Malcolm attractive.

Charles exhaled through his nose. It sounded like a high-pitched whistle but, in that moment, it didn’t seem funny at all. “It hurts me that you think I was being abusive. If I didn’t think you were worth my time, I wouldn’t be here. I am trying to help you reach your potential. I know it is there.”
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Queen Eileen returned late that evening, and I knew right away that Charles wasted no time in telling her everything the instant she arrived. As always, she took my side right away and insisted that we would have to have tea soon and despair together about how much her son needed to improve.

She also sent Charles to apologize, which he did with much groveling. At the end of his monologue to say how sorry he was, he pressed a box into my hands. “Here, this is to show you how much I care. I am still willing to make this work.”

The box held a necklace. Even though it was one of the most exquisite pieces of jewelry I owned, it seemed dull and heavy around my neck. Instead of an ornament to display Charles’s love for me, it felt like a weight that was dragging me down and holding me back.


CHAPTER 30
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Partially because I wanted to show Charles that he couldn’t tell me what to do, and partially because I genuinely wanted him to visit but was increasingly strapped for time, I sent a message inviting Oliver to come stay with me at the castle overnight.

I reasoned that Charles couldn’t complain that way. I wouldn’t be shirking my duties and would still be able to see Oliver. I addressed the invitation to the tailor’s shop in town, knowing that Felix would get it to Oliver. I wasn’t sure that my herald knew where Oliver and Malcolm lived. I received a response the next day and read over the acceptance. It took me several times of scanning it before I was finally able to take in every word. I kept getting distracted by Malcolm’s beautiful handwriting, which reminded me of all the poems he had composed, along with our memorable afternoon by the lagoon. I tucked Malcolm’s note into my diary, along with the pressed primrose and the copy of his poem.
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I sent a carriage to the edge of the forest to pick up Oliver the following day. I was very curious to see how Charles would interact with Oliver, positive that if Charles simply spent time with Oliver, he would understand why Oliver was so important to me. He was impossible to dislike.

When the carriage arrived at the front steps where I waited to greet my guest, I saw that Malcolm had accompanied Oliver. I suppressed the elation I felt at seeing him, as well as the urge to hug him when he helped Oliver down out of the coach. He handed me a bag containing extras of Oliver’s clothes, and a few vials of medication, just in case.

“They are clearly labeled,” Malcolm told me. “And I am going to stay in town with Jonas and Armand at the inn tonight if you need anything.” I took the bag’s handles, but Malcolm didn’t let go.

“We will be fine.”

Malcolm’s eyes begged me to let him stay too, but I couldn’t do that to Charles. As difficult as Charles had been lately, he would be furious if he found out. For my own personal reasons, I knew I shouldn’t ask Malcolm to stay. I had enjoyed myself too much the last time we were alone together to trust that I would be able to conduct myself appropriately in his company. “I will bring him back tomorrow. He and I will have fun. Now you will have time for that Mystery Maiden of yours.” I gave him a tiny smile, desperate to hide the burning jealousy I felt towards Cassandra. ‘Please go!’ I silently pled. I couldn’t risk invoking Charles’s wrath by him seeing me with Malcolm again.

Malcolm slowly let go of the bag but didn’t drop his gaze. Oliver bounced from one foot to the other beside me, tugged on my hand, and pointed at the gardens. “See you tomorrow.” Malcolm’s shoulders slumped.

“Need a ride back, Sir?” The coachman asked.

Malcolm shook his head. “I’ll walk. I need some air.”
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Everyone should, at some point in their life, experience the joy of walking through the gardens with someone like Oliver. He jumped up and down in elation so often that it was like walking with a large kangaroo. I couldn’t stop myself from laughing— his bubbling delight was infectious. He bounded through the gardens, gleefully inspecting every new rosebush, splashed in the stone birdbaths, and walked Roar along the ground next to him.

When we reached the edge of the forest, we saw Darius training a troop of soldiers in a field nearby. Oliver was showing signs of wanting to stop and watch, so I paused his little tour and let him gaze at the soldiers. He was fascinated by the unity with which they drilled, and the reflections cast by the sun gleaming off their armor. Oliver giggled when one of the men dropped his sword.

“Princess!” I turned. It was Charles, and he looked annoyed. Again. My gut clenched at the sight of him. What could I possibly have done this time?

He frowned at the sight of Oliver, who was clapping and pointing at the soldiers, who just broke formation for a break. “Go say hi, Ollie,” I encouraged him. Whatever Charles had to say, I didn’t want Oliver exposed to it.

I waited until Oliver had edged nearer to the soldiers before I turned back to face Charles. My shoulders began to knot with tension, and we hadn’t even started talking yet.

“Why is he here?” Charles asked, jerking his head irritably toward Oliver.

“I invited him,” I responded crossly.

Charles’s frown deepened. “Why? Do you even realize how unbecoming it is for royalty to associate with someone like that?”

Now it was my turn to frown. “Royalty should care about every citizen who lives in Eldonia.”

“He doesn’t even count as a citizen. He is a leech on the system. What use is he?”

I saw Charles’s mouth moving to form the words, but my mind couldn’t process what he was saying ‘leech on the system?’ “Charles!”

“You need to start listening to reason! The more time you spend with that dope…”

“Oliver!” I snapped. “His name is Oliver!”

Charles rolled his eyes. “The more time you spend with him, the more he will want. People like that are never satisfied. He will drain you and our kingdom’s coffers dry always begging for more and more and more. We can’t afford beggars. You need to send him off somewhere so he doesn’t bother normal people anymore! I am surprised his family hasn’t done so already—”

“Stop it!” I cut across him. Fury was turning my vision red. At that moment, I despised everything about Charles, from his supposedly perfect hair right down to his perfectly shined shoes. If I could have reached, I would have been tempted to punch him right in his perfect teeth. “You don’t know him at all, and I will not stand here and let you talk about Oliver like that.”

“You won’t let me talk? Here you go again, trying to control everything I say or do! I am not the abusive one, you are! Any time I make a legitimate request to preserve our image to the public, you keep shutting me down!”

My mind was reeling. Yet again, Charles was making me the villain. How was it that he always twisted everything I said or did to be wrong? How were we ever supposed to get along enough to be married and rule a country together? We never agreed on anything, but I was determined to stand up for Oliver. No one would ever mistreat him if I could help it. “Charles,” I began, bracing myself for another fight, but he spun on his heel and stormed away before I uttered another word.

I sighed and looked around for Oliver. He had wandered all the way over toward where the soldiers lounged on the grass during their break. Darius was entertaining his men and Oliver with an animated re-enactment. I watched them for a moment, reveling for a moment in the glory of Charles’s absence. Then it hit me. Darius wasn’t telling a story. He was mocking Oliver. He was flapping his hands in a poor imitation of Oliver’s sign language, staggering around and hanging his tongue out. All the soldiers were laughing, and Oliver, unaware that he was being ridiculed, laughed right along with them.

Maybe it was because of my residual anger from arguing with Charles, but I wasn’t even aware of approaching the crowd. If it was me who was being mocked, I likely would have walked away and ignored them, but Oliver couldn’t stand up for himself. Two months ago, I never would have run up to a crowd of fully-grown men to give them a piece of my mind. But now, for Oliver, I would. I would be the voice he didn’t have.

“Leave us!” I ordered all the soldiers. “Now!” They saw the expression on my face and stopped laughing. All of them averted their eyes and quietly gathered their weapons and left. Oliver was still squealing in delight and trying to copy his new, “funny” friend. I waited until the soldiers were out of earshot, then glared at Darius.

“How dare you,” I hissed in a low voice. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, making fun of someone with disabilities like that.”

“What?” he asked. “Everyone was laughing. Even he was,” he jerked his head toward Oliver.

“He doesn’t know! It was wrong, and you know it!”

Darius was alternating between shame and defensiveness, but seeing him mock Oliver right after my argument with Charles… I was beyond feeling sympathy for anyone. “How pathetic is it for the Captain of the Guard to stoop to mocking someone like Oliver, who can’t even defend himself. I thought you were an honorable man, and that you would protect people who were less able than yourself, but I must have been wrong. Either use your influence to help people like Oliver or leave them alone. That little act just now…” I broke off, rage clouding my mind, “you are a coward and you disgust me.”

I pivoted sharply, took Oliver’s hand, and marched him all the way back to my personal quarters. Eileen saw me with tears running down my cheeks and started forward, her face concerned, but I shook her off. I was so intent on not wanting to see anyone that I took Oliver through the secret tunnel. He was fascinated by it and shrieked loudly, then giggled when his voice echoed back to him all along the tunnel. It gave me a headache to be enclosed with that much noise, and I was glad to leave the confines of the passageway.

After exiting the Throne Room, I became acutely aware of how most of the servants jumped slightly when they first saw Oliver. Many had forgotten how to behave around him since his last visit and cringed away, or else stared fixedly away from him, pretending they didn’t see him. It hurt me to see them so wary of Oliver. He seemed to not notice and brandished Roar cheerily at everyone as we passed.

I ordered dinner to be brought to us privately. I felt so lost in thought that I felt like half of myself and unable to give Oliver the attention he deserved. Charles and I could never seem to have an interaction that didn’t end up in a fight. Darius would hate me and probably quit. Oliver wandered around my rooms, holding up every trinket to inspect closely. I handed him the necklace and bracelet Charles gifted to me, and Oliver was fascinated with how much they sparkled in the candlelight. He got far more pleasure out of playing with them than I ever had from wearing the jewelry.

When I didn’t turn up for supper, Charles and Eileen came looking for me. Eileen knocked on the door to my quarters, begging me to see her and Charles and tell her why I was so upset, but I refused and kept the door locked. I didn’t want to see my pompous prat of a fiancé ever again.

I made up a bed for Oliver on the sofa in the sitting room of my apartment, but despite all the excitement of the day, Oliver wouldn’t fall sleep. I went through the whole pack Malcolm gave me, but there was nothing to help get Oliver to sleep. The closest thing I found was a handwritten note listing Oliver’s favorite songs. Several were ones I sang with Felix when I first had dinner with their brothers. I couldn’t work up enough energy to sing. It was all I could do to stay awake enough to keep Oliver from wandering out into the corridor. I sat by the couch and patted his arm until he slowly dozed off.

Once I collapsed into my bed after nightfall, Oliver kept coming over and prodding me awake. After waking up five times that night, I could barely pry my eyes open. How could Malcolm do this night after night? I was exhausted, and my head pounded.

I regretted not inviting Malcolm to stay. He would have known what to do. He always had the answers. He would have been able to get rid of my headache and coach me through standing up for myself to Charles better. He would have told off Darius much more effectively than I had, or else prevented Darius from mocking Oliver in the first place. And he would have easily been able to sing Oliver back to sleep. I would have been able to talk to Malcolm and discuss my fears and concerns. He would have comforted me. I could be myself with Malcolm, and he accepted me just the way I was. If only I could be engaged to Malcolm instead of Charles…

Oliver had just drifted back to sleep when I realized what I was thinking. That woke me up more than anything Oliver had done. I sat on a couch opposite Oliver and watched him sleep as my mind reeled. Of course I couldn’t be engaged to Malcolm. We were friends, nothing more. He had his mystery girl— Cassandra. I was betrothed to Charles. I shouldn’t compare Charles to Malcolm. That wouldn’t be fair to either of them. The memory of my kiss with Malcolm floated to the forefront of my thoughts, and I couldn’t push it away.

As the minutes dragged by, I found it increasingly difficult to tear myself away from re-living my time with Malcolm by the lagoon. It was because it was so late at night, I told myself. Everyone knew your late-night thoughts could not be trusted. I tried to get myself to go back to sleep. I knew I needed it. But it seemed that my brain had woken up and couldn’t shut back down. Eventually, I quietly slipped out of my suite of rooms, intending to go to the kitchens for a glass of warm milk. Two, actually— perhaps having one available for Oliver would help him the next time he woke up.

“Your Majesty,” a guard standing sentry outside my door mumbled as he bowed low, eyes fixed on the rug. I bobbed an awkward curtsy back, folding my arms tightly across my dressing gown, and vowing to never tell Priscilla that a servant had seen his monarch in her nightdress, modest as it was. She would probably faint dead away.

“Your Majesty,” a maid tending a fireplace in the corridor dipped into a curtsy and avoided looking at me.

“Good evening, Prudence.” A thousand curses upon procedure and protocol! Was it so unusual that a member of royalty went for a late-night stroll? Did everyone expect me to be in full petticoat, corset, and gown at all hours of the day and night merely because I was a princess? Prudence and I had seen each other changing into our nightdresses daily when I had been a servant alongside her. For heaven’s sake, the servant’s quarters were communal! But no, now that I was called a princess, I had an image to uphold.

I detoured to the secret passageway again, preferring the tunnel’s solitude. At least this way, I would be able to avoid everyone and maintain the little dignity I had left. I didn’t even bother lighting a torch as I made my way blindly through the earthy-smelling tunnel. It was a relief to have the pitch blackness stretch ahead of me. I ran my hand along the rough stone wall as a guide.

What I needed to do, I informed myself, was take the emotions I felt during my time with Malcolm and transfer them to Charles, if our marriage was to have any chance of success. I would grow to love him in time, just as other couples with arranged marriages did, wouldn’t I? I worked to conjure up the early feelings of infatuation I had for Charles, but any time I was close to convincing my heart, Malcolm’s face would replace Charles’s. I had to shake my head each time to rid myself of the image.

For a fraction of a second, it was almost as though I could hear Charles’s voice speaking to me, as if my thinking of him had summoned him. I stopped walking and listened hard. Was the night playing tricks on me again? But no, there it was again!

I slowly crept forward until I was near the closed storage room door. I heard Charles’s low voice from inside, along with his mother’s shriller tone. I strained to listen, and the high voice came into focus.

“Honestly Charles, it is bad enough that I came back and found out that you have been ignoring that girl the entire time I was gone, and now you argue with her every time you are together.”

I secretly felt excited that I was about to hear Charles told off and inclined my ear to listen better, but then felt rooted to the spot as Eileen continued, not in the warm, motherly tone she used with me, but in a harsh, commanding voice. “I am working around the clock to repair the damage you are doing, and you are just lucky she is too stupid to suspect us.”

“Mother, you don’t get it! You don’t know what it is like to be with her and have to pretend that I actually want to marry her.”

“If you were more convincing, this wouldn’t be an issue, would it? In fact, you would probably already be married. But no, you had to inherit your father’s abysmal acting skills, or lack thereof. All you needed to do was get her to marry you. With your looks and her naivety, that shouldn’t have been a problem.”

“I am close, okay?” Charles snapped back. “She keeps digging in her heels, but I am trying! You can help too, instead of moaning and groaning about it. Convince her to move up the wedding. If anyone finds out about Griselda and the poisoned apples before we—”

Eileen cut him off. “Quiet! Are you sure it is safe to talk freely here?”

“Positive. Snow showed this place to me. Only she knows about it, and she is running around with that retard. You could hear him coming a mile away. No one will overhear us down here.”

A faint sniff was just audible through the door. “Fine. I will work on persuading her again. She is quite the stubborn little wench, isn’t she?” Then she sighed. “Just think— I will be the mother to two kings!”

“Easy for you! You don’t have to marry a clingy, needy hag like her.”

“Really, Charles, we all have to do things we don’t want to in order to achieve our ends. Do you really think I would have married a bumbling idiot like your father if it hadn’t elevated my position? You and I are the same, son. Marriage is the best way for us to gain power. I am trying to help you, but you keep fighting it!”

I heard Charles snort. “I will marry her, but I won’t like it.”

“For heaven’s sake, Charles, don’t let her know that! At least feign a headache or make a credible excuse like I do when I don’t want to talk to her. Don’t give her any negative impressions or she may call things off. From what it looked like today, she is already considering it. That is a risk we can’t take.”

Charles scoffed, “Please. She knows I am her best option. She has to get married to take the throne. There is no way anyone else would ever be interested in her. I just wish she was as easy to get rid of as her stepmother was.”

I broke out into a violent sweat, and my hands turned ice cold. This went far beyond Charles being unhappy with an arranged marriage, and even farther beyond our blatant dislike for each other. Had he murdered my stepmother? It was as though a veil was lifted off my eyes, and even though he wasn’t in sight, I could see Charles clearly for the first time. No wonder he had been so eager to head up the investigation.

“Well, if you kill her too soon, people may get suspicious. I had to wait years to finish off your father. And besides, if you get rid of her too soon, the kingdom wouldn’t pass to you, remember? It was good fortune that the poison hadn’t killed her yet when you went back for her. That nearly ruined our plans.”

Charles groaned. “Good fortune, my foot! You keep acting like this is so easy for me. You don’t know what it is like to have to pretend to be in love with someone like that.”

“I know exactly what it is like, which is why I am Queen instead of a simple farmer’s daughter now. We all have to do unpleasant things in life. Just marry that girl quickly and play happily ever after for a few months, then we can get rid of her in any way you want.”

She let out a soft chuckle. “Oh, darling, if only you had seen the way I charmed that fool of a woman Griselda. It was almost too easy to persuade her that her demoted stepdaughter was a threat to her throne. All I had to do was let slip to her that a poisoned apple had killed my dear husband, and she was running off to take care of Snow White for us.” She let out a tinkling laugh that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. “Manipulation is much more effective than any weapon!”

“I was the one who finished Griselda off,” Charles muttered mutinously. “And I was the one who got that huntsman to reveal Snow’s location. All you did was talk. I was the one who got my hands dirty and then had to go check for the poison’s residue afterward.”

“And you did so beautifully,” his mother said smoothly, then her tone changed slightly. “But if only you had inherited your theatric ability from me instead of your father, we wouldn’t have to tread so lightly. True love’s first kiss? Honestly, you should have thought up a better story than that!”

Charles snorted, and I heard the same condescension in his voice that he so often used with me. “Don’t patronize me, Mother! Everyone bought it. I should be congratulated for thinking up that story so quickly with that peasant staring at me the whole time, pretending like he cared about some princess he only just met.”

I couldn’t listen anymore. I could barely even breathe. I finally mastered myself enough to quietly sneak back down the hall and to my chambers before Charles and his mother emerged and caught me eavesdropping. I was completely stunned. How had I been so naïve and stupid? This whole time, I had accepted Charles’s story without question, had convinced myself that he loved me in his own way.

The second I got back to my rooms, I changed quickly and shook Oliver awake. It wasn’t quite dawn yet, but I felt the burning need to leave and get Oliver somewhere safe. Not only was Charles dangerous, but Eileen was even more so, far more cutthroat and cunning than I ever dreamed possible.

“Come on, Ollie, let’s go to the lake!” It took all my self-restraint to steady my voice and put on a happy face for Oliver.

I got him ready to go at top speed and veritably flew with him out the grand double doors, tugging him along faster than I had ever urged him on before. Oliver squawked in protest a few times but obeyed the pressure on his hand. The sun’s early rays were barely lighting up the sky when we arrived at the lake.

As I flopped down on the sandy bank, everything that Charles and Eileen said caught up to me. The realization that I had spent the last several months engaged to a murderer crashed around my ears and stole my breath. I began to sob. All of my fear, shock, humiliation, and anger came pouring out of me in a torrential flood of tears and shaking.

Oliver gently patted my back over and over and tried to hand me Roar to comfort me. “No? No?” he chirruped over and over. I couldn’t answer. He tried to croon a song in an off-key voice that I couldn’t place. The words were only partially formed and choppy. I tried to appreciate his efforts, but I was too distraught to even acknowledge it, so consumed was I in my own problems.

Was I just a pawn to everyone? Was I nothing more than a tool to be used then discarded once I proved to be an inconvenience? I was beyond angry and humiliated. I was crushed. I had ignored so many warning signs and behaviors with Charles that I felt like kicking myself for missing. I had been so sure that Charles was smitten with me; I hadn’t imagined a scenario in which he was pretending to love me so he could advance his own position. I was furious with myself for being led on so badly. So much for thinking that I was fun and beautiful and that Charles had ever wanted to be with me.

All of our moments together rushed back to me. How had I been so blind? All of the times he had tried to get me to change, it wasn’t because he loved me and wanted me to be my best. He wanted to control me. He never made me feel loved and accepted the way I was. I had always left his presence feeling unhappy with myself – that I wasn’t talented enough, pretty enough, or smart enough. I never felt like I would be enough of anything for him. He manipulated my feelings so easily, effortlessly, it seemed. I felt sickened with myself.

My despair started into a dangerous downward spiral. Did I even deserve more? I wasn’t a good ruler, didn’t have fabulous skills or knowledge, wasn’t very pretty or talented... What use was I? Everyone seemed more qualified and confident and sure of themselves than I did. Even the servants felt sure of their position. I felt pathetic. I had been so thrilled that Charles had loved me, so desperate for his approval and admiration, that I had overlooked countless red flags. He had intentionally bruised me, made me question my own value, and I had forgiven him time and again, thinking it was kind of me to do so. I would have forgiven myself into an early grave.

Malcolm’s voice encouraging to treat myself the way I treated others floated to the forefront of my mind, but I was too upset to muster the energy to heed the call. If only he was here; his mere presence would give me comfort. But he was surely off getting a good night’s sleep for the first time in months. He stayed close to be available for Oliver, but it wasn’t Oliver who needed him. I did.

My sobs continued to shake my body as images of what Charles would have done to me flashed through my mind’s eye. Eventually, Oliver got bored with my tears and made Roar hop along the banks of the lake and splash in the waves gently lapping at his shoes. Even in my grief, I kept drying my eyes and watching Oliver closely in case I needed to keep him from going too deep into the water.

I began to recall all the times Malcolm had praised me and tried to hold onto those memories. Playing puppets with Oliver, taking both brothers on a tour of my castle, when I was able to stand up for myself— all those memories seemed to reflect a prior life.

After the sun had risen to reflect off the lake’s glassy surface, Oliver started to nudge me repeatedly. “Me… me… me… HUN!” He used his curved hand to move from his throat down to his stomach.

“You are hungry?” My voice came out as a croak.

“Yes!”

I felt like I would never be hungry again, and my head... All I wanted to do was curl up in bed and hide from the world until I figured out how I could evict Charles and Eileen before they hurt anyone else. But I couldn’t. Oliver needed me right now. I could go on for him.

“Okay, let’s get you something to eat. No nuts, alright?”

Oliver giggled and revealed his crooked teeth. “Yes, nut!” He bounced up and down and swung Roar by one paw.

I couldn’t help a watery smile creeping onto my face. No matter how terrible my problems were, at least I still had Oliver as a bright spot in my life. I held Roar’s other paw, and we walked back to town.

When we arrived, we found the roads crowded with early morning shoppers. Quentin’s bakery was closed, which surprised me, but we managed to find another shop selling cinnamon-scented pastries that Oliver devoured. As we walked down the main street, a familiar barrel-chested profile caught my eye. It was Malcolm, half-concealed by the village’s fat butcher, who was walking through the crowd with a dead pig slung around his shoulders. I was about to run up to discuss everything that Charles had done when the butcher moved, but then became aware of Malcolm’s surroundings. He wasn’t alone.

Malcolm was outside the flower shop, standing next to the same girl I had seen emerging from their cottage all those weeks ago— Cassandra, Malcolm had called her. She was willowy and slender, tall for a woman, close to Malcolm’s height, and had long, wavy blonde hair that hung down to her waist. She was extremely pretty, much prettier than I was, and laughed merrily as Malcolm selected several blue and purple blossoms and gathered them into an elaborate bouquet. As I watched from afar, Malcolm pulled a blue ribbon from his pocket, tied the stems together, and offered it to the girl. She held them out to examine them, then placed a hand on his elbow and whispered into his ear. Whatever it was, it made Malcolm laugh.

Oliver hadn’t noticed his brother yet. I hurried him away before he did so. I didn’t want to interrupt Malcolm’s date with his mystery girl. As I thought about them together, I felt the jealousy in the pit of my stomach gnaw at me and felt even worse than before. ‘Our kissing didn’t mean anything,’ I reminded myself. ‘That was practice. We are just friends, that’s all.’

For so long, I had tried to imagine what Malcolm’s mystery girl looked like, and now I had confirmation that it was indeed the same girl that left the cottage the day I took Oliver to town. Malcolm had always staunchly refused to give details of her physical appearance, probably so I wouldn’t recognize her, since I was in town so often. I had been right in my previous guess about who he was seeing, but it gave me no pleasure.

I tried to find comfort in the fact that it looked as if they were at ease with each other. I should be glad for my friend and that he was in a healthy relationship. If only it had been with me instead.


CHAPTER 31
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Later that afternoon, Oliver and I walked to his cottage. I felt utterly drained and had cried out every tear in my body. I wished I could be glad for Malcolm being happy with his mystery girl. I wished I was as cheerful as Oliver. I wanted to appreciate the beauty of the familiar path to the cottage, but I just couldn’t. All I wanted to do was drop Oliver off and be alone. I felt like if I talked to anyone, I would break down again, and would consequently shrivel up from dehydration. I needed to find the courage to return and rally my soldiers to arrest Charles and Eileen.

When we arrived, the cottage looked abustle with activity. Most of the brothers were present and looked to be in a great hurry. Malcolm spotted me and Oliver approaching and beckoned us over enthusiastically. I wondered how long his date had gone on and surreptitiously scanned the area for any sign of the mystery girl. She was nowhere to be seen.

“Mom!” Oliver squealed, ran up to Malcolm, and hugged him. Malcolm slapped his back and then held him at arm’s length.

“Hey, Buddy! I missed you!”

“Miss… you, Mom!” Oliver said in the choppy way he did any time he joined more than two words together, and gave a wide, cheesy grin.

“Did you have fun with Snow?”

Oliver’s face furrowed into an expression of deep concern. “No ty! Ty, ty, ty.” He moved his pointer fingers down his face like the tracks of tears.

Malcolm’s eyebrows contracted as he directed his attention back to me. “You were crying?”

I stared down at my feet and tried to ignore the lump rising in my throat. I knew my face must look puffy and my eyes and nose were bright red. If I looked directly at Malcolm or answered him, I would lose what little composure I still had. That wasn’t fair to him. He had just finished a date with the girl he was in love with, and it looked like he had some sort of event to attend with his family.

I wished I had the kind of hair that would fall gracefully over my face to hide my anguish. But no, my hair always held those tight curls close to my head, so my face was always exposed. My pale skin never concealed anything and right now, it was an ugly, blotchy face from my incessant weeping. A pox upon my unforgiving appearance!

Felix came out the front door, carrying a large basket. “Hey, Oliver,” he called, “We are going to see your new baby nephew! Want to come?”

“Baby? Baby?” Oliver perked up.

“Yes, the new baby is here! Let’s go! Hi, Snow. Good to see you! Malcolm, you ready?”

“I’ll catch up in a minute; you go on ahead. You have Oliver, right?”

“Yep, I have him. Come on, Ollie!”

All the brothers except Malcolm left. I waved back at Oliver until he scampered around the bend in the forest trail and faded from sight.

“So, how did it go with Oliver?” I could tell that Malcolm had fixed me with that hard, piercing stare of his, and intentionally examined my shoes to avoid his gaze.

“Fine.”

“It wasn’t fine, or you wouldn’t have been crying. Did he do something to upset you?”

I drew in a shaky breath. “No, Oliver was great. It wasn’t him who upset me.” The lump in my throat was about to choke me, and I had to blink several times to stop my eyes from burning.

Malcolm didn’t press me for more information. Instead, he guided me inside and gestured toward the couch. While he started making tea, I picked up one of Oliver’s wooden sculptures from the side table and studied it, as if by looking hard enough at the carving, I would be able to forget all my other problems.

I cast around for something to say. “Florence had the baby, then?”

“About time, right? I thought she was about to pop! She had the baby late last night. Quentin came rushing into the inn this morning to tell us. I’ve never seen him so excited.”

“How was the date with your mystery girl?” I asked morosely, still focusing on the carving so intensely that it was in danger of being set on fire.

“Excellent,” he answered, back still to me as he fiddled with the kettle. “We had a good time together, she is easy to talk to, and…” he paused and looked over his shoulder, as if he expected me to say ‘and what?’ The silence stretched until he finished, “I kissed her!”

“I’m happy for you.” I forced the words out with all the fake enthusiasm I could muster, but far from feeling glad for Malcolm, I felt even more miserable. The residual jealousy in the pit of my stomach flared back up to consume my entire body. I had no right to be jealous of the blonde girl who I had seen him with at the market. I had no claim on Malcolm’s affections, and I knew full well how much he needed some love and affection in his life. But nevertheless, it caused me physical pain to think of Malcolm with anyone else.

Charles clearly wasn’t in love with me, nor I with him. It was a relief to know that, just as soon as I returned to court, I could call the guards and be rid of him for good. That was a glimmer of hope that fed my soul, knowing that I would be free of his oppressive and critical presence by the time the day was out.

I wondered if anyone really liked me for just being me and not because I was royalty or because of what I could do for them. Other people had families, friends, or else a romantic partner who loved and supported them. I didn’t have that. Malcolm’s attention would be directed toward someone else now, and he would have far less time for me. Knowing that he would no longer be that steady presence in my life was a shock to my system that I wasn’t sure I would be able to handle.

I reminded myself that I did have Oliver. I knew he would always be sweet and devoted to me, and I adored his friendship. But he couldn’t provide what I needed at that moment. I needed a friend with whom I could talk in-depth, who would listen and give wise feedback. Someone who would side with me no matter what, and who would want to punch Charles right in the face on my behalf.

Malcolm silently handed me a cup of peppermint tea and sat beside me. I set the wooden sculpture down on the side table and began sipping on my drink, both hands clenched around the mug.

Before last night, I had thought Charles loved me, even if it was in his own convoluted way. We were engaged, after all! Wasn’t that supposed to mean something? But now… I was heartily thankful to have a reason to dissolve our engagement. The face Charles showed to the rest of the world hid a despicable man with no morals or conscience. He found joy in making me unhappy. Marrying Charles would have killed me — figuratively and literally. I refused to be a tool or means to an end for the person I married. I wouldn’t be a pawn in anyone’s twisted games. I wanted to be loved for being me. Charles didn’t love me. Not at all. He never had. All his actions before, pretending to love me — it had all just been to manipulate me. He had used me to gain power, end of story.

But… when I called off the wedding, what would happen then? Charles had such a temper and he could snap without any prior warning. Any time I said something he didn’t like, he would rant and rave and yell at me. I shuddered to think of it. Wars had been started for far less than a rejected proposal.

Malcolm watched me carefully, but I avoided eye contact. I firmly instructed my feet to propel myself out the door to let Malcolm get on with his day and not pester him. My legs refused to cooperate and I stayed rooted to my seat. I couldn’t leave. My desire to soak up Malcolm’s presence far outweighed the need to return. I set my empty cup down beside the carving of the lion and stared hard at my fingers.

“Snow, what’s wrong?” Malcolm asked quietly.

My lip trembled and I sniffed, “I don’t want to bother you with my problems.”

Malcolm gently took hold of my shoulders and leaned his head around until he forced eye contact. “Hey, listen to me,” he said seriously. “You never bother me, Snow. I care about you. Tell me what is going on.”

I broke down, clung to him, and sobbed uncontrollably into his neck. I choked out the whole story of what I had heard as wave after wave of emotions hit me. I told Malcolm all about how worthless Charles always made me feel, no matter how hard I tried to be confident. I wailed that I was an ineffective ruler who had no control over my kingdom; I didn’t even get to choose my own wardrobe, and that I didn’t want my only use to be entering into an advantageous marriage. I cried that I didn’t want to marry Charles but that I feared what he would do when I refused him.

I confessed about how guilty I felt for spending so much time with Oliver because I liked it, instead of working harder at being a good ruler. I told him how angry it made me feel to hear Charles criticize Oliver, and I agonized over feeling like I shouldn’t be selfish when I chose who to marry, as it was for the good of Eldonia.

Malcolm didn’t say anything for a long time. He just held me, rubbed my back, and let me sob my heart out and soak his shirt. It felt cleansing to release all the pent-up feelings I constantly suppressed around Charles- my insecurity, my fear, my anxiety of being enough and doing enough for him. Being around Charles was exhausting. Being with Malcolm was easy. All my troubles bubbled to the surface, and I listed each and every one to Malcolm, who listened patiently.

Finally, I hiccuped myself into silence. That morning, I hadn’t thought I had any tears left to cry. Now, I knew I didn’t. I had never cried so much in a single day. Soon, I would wash away in a river of my own tears. I felt emotionally drained, and my head had begun to ache anew. I had nothing left to give anyone. I had hit rock bottom.

“I am sorry,” I mumbled. I had gone and done it again; burdened someone else with concerns that they had no interest in.

“You have nothing to apologize about.”

“But…”

“Snow, don’t you see, you are free now. He has been holding you back and controlling you all this time. Don’t waste another minute of your life on him. Don’t give a second thought to what Charles’s opinion would be on anything. He was too dense to realize how lucky he was to have you, and never deserved you in the first place.” Malcolm held my hands, as if he needed a way to show just how earnest he was in his authenticity. The sincerity in his voice surprised me. He truly meant every word. Malcolm really did care about me. Maybe I did still have one good friend besides Oliver after all.

Just as always happened around Malcolm, my negative feelings began to drain away, replaced with a lightness that bordered on giddy. Malcolm tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, still staring intently at me. “You have done nothing wrong, Snow, and you deserve to be treated like the queen you are. That goes for more than Charles too. You have more than the right to a voice in how Eldonia is run, you have the responsibility. I want everyone to see you the way I do. You are the kindest person I know, and you genuinely care about your people in a way I have never seen before.” Malcolm spoke with so much passion and conviction that it radiated from him. He truly cared. Anytime I listened to Charles, I felt insignificant and small. But when I was around Malcolm, I felt empowered and like I could really make a difference in the world.

Malcolm went on, “You deserve so much better than Charles. If you were with me, I would never treat you the way he does. The time to be most selfish is when you are choosing who to marry. That will affect you for your entire life. That will be the person you spend hours with every day. Think— if you had married Charles, what life would that have been for you? You want him to be the father of your children?”

I stared into Malcolm’s piercing blue eyes. “No.”

“Well, I can’t say I am a fan of the idea, either. I can’t imagine him walking a baby at night or helping you when you feel sick.”

That was true. Charles would never do any of those things. He would think it was beneath him. I remembered Quentin rubbing his wife’s back and helping her put her shoes on. Charles would never have done that for me. He would be irritated at being disturbed. He had never loved me. He didn’t love anyone except himself.

Malcolm cupped my face in his hands and dried my tears with his thumbs. “Snow, I just want you to be happy.”

He was so close to me, and the intensity of his stare made me forget about the world around me. Without thinking, I leaned in and kissed Malcolm. I felt him freeze, then he kissed me back, hesitantly at first, then with increasing passion. I was swept away in the moment. It felt so good to kiss him again! I wanted to forget everything that had happened up to that second. I just wanted to be happy, and for this moment to never end. I traced my fingers up Malcolm’s neck and softly touched his face.

Malcolm ran his hands up my back and pulled me in close. Charles had never made me feel that way. Malcolm made me feel accepted just the way I was. He made me feel special, even cherished. If only I had been engaged to Malcolm instead of Charles… If only I could have Malcolm all to myself…

My brain ground back into action, and I realized what I was doing. I turned my head and pushed Malcolm away. He tried to pull me back into our embrace, but I held up my hands. “No, stop! I’m sorry about that. I shouldn’t have… I can’t… we can’t do this.”

“Why not?”

“It isn’t fair to the girl you are seeing.” I couldn’t meet his eyes. As much as I despised the blonde beauty I had seen him with, it wasn’t right to force myself on anyone, and much less someone in a relationship, as Malcolm was.

Malcolm stared at me. “I’m not seeing anyone.”

“You are! Your mystery girl, remember? You just told me about your date!”

Malcolm shook his head slowly. “Do you not know? I am in love with you.”

I stared at him with my mouth agape. That was impossible. He didn’t love me. I had seen him with the blonde girl that very morning! I was not about to be duped again. Charles had already pretended to love me for his own selfish purposes. I was not going to be the naïve and gullible girl everyone seemed to think I was. “But I saw you together!”

Now Malcolm looked confused. “What are you talking about? I haven’t been with any other girl.”

“I saw you though, don’t lie to me! You were buying flowers for the blonde girl who was with you at the market just this morning. I was there this morning with Oliver and I saw you together! She came here to visit you before too; I’ve seen her leave.”

Malcolm thought hard, then I saw understanding dawn in his eyes. “Oh, I see! A girl with long blonde hair, right? Really skinny girl?”

“Yes, her!” I hated that she had been thin. Why was every girl thinner or prettier than I was?

Malcolm chuckled. “Her name is Cassandra and she is Tiberias’s wife. We were buying flowers for Florence and Quentin to congratulate them on their new baby. Trust me, there is nothing going on between us. Cassandra doesn’t like going out alone and Tiberias was still helping with the baby. You had Oliver, and I was already in town. Truth be told, I was hoping to see you, so I wanted an excuse to get out of the inn.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. “So… so, the girl you have been telling me about…”

“Is you! You are my mystery maiden. Everything I told you… it was all about you.”

A wave of emotion broke through the protective dam I had built around my heart, and I finally allowed myself to accept what I had tried to deny for so long. Malcolm loved me. Imperfect and flawed as I was, he still loved me. I relaxed against him again as my entire being flooded with happiness once more.

“Well, that makes things much simpler.” Realizing that Malcolm was unattached to anyone else, as well as the fact that my engagement would be officially dissolved soon, opened up a wide array of possibilities I had refused to let myself consider before. Malcolm’s thoughts seemed to be along the same lines, and he pulled me back into another embrace.

“I need to tell you something,” Malcolm caressed my cheek, drinking in every detail of my face.

“Tell me.”

“Charles wasn’t the one who woke you up after you were poisoned.”

I gave a wry smile. “If he didn’t… Was it you? I think I would have remembered you kissing me. It is much more satisfactory than when Charles did.”

Malcolm chuckled. “Rest assured I wouldn’t force myself on an unconscious girl. That bit was entirely your ex-fiance’s idea.”

My eyes alit on the medicine cabinet on the opposite wall. “Let me guess— you knew which poison they used and had the cure? If I flipped through your little ledger on the table over there, would I find my name next to ‘ate poisoned apple?’”

Malcolm stroked my hair. “I didn’t write your name down. I knew which poison they used because the mushroom it comes from has a very sweet taste, and Oliver ate some of it one day and nearly died. That still haunts me- if I hadn’t found the right remedy in time…” Malcolm shook his head slowly. “Ever since that day, I’ve kept a stock of remedies. Death Cap, I call the mushroom.”

I remembered biting into the apple and that the flavor didn’t seem quite right. “So… was it the Death Cap on the apple I bit?”

Malcolm nodded. “The juice from one, if I had to guess. I saw the apple and had a look at it. One whiff and I knew. Your stepmother ran away right after you fell to the floor, but I didn’t chase her; I couldn’t leave you. I knew what you needed, and I gave you the antidote.

“Imagine my surprise when Charles came the next day. The antidote doesn’t work instantly, you know. It takes time to work through your system and purge the poison. You were just barely starting to recover and he came running up shouting about a true love’s first kiss and planted one on you. Pretty bizarre way to wake up someone you barely know, if you ask me. But you seemed to come out of it right after. I mean, if someone kissed me when I was half-asleep, it would probably wake me up in a hurry too.” He winked. “You can experiment on me anytime to see if it works.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

He shrugged. “What would I have said? That the rich, handsome prince who just kissed you and proposed marriage wasn’t responsible for saving you? I would never get in the way of anyone’s happiness, and besides, I was doing my best to avoid falling in love at the time.”

“At the time?”

Malcolm kissed me. “I failed miserably.”

“It has been you all along.” I stared at Malcolm. I had been wrong about him. He wasn’t grumpy at all, just fiercely protective of the people he loved.

I realized that I had been lied to my entire life. Heroes didn’t mean the handsome blonde prince riding in on a white horse, with romantic words and lavish gifts. A real hero was the man who sacrificed for others with no thought of a reward for himself. When I was a little girl, I never would have associated Malcolm with what I pictured to be a hero. But in that instant, I realized that he was. He was the one I wanted to be with. He was the one I knew I could always count on and who loved me unwaveringly. And, in that shining moment of understanding, I realized I truly loved him back.

“I am calling off my betrothal to Charles as soon as I get back and having him arrested.”

“That is a good plan.”

“Yes, but in order to be coronated Queen, the law dictates that I have to be married,” I continued casually. Malcolm’s head jerked upward. “You wouldn’t be interested in taking Charles’s place as my fiancé, would you?”

A moment of stunned silence met my ears. “Princess Snow White, are you proposing to me?”

I straightened my shoulders. I was done with letting life happen to me. I was going to create the future that I wanted for myself and being with the man I loved was part of that. “Yes, I am.”

Malcolm’s face split into the widest grin I had ever seen on him. “You are after my money, aren’t you? You saw my lavish lifestyle and want a piece of it, don’t you?”

I laughed. “Yes, that is why. Your flourishing kingdom and plethora of servants hooked me.”

“I am tall and good-looking too.” He struck a pose. “Sounds like an excellent deal for you.”

I beamed. “That is why I suggested it, you handsome devil. Do you accept?”

Malcolm hesitated. “You know that Oliver and I are a package deal, right? Where I go, he goes.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Then, with my whole heart, I accept.”
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With Darius and Malcolm by my side, and trailed by several soldiers, I marched along the corridor. The moment I arrived back at the castle, Darius had apologized profusely for his behavior the day before, vowing that he had seen the error of his ways and would correct it. He thanked me for having the courage to stand up for Oliver and promised that he would follow in my footsteps.

While I was glad that Darius and Malcolm were with me, I knew that I didn’t need anyone to give me the confidence to do what needed done. I was ready to seize control of my life and was through being ordered around. I threw open the doors to the guest wing. Charles jumped up from behind a desk and looked in bewilderment at the force I brought with me, and Eileen stared from the armchair, book still held up to her nose.

“Princess?” Charles began, but I held up my hand to stop him.

“Prince Charles and Queen Eileen of Galtica, you are both under arrest.”

Charles’s mouth fell open. “On what grounds?” he demanded, trying to shove away the two guards holding his arms.

Darius stepped forward and unrolled a scroll of parchment. “Prince Charles, you are accused of murdering Her Highness, Queen Griselda, and of plotting treason against the Princess Snow White. You have engaged in seditious acts against the crown and are hereby banished from Eldonia forever. You will be returned to Galtica to await trial, or else face execution here.”

“No, there has been a mistake! I can explain!” Charles cried. He turned his eyes beseechingly onto me. “Sweetness, tell them!”

“Where shall I start? With your secret plan to have me poisoned, with you killing my stepmother, or with you pretending to be in love with me so you could weasel your way into being King?” I relished the look of abject horror on Charles’s face. “Or should I tell them about how you abused me and tried to manipulate me into letting you take over my kingdom?”

“Darling, we are betrothed! It wasn’t me manipulating you. We are supposed to get married!”

“Why? You never cared about me or my people, only about sitting on a throne.” I switched my gaze to Eileen, who still looked politely baffled. “And don’t sit there pretending to be an innocent, grieving widow. I overheard you two last night, and I will be sending a full report detailing who is responsible for your late husband’s death to all of Galtica. Everyone will know what you did before the week is out.”

Eileen’s ladylike befuddlement dropped for the briefest of seconds as she shot a venomous glare at Charles.

I raised my voice as I directed my attention back to Charles. “From this moment on, you are hereby exiled, and our betrothal is officially dissolved.”

He snorted. “You need to be married to be Queen.”

“I will be. I fell in love with someone else a while ago, and we are engaged.”

Charles’s shock morphed into confusion. He looked at Darius. “You?”

“Me, actually,” piped up Malcolm.

I wished I could have captured Charles’s expression at that moment and had it framed. I had never seen a human face twist into such astonished disbelief. “Him?”

“The name is Malcolm.”

Charles looked between me, Malcolm, and the guards surrounding us. Then a smile slid across his face. He re-arranged his features into his charming, toothy smile. “Very funny, Princess. You really had me going there for a moment!”

“I am not joking.”

The differences between Malcolm and Charles were shocking to see side by side. Charles was tall and attractive as ever, with every blonde hair precisely in place. His handsome face, however, had twisted into an ugly sneer.

Malcolm stood calmly beside me. His dark, heavy eyebrows still gave him the impression of being permanently grumpy, but I knew him well enough now that I could see the goodness radiating out of him. Malcolm was roughly six inches shorter than Charles, but he had a confidence that made him seem taller than any prince.

“Why him?” Charles finally spat.

“He loves me, and he is a good person. That is more than you can say.”

“Of course he is going to say or do whatever he can to worm his way into your life! He has everything to gain! So typical of peasants, desperate to grasp at any way to elevate their miserable, worthless lives…”

“Stop.”

“You never should have allowed the inbreeding of imbeciles! We end up with riffraff like this lot!”

“I said that is enough!”

Charles’s face burned red. He was insulted, not so much that I wanted to end our relationship, but that I had picked Malcolm over him. But now, he was past the point of reasoning. “I am better than that pathetic scavenging commoner in every way!” he screamed, “He is nothing compared to me! What on earth does he have that I don’t?”

“I have her and you don’t,” Malcolm instantly quipped. Several guards laughed loudly, and Charles’s red face darkened to maroon.

“You will pay for this!” he yelled. He broke free of the soldiers and swung a fist wildly at Malcolm. Malcolm dodged it just as easily as he had done when Oliver had meltdowns, and the soldiers immediately congregated to force Charles onto his knees and bind his hands behind his back.

“Gag him,” I said crisply to one of the soldiers holding Charles back, then pivoted. “Captain Darius, please add threatening the future King of Eldonia to this man’s list of crimes. Anything else to say, Charles?” I finally felt like I could meet Charles’s gaze with confidence. I was done being a meek and submissive mouse around him.

Charles glared daggers at everyone in the room, but whether he wanted to say anything else or not, he wasn’t able to with the gag in his mouth.

I pivoted to face Eileen, who was still frozen in her seat, watching all of the proceedings in silence. “Your Majesty, I am glad I was able to see your true colors before it was too late.”

It was the realization that her convincing friendship and loyalty had all been a façade that shocked me most. Eileen was even more dangerous than Charles.

She, at least, had the good sense to come quietly. “You haven’t seen the last of me,” she said in a deadly whisper as she allowed the soldiers to bind her hands. Eileen’s features twisted into an ugly expression that matched her horrible son’s. I smiled widely. How glad I was that she would never be my mother-in-law.

“No, I am quite sure that this is goodbye. Take them away.”

A few hours later, armed guards escorted Charles and his mother out of the castle, booed on by the servants who had witnessed the arrest, or else had heard about it as the story spread like wildfire through the castle.

I smiled as I watched my ex-fiancé get shackled to the inside of a cart typically used for transporting horse manure. Malcolm wrapped his arm around me, and I wiggled my fingers mockingly at Charles’s shrinking face.

Darius ran ahead of the cart and wasted no time vilifying Charles and his mother far and wide. As the cart rumbled through the streets of town, villagers pelted them with overripe fruit. A part of my brain had considered asking everyone to show more grace, but the greater portion couldn’t help but want to join in.

My last fleeting image of Charles was of the cart turning onto the road back to his country, old tomato dripping from his face and hair. When their King, Charles’s older brother, heard what they had done, he had them both placed under house arrest indefinitely and served apples at every meal of every day.
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~ Two Months Later~

Istared down at my bouquet of primroses and felt elation envelop my entire body. It looked like every single one of my subjects within walking or riding distance was here to attend my wedding. The plush red carpet was rolled out in front of me, and this time, I was honored to stand on it.

Music started to play and the organ’s notes swelled across the castle courtyard. A few of the servant children I made puppets for so long ago skipped along the carpet, scattering rose petals all along the path. The youngest of the girls stopped at the end of the carpet and shook her small white basket up and down several times to ensure that every petal was emptied. They all fluttered down into a tiny mountain at the edge of the red carpet, and the crowd rippled with laughter. She shyly hid her face in her hands and scurried away.

Next came Oliver, sedately holding the pillow and focusing hard on balancing the two rings nestled in place. He had been practicing for weeks for this moment and was flushed with excitement. He walked carefully down the aisle, placing each foot deliberately in place as he progressed. When he reached the end, he held the pillow aloft, proud he had done his duty.

Everyone in the audience rose, and as the organ’s music amplified, I stepped down the aisle myself, escorted by Darius. At first, I looked around at the smiling faces present. I spotted Felix next to the twins, and grinned at them as Jonas tried to muffle a sneeze and Armand blushed. Tiberias and Quentin stood beside their wives. Florence bounced her chubby baby boy, holding up his tiny fist to make him wave at me while Cassandra tickled his feet and beamed at me.

Next moment, I caught sight of Malcolm standing next to the minister, and everything else faded from my mind.

He had never looked so handsome. For once, there wasn’t a stain or rip on his clothing, a new suit handmade by Felix. His hair was clean and well-trimmed, and he stared back at me, radiant with happiness. As I reached the other side of the altar, he mouthed, “You are beautiful.”

I beamed back. I had picked a gown that I loved, a simple white dress that had a short train and matching veil. Priscilla would have hated it. I had no jewelry except for the thinnest of all my crowns, and had my hair styled the way it naturally was- curly. It felt good to just be me.

The minister gestured for everyone to take their seats and began his speech. Malcolm and I held hands across the altar and listened to the words that were unifying our lives. I could barely comprehend what he was saying; it felt so surreal to be finally getting married to the man I loved with all my heart.

When it was time for vows, the minister beckoned Oliver to come forward, and Malcolm and I picked up the rings. I took a deep breath. “Malcolm, when we first met, I only saw a grumpy man.” The crowd laughed, and Malcolm grinned at me. “But as I got to know you, I found my best friend. You have been my mentor, companion, confidant, and you make me happier than anyone. In you, I found the love of my life, and I feel truly blessed to be a part of your life. As we begin our life together, I pledge to you all of my love and devotion, for all the days of my life.” I slipped the ring onto his finger.

Malcolm held my hand. “I wish I was able to stand here and promise you the world, but the world isn’t mine to give. What I can promise is that you will always be my world, and I will always put you first. I wish I could promise you unlimited riches, but every vault has its end. Instead, I promise you an abundance of strength and support, of adventure and vulnerability, of loyalty and of love. I wish I could promise that I will always be as roguishly handsome as I am today, but as I was never good-looking in the first place, I guess you will have to find it in your heart to love me anyway.”

The crowd laughed again. Malcolm finished, “I wish I could promise that I could ensure you a lifetime without heartache or hardship, but you know I am not as optimistic as Felix and I know we will have struggles. What I can promise you is that no matter what comes our way, I will be there for you. Together, we can overcome anything. Snow White, my Queen, my love, my wife; I love you, and I always will.” He placed the other ring on my finger.

The minister held his hands out toward the crowd. “Before me stand a bride and groom who have joined their souls together in holy wedlock. In doing so, they have chosen to provide companionship, love, and support to each other during both the happy and difficult moments of life and marriage.”

“These two have declared their perpetual love to each other before the witnesses assembled here today. They have also demonstrated their solemn love for each other by exchanging wedding rings and joining hands as they prepare to walk through life together. And now, by the holy powers invested in me, I now declare you man and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

Malcolm leaned in, and in front of all the servants, soldiers, and subjects, he kissed me.

The crowd rose in a single wave and cheered and stamped thunderously. The cheering went on for several minutes, but Malcolm and I stayed put, waiting for them to stop applauding. When the cacophony died down, I had Oliver come forward.

“Oliver, I want you to have this.” I pulled out a third ring on a chain that I had kept hidden. “This is a best friend ring. I am marrying your brother, but I want us to always be best friends, because I love you too. I promise I will always be there for you. Will you be my friend forever?”

“Yes!” Olivier clapped gleefully, and Malcolm put the chain around Oliver’s neck. Oliver inspected the ring and gave me a tight hug. Then, with immense effort, he said, “You… Me… Fwen. Sss… No… I… wuv… you…”
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That evening, I found a dark green book propped up on my side of the vanity mirror. It was the same collection of Malcolm’s poetry that he had hidden from me so long ago. It was opened to one of the last pages in the book. On it, I saw a simple picture, drawn by Oliver, of a lopsided stick figure with curly hair and a bright red smile. Malcolm’s beautiful writing fanned down the page and I read,

Mirror, Mirror on the wall,

Who is the fairest one of all?

Lips red as the rose,

Hair black as ebony,

Skin white as the snow.

I smiled to myself. This was the sort of love I had always dreamed of, and now I had it forever.


EPILOGUE
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Immediately after my coronation, I dismissed the majority of my old advisors and hand-picked new ones who sincerely cared about the well-being of every subject, regardless of that person’s status or ability level. I also dismissed Priscilla, who ended up married to Baron Gerard, for whom she had harbored a secret passion for years. The last I heard, they moved to a manor far in the country and had the habit of griping at any and all passersby.

My new council and I focused on educating everyone, with the vision that everyone has worth and could contribute in a meaningful way. Our economy flourished, and just by walking through the towns, I could tell that all of my subjects were happy. Malcolm, who much preferred science to politics, continued his research and volunteered to launch programs for people with disabilities all over Eldonia. Through it all, he remained my greatest cheerleader and never stopped encouraging me to be the best leader I could be.

Oliver became the Royal Rock Gardener, and spent his days in the garden, lovingly polishing each stone that lined the paths. Visitors would often comment on the attention to detail Oliver showed in his work. Darius became Oliver’s best friend and strongest advocate (after Malcolm and myself), invited him to every party he attended, introduced him to everyone he met, and served as a stellar role model on how to treat Oliver well.

Oliver became very popular in the village and flourished with so many friendships. Every time Oliver walked down the main road, people would call to him, wave, ask about Roar, or hand him a new rock for his collection in the gardens. Oliver never did learn how to speak, but as we all learned to listen with our eyes and our hearts instead of just our ears, we discovered that we could hear the love Oliver had to share.

Malcolm and I had several children in the years that followed, and they all unanimously agreed that Oliver was their favorite uncle. Oliver never lost his childlike joy and no matter how many friends in the village he had, his nieces and nephews remained his preferential playmates.

As it turned out, the grumpiest of those seven brothers I met was my real Prince Charming. And yes, we did live happily ever after.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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I wanted this book to be more than a fun fairytale retelling. It is an opportunity to get a realistic example of what a Severe Intellectual Disability looks like, as well as an introduction to what healthy (and unhealthy) relationships look like. Below are some questions to think about, either in a group or by yourself.
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Caregiver burnout is very real for parents and caregivers to individuals with disabilities, and often manifests with depression and anxiety, just like with Malcolm at the beginning of the book. What can we do to show our support for these people? As extended family and close friends help more, caregivers can alleviate some of their stress. Think of the people in your life; how can you become more involved? If you are a caregiver, are you getting the help you need?
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Can you think of anyone in your life diagnosed with an Intellectual Disability? How have you treated them in the past? How do you plan to treat them after reading this book?
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Charles was very manipulative and controlling with Snow White. Consistent for a typical narcissist, he made Snow doubt herself, her memory, and her abilities through his words and actions. What were some of the things he did that were not appropriate in a relationship? What are other red flags to watch for in relationships?
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If you had a strong emotional reaction to some of these scenes — wonderful! That means you really care about people, and particularly individuals with disabilities. Many people with disabilities are able to stand up for themselves, and do so very well. However, some with Intellectual Disability DO struggle to advocate for themselves. How can you be a voice for those who cannot speak for themselves?
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I intentionally used my least favorite word in the entire world -- “retard” – in this book to show how ugly it is. I urge everyone to please remove this word from your vocabulary forever, even if you meant it as a joke. I have a sweet daughter with disabilities who Oliver’s character is based on. Her life is not a joke.
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One aspect I loved about this book was Snow White transforming from a timid people pleaser into a confident woman ready to determine her own destiny. She finds the courage to cut out the people who were bringing her down, stand up for what she believed in, and forge the life she wanted for herself. What things do you need to do in your life to eliminate the naysayers and surround yourself with cheerleaders? What have you always wanted to do in your life that you haven’t done yet? Make a plan to seize the day and determine your own destiny!
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Darius fell into a common trap by picking on someone but soon after redeems himself by realizing the error of his ways and becoming one of Oliver’s best friends. Do you have any behavior you think should be modified moving forward? Have you bullied someone in the past? Did you change? Be someone’s champion.

[image: Flowers]



[image: Becoming Hook]


BECOMING HOOK
A VILLAINOUS PETER PAN RETELLING
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CHAPTER 1
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Jimmy lay on top of his cot with his chin propped in his hands. Peter had granted him permission to release one of the pixies from her cage, and Jimmy watched, mesmerized, as she flitted around the damp underground cave he and Peter used as a hideout. Her wings hummed and the jingling of bells filled the room with the enchanting noise all pixies made from time to time. Jimmy had flown a few times using the pixie dust Peter collected, but he was still fascinated by the movement of the pixie’s wings as they blurred together in flight. For the first time, underneath the jingling, Jimmy heard faint words.

“Release me!” the tiny pixie pled. “Let me out!”

Jimmy stared. This pixie was not buzzing around the room like some foolish bumblebee. She was frantically running her hands all over the cave wall, desperately yet methodically searching for an escape. Could pixies…reason? He had never before been visited by the idea that they were capable of intelligence.

“You can talk?”

The pixie performed a graceful pirouette in the air, spinning to face him. The fluttering of her wings grew less rapid, and she slowly descended to perch on Jimmy’s pillow. “You understand me?”

“Yes. I only heard jingling bells before, but I can hear your voice now.”

The pixie held her hands up to her tiny mouth. “You haven’t been putting the dust into your drink each morning, have you.” It was a statement, not a question.

Jimmy thought hard. Peter had all the Lost Boys collect eggs, milk, and pixie dust every morning. The eggs they cooked, and the dust was mixed in with the milk to be drunk. He had never thought much about it; it was just a boring morning routine. But after he got violently sick from eating bad mushrooms some months ago, milk began to taste strange to him, and he had avoided it—along with the accompanying pixie dust—ever since. “No, not lately. Why?”

The pixie tilted her head from side to side. “You’re older.”

“No, I’m not!” Jimmy leapt to his feet, outraged at such a suggestion. Wasn’t aging the worst crime of all in Neverland? How dare this stupid pixie make such absurd accusations! He lunged forward to snatch her up. Jimmy couldn’t wait to stuff this pixie into her cage and put her back where she belonged—with all the other of the Lost Boys’ pets.

The pixie fluttered into the air, darting around to evade his grasp. “It’s true!” she screeched, her thin voice piercing Jimmy’s mind like a dagger. “Why do you think Peter Pan has you steal our dust every day? It’s to keep you young forever and never return to your families! He’s a monster who kidnapped all of you!”

“Stop it! You’re lying!” Jimmy yelled, then leapt off his cot, snatched the mischievous pixie out of the air, and thrust her back into her prison. His fingernail scraped against the tiny creature’s body as he did so, and he picked off the scrap of green fabric that snagged under his nail. The pixie clung to the bars and glared at Jimmy. Her face had changed from a gentle golden glow to a bright red.

“Do you even remember your family?”

“Shut up!” Jimmy screamed. He snatched up the cage, ran down to the animal shed, and shoved it onto one of the many pixie-laden shelves.

***

Jimmy ran all the way to the beach, where the white-crested waves and screaming calls of the seagulls had always managed to soothe him before. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t seem to get rid of the pixie’s cry.

“Do you even remember your family?”

What nonsense. Of course he remembered his family! Jimmy strained his memory as fuzzy and elusive recollections floated near the forefront of his mind but were difficult to clarify. He had a mother…didn’t he? Yes, he did. She was a sweet, plump woman with wavy black hair, but for the life of him, Jimmy couldn’t remember her face. His stomach sank. He couldn’t even picture his father—the man he had been named after. He didn’t even know if he had brothers or sisters.

The first real memory he had was of Peter Pan slipping into his window one night, promising a lifetime of adventure and eternal youth. Almost everything else before that point had faded over time to a hazy, grayish black.

The pixie had been right; he couldn’t remember his family at all. The young man’s shoulders slumped, and he dug his fingers into the gritty sand. He flung a handful at a nearby crab and watched glumly as it scuttled away over a smattering of shells and rocks that lay scattered on the shore.

Jimmy shook himself out of his gloom. Pan frequently went to visit the “other world” to look for more boys to join their club in Neverland, so all Jimmy had to do was ask to go with him to visit his family next time. He and Peter were friends—best friends! Jimmy was the first Lost Boy Peter had brought to Neverland, a fact which he had always been proud of. But now, pangs of homesickness stirred in his gut.

Jimmy couldn’t bring himself to leave the comfort of the beach’s crashing waves yet. He watched as the sun sank lower and lower, painting the oceanic landscape with golden, rosy hues until it finally dipped beyond the horizon. The changing tide crept closer to his bare feet, but Jimmy couldn’t find the motivation to move farther up toward the tree line. The sand on which he sat grew increasingly colder as stars began to pop into existence across the vast expanse of night sky. The brightest star of all—the second to the left of the moon—was the one that housed the gateway through which Peter brought all the Lost Boys. The star winked, mocking his pain.

No, he wouldn’t subject Peter to an interrogation about an offhand remark from a rogue pixie. If anyone should be cross-examined, it was that good-for-nothing pixie!

Just as the water reached his toes, Jimmy pulled himself to his feet, brushed off the seat of his pants, and hiked back to their base camp, leaving a trail of footprints in the sand as he walked. As he drew nearer to the hideout, Jimmy grew ever more resolved. He needed to talk to the pixie again. He snorted. A pixie talking? He half hoped he had imagined it all.

Jimmy slid down the hollowed-out tree trunk and shot out onto the packed dirt floor beneath the forest. Candles illuminated the large room where more than two dozen boys all played—some were rough housing in the center, while others were throwing Rolland’s cap around as Rolland ran after it, laughing. The joy they all felt couldn’t penetrate Jimmy’s melancholy. Everything felt surreal. As he peered into each boy’s face, another phrase the pixie had yelled came back to him.

“He’s a monster who kidnapped all of you!”

Was it true? Peter hovered over everyone, doused as he always was in pixie dust, egging on each Lost Boy in turn.

Jimmy numbly considered his friend, whose red hair flopped into his eyes from underneath his green cap. Peter had always said that he’d saved them all. Saved them from a life of being unwanted and growing old. He granted them a future of ease and enjoyment, free from the cares of that other, darker world. He thought back to when he and Peter first met. Peter seemed larger than life back then. But now? He studied the boyish face. Peter looked small, or at least, smaller than himself. Was what the pixie said true? Was he, Jimmy, getting older and growing taller?

Jimmy slouched out of the room and down the earthen tunnel to the hollow they used for an animal shed again. He flung open the door, startling several chickens, who flapped and clucked around the small room. Jimmy marched over to the rows of pixies in cages and identified the softly glowing female pixie with yellow hair who had goaded him earlier. She was sitting, hunched over in her cage, massaging her tiny abdomen.

Jimmy tapped sharply on her cage. “Hey, pixie.”

The pixie turned and fluttered her wings angrily, dust flurrying down into the collecting pan set beneath her wire cage. “Hello, thief.”

Jimmy frowned. “I’m not a thief.”

“So you say, despite the fact that you steal my dust daily.” The pixie’s voice was weak, and she continued to press against her sides, her tiny features crumpled in pain.

“I’m not stealing your—” This conversation, surrounded by the smell of penned animals, would get them nowhere. Jimmy picked up the pixie’s cage and carried her out of the shed to his room, where he firmly bolted the door so no other boys would disturb him. “Look, I just want to know what you meant by not remembering my family. I remember my mother!”

The pixie gave a sharp laugh that was cut short when she clutched at her middle. “That’s surprising, considering how long you’ve been here. You must’ve really loved her.”

“How long I’ve…” Jimmy never thought about time anymore. The days and nights always seemed to meld together in Neverland. How long had he been there? The pixie gave a tiny cry of pain and collapsed to the bottom of her cage. “What’s wrong with you?”

“You!” she spat, then gasped out, “You injured me when you grabbed me earlier, but you didn’t think about that, did you? No, you Lost Boys only ever think of yourselves and having fun forever.”

“That isn’t true! Here, I’ll show you!” Jimmy unlocked the pixie’s cage. She didn’t fly away like he expected, but stayed huddled on the interlocking wires. He gently lifted her out of the cage and laid her on his pillow, careful not to bend her fragile wings.

She had a vividly green dress that covered her torso and flowed over her legs, and she was so small that Jimmy’s fingers would have been far too large and clumsy to be of any assistance. He examined the tiny body anyway, but couldn’t see any injury. “You’re so small. I don’t know how to help you.”

The pixie glared at him, red all over again. “You can’t when I’m this size.”

“Yeah, like you could be any other size.”

The pixie cried aloud again, her enormous blue eyes watering with pain, and panic clawed at Jimmy’s throat. He would be responsible if the pixie died. “Tell me what to do!”

The pixie turned her tortured face toward Jimmy, then shook her head, resigned. “Just … don’t scream. Or call Pan,” she whispered. She furrowed her eyebrows in deep concentration, then glowed a brilliant gold and began to enlarge. Jimmy scrambled away from her as she grew rapidly until she was the same size as a young woman, and the small cage was pushed to the ground as the pixie took up all the cot’s space. Everything about her was petite, even in her enlarged form. She had thin arms, a trim waist, slender legs, and her bright yellow hair looked windswept despite the room’s air being still.

Jimmy’s mouth hung open in shock, eyes large as dinner plates. “You just…Pixies can…What?!”

“I said don’t scream.” The pixie grimaced again, and for the first time, Jimmy noticed golden blood trickling out of the pixie, oozing from a wide rip along her dress. “Get a knife.”

Jimmy withdrew the pocketknife tucked into his vest. All this time he had been sitting on the beach trying to remember his family, and this pixie had been injured and suffering! She wasn’t going to ask him to put her out of her misery, was she?

She gestured weakly to the candle on Jimmy’s side table. “Get the blade hot. I need you to cauterize the wound.”

Jimmy’s panic grew. He had only experienced having a gash cauterized once—when he was much younger back in London—but he would never forget the searing pain. Now this pixie wanted him to perform the operation he could barely remember?

He couldn’t! He was only sixteen years old, or at least, he had been when he left with Peter. But…what other choice did he have? Who else would help the pixie if not him? He didn’t have the knowledge or experience to perform medical treatments! Jimmy held the blade into the flame and watched as the metal began to glow red hot.

“Give me your belt.” The pixie’s tone was demanding as sweat broke out on her forehead. Jimmy removed the leather strap and wordlessly handed it over. The pixie clamped her jaws around the belt then ordered through clenched teeth, “Do it.” She closed her eyes and turned away.

Jimmy gingerly folded back the ripped fabric to expose the injury, then took a deep breath to steady his hands. It was fortunate he had such a strong stomach. If Rob or Ozzy had been the ones to see all the blood and do this, they would be hunched over, heaving. This pixie needed Jimmy.

He gently pinched the separated skin together and pressed the long flat of a blade against the width of the wound. The pixie cried out, and glittering tears seeped from her eyes. Once the wound had sealed, Jimmy immediately withdrew the knife, revolted by what he had done.

“I’m sorry, so sorry!” Jimmy repeated. The pixie slammed her head backward, writhing in agony. Jimmy heard several quiet sobs escape from between the pixie’s pressed lips, and his stomach churned horribly. He placed a hand on her delicate shoulder, trying to express the extent of his remorse. The pixie’s gasps of pain had barely begun to slow when a rapid knocking assailed the quiet room.

“Jimmy Boy!” Peter Pan’s voice floated in from behind the locked door. “Everything okay in there?”

“Fine!” Jimmy was amazed at how calm and collected he sounded. “Just rehearsing for a new play is all!”

Peter’s easy laughter rang out, boisterous and lively as ever. “Sounds like fun! I look forward to it!”

It surprised him how easy it was to lie to his best friend. Jimmy heard Peter’s voice fade away without any accompanying footsteps. For the first time, Jimmy wondered how many pixies had to sacrifice their dust each day just to maintain his friend’s constant use of it in addition to what he drank. He spun to face the pixie, who was still sweating and trembling.

“Were you telling the truth? Does drinking the dust make us stay young forever?”

The pixie turned her head toward Jimmy and weakly lifted a solitary finger. “You tell me. Did you have facial hair when you stopped taking the dust?”

Jimmy slowly raised his hand and stroked the stubble on his chin. She was right. He was getting older.

“You stink too,” the pixie reported in a matter-of-fact voice. “Grown-up humans smell terrible.”

Jimmy raised an arm and sniffed. She was right again. How had he not noticed all these changes? He supposed that it happened so gradually that it was impossible to tell from one day to another, and none of the other Lost Boys had said anything.

“Do you have a name, pixie?”

The pixie wiped sweat from her forehead and placed her hand on her abdomen over the sealed wound. “Tinkerbell, but you can call me Tink,” she said through clenched teeth. “And you, Lost Boy? Do you have a name?”

“Jimmy. My name is Jimmy.” He hesitated, then asked, “Tink…do you know how long I’ve been here?”

The pixie’s brow furrowed. “In Earth time?” she counted on her fingers then flicked her eyes up to the ceiling as she thought hard. “Probably about two hundred years, but not nearly that long in Neverland time.”

Jimmy staggered back and sank to his knees as his chest constricted around his heart. Two hundred years? “But…my family…m-my mother…”

The pixie’s eyes softened with the first showing of compassion as she shook her head. “Humans don’t live very long, Jimmy. I’m sorry.”

Jimmy couldn’t catch his breath. All his family members were dead. Had they searched for him? Wondered where he had disappeared to for decades on end? When he’d left with Peter that night, Peter had assured him he would be able to come back whenever he wanted. In Jimmy’s mind, when he decided to return, he would arrive back during the same night from which he departed.

Up to this point, his life’s entire purpose had merely been to have endless fun, day in and day out. But now…now he had nothing to go back to when he was finished with his fun. What other option did he have? His entire future had been stolen from him.

How long had the other boys been here? Less time than he had, he knew that much. Did they still have the chance to return to their families and experience what he would never be able to?

He glared at the meddlesome pixie. Everything had been fine this morning! Now, this pixie had him questioning his future, his very existence! Could she be lying? What evidence was there, really, that he should trust her over his best friend? He clung to the shred of hope as if it was his only salvation.


CHAPTER 2
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Jimmy was quiet at breakfast the next day. He watched his friend like a hawk, and saw Peter Pan’s normal, boisterous self bouncing with enthusiasm as he went about his morning routine. Pan sent Rolland and Chibu to collect the eggs, milk, and pixie dust. They arrived back several minutes later, staggering from the weight of the heaping egg basket held between them, Rolland carrying the milk pail in his other hand, and Chibu clutching the bag of dust with his basket-free hand.

Jimmy stared at the bag of pixie dust, which Peter Pan had eagerly snatched from Chibu. He refilled the leather pouch at his hip, then poured a generous measure into the milk pail. The remainder he carefully siphoned into the storage chest that housed all the dust Peter used for his trips to the other world to find new Lost Boys.

“You mean kidnap innocent children?” Tink’s voice corrected in his head.

“Why do you do that?” Jimmy asked, carefully avoiding Peter’s eye. “Put the pixie dust in our drinks, I mean.”

Peter flashed his boyish, youthful grin. “Helps keep our minds sharp and bodies healthy as we never grow old here, of course.”

“Don’t the pixies need it for themselves?”

Peter crowed with laughter. “Just as much as the goats need their surplus milk and the chickens need extra eggs, I suppose. Waste not, want not, am I right?” He ladled milk into mugs, and the twins began to scramble the eggs at the wood-burning stove.

The Lost Boys lined up to accept a glass of the drugged milk from Peter. Jimmy fought down a sudden, violent urge to overturn the milk pail and swat the mugs from the boys’ hands. There was nothing wrong with Peter wanting to have his friends stay youthful and healthy—it was good, really, that he cared so much. But still, the sick, twisted feeling in Jimmy’s gut grew.

“What would happen if we stopped taking the pixie dust?”

Peter raised a bright-red eyebrow as he shot Jimmy an inquisitive look. “What’s with all the questions this morning, Jimmy Boy?”

“Just curious is all,” Jimmy mumbled. He didn’t fall into line with the others, which Peter noticed, and he sought him out to hand him a mug.

“Drink up, pal. We can’t have you turning into an adult on us now, can we?”

So Tink’s allegations were true. Jimmy forced his lips into a pained smile and accepted the drink. He stared down into the contents. The thick milk had the faintest tinge of golden glitter swirling around in it. For the longest time after he first arrived in Neverland, Jimmy thought of it as beautiful and mysterious, but now, the beverage flashed dangerously at him. Tink’s accusations rang in his mind, vibrating around his skull until he thought he would go mad from it.

“Peter?”

Peter Pan jerked his head in acknowledgement that he was listening. All the other Lost Boys, who had just been served plates of scrambled eggs by the twins, had their mouths stuffed full and were unusually quiet as they ate. Jimmy swallowed hard to try to remove the growing lump in his throat. “How long have we been here in Neverland?”

“We all came at different times, Jimmy Boy. You know that.”

“Me, then. How long have I been here?”

“What difference does it make?” Peter shrugged. “What does time matter as long as we are having fun here?”

“I’m having fun!” Ozzy burst out, spraying a mouthful of half-masticated egg across the wooden table.

Rob burst out laughing and used his spoon to fling eggs back at Ozzy. A brief but furious food fight immediately broke out. The boys lobbed cutlery, plates, and food at each other, all ducking and weaving to avoid being splattered with breakfast. In the ensuing hubbub, Jimmy took the opportunity to surreptitiously dump his mug of milk onto the dirt floor next to him. He watched the liquid soak into the earth, and the last glimmers of pixie dust winked back at him before fading from view.

Peter, as always, emerged victorious from the food fight. He tucked his thumbs into his armpits, rose into the air, and emitted a loud rooster’s crow.

Following the thrill of the food fight, Peter didn’t seem inclined to calm down enough to talk with Jimmy. Peter left the mess of the food fight—fruit and eggs strewn over the table and floor, with milk dripping down onto the bench—and grabbed his fishing pole from a corner. “Last one to the fishing hole is a rotten egg!” In a flash, Peter flew up the tunnel and was out of sight.

The other Lost Boys clambered over one another to retrieve their own fishing poles, squabbling amongst themselves as they tried to untangle their lines and hooks and follow Peter Pan. Within one minute, all of them except Jimmy had disappeared. He couldn’t seem to muster up the energy to race to the fishing hole today.

The hideout was abnormally silent in the absence of his friends. Jimmy stared at the food splattered all over the kitchen area, his shoulders hunched. As he took in his surroundings, it felt like waking up after years of being asleep. Burned pans were crusted with hardening egg yolks, the blackened and moldy residue of previous food fights coated the table in a moss-like texture, and gnats were beginning to buzz all around the mess. Jimmy inhaled. The entire place reeked. Maggots would follow soon, and once the state of the hideout deteriorated to unlivable, Peter would simply move all the boys to a new location, just like always.

Jimmy’s stomach turned. The fuzziest of recollections floated just out of reach in his memory. The hazy image of his mother scrubbing a kitchen table while telling him a story sharpened. A warm sensation started in his chest and began to spread. He’d had a family once; he had been loved. Jimmy sank down to the ground, slumped back against the dirt wall, and buried his face into his hands.

What had he done when he agreed to come with Peter to Neverland?
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He still hadn’t moved by the time the rest of the Lost Boys returned hours later. Jimmy heard their gleeful shouts and laughter long before they slid, one by one, down the hollowed-out tree trunk. Peter flew in after them with a string of fish trailing behind him.

The boys all threw their fishing poles haphazardly into a corner, causing the strings and hooks to tangle even worse than before. Peter Pan began tossing individual fish to each boy in turn.

“Where were you, Jimmy?” asked Smee. He was a plump boy who looked younger than everyone else, perhaps ten years old, and hadn’t been with the Lost Boys very long. His full cheeks, constantly sunburned nose, and platinum-blond hair made his babyish face wide and innocent-looking—very different from Jimmy’s long, thin face with his unusually straight nose and long dark hair.

Jimmy shrugged. “Not feeling well, I guess.” He couldn’t stop looking at each of his friends and wondering how long they had all been there. Did any of them remember their origins? If they did, they certainly didn’t seem troubled by leaving them behind. They all began to throw the fish between themselves with blinding speed, laughing uproariously if anyone dropped his slippery load or received a fish to the face.

Smee plopped down next to Jimmy and handed him his catch from the day. “Will you help me clean it?” Smee’s face remained so eager and hopeful that Jimmy couldn’t say no. Smee seemed to think that Jimmy could do no wrong, and being admired so much buoyed Jimmy’s spirits, but only fractionally so. Besides, he loved the salty smell of fish and needed something to occupy his hands. He carried the codfish over to the table, then recoiled. The filthy table grew dirtier and more repulsive the longer he examined it.

“Hey, everyone, how about we all come over and clean up this table?”

A shocked silence met his words as the boys turned as one and stared, utterly taken aback, at the suggestion.

Peter Pan burst out laughing. “That’s why we live in Neverland, Jimmy Boy! No chores, no bedtime, no work ever!” The other Lost Boys raised an ear-splitting cheer. Peter traced a finger along his chin as he considered his tall, lanky friend. “You certainly are behaving strangely today, Jimmy. Lighten up! You’re acting all…grown-up.”

Several boys hissed at the forbidden word, and Jimmy refused to meet any of his friends’ eyes. Is that what being grown-up meant? Having responsibilities and not seeing the world as a joke anymore? His mother hadn’t been a terrible person, and she was a grown-up…or had been once. The thought of his mother dying without even the chance to say goodbye tore at his heart. To avoid the pain, he struggled once again to remember his father, but came up with nothing, which only served to deepen the wound gnawing at his chest.

“C’mon, Smee, let’s clean it outside,” Jimmy muttered. He and Smee clambered back up to the surface, leaving the cacophony of the Lost Boys below. Jimmy found a wide, flat rock and began to scale and gut the fish.

“You really are quiet today,” Smee observed. “Are you sick? I can go get Peter if you want.”

“No!” Jimmy objected a little too quickly. He glanced around the clearing to ensure that they were alone. “Smee, do you remember your family at all?” As the newest arrival, if anyone was able to remember, Smee would.

Smee’s eyebrows furrowed as he concentrated. “I think so, but the details are sort of slipping away. Peter came the night I had a fight with my mum. She wanted me to feed our dog, Missy, and I didn’t want to. Peter said that I would never have to do chores again if I came with him.”

Smee continued, “I should go back soon; my mum said she was going to plan me a birthday party. Even though I wouldn’t feed the dog, she still was going to have a magician come and do tricks for me and my friends. You can come to my party if you want to.”

Jimmy smiled wistfully, even as his heart sank. He couldn’t even remember the concept of birthdays anymore since Peter forbade any mention of age or getting older. “That sounds nice. What’s your mom like?”

“She’s real pretty, my mum is! She has long hair and puts it in a braid. I would swing on it all the time and pretend to be a monkey when I was little. She would always tell me to stop, but it was so fun.”

“Did she tell you stories?” Jimmy couldn’t tell why he kept coming back to the idea of a mother who told stories. Maybe because it seemed so homey and pleasant.

“Yeah, she’d tell me stories about when I was a baby, and silly things I used to do. She told me the story of Rapunzel, and I thought it was a story about her for a long time because it sounded like her hair.” Smee’s lip quivered, then he quietly confessed, “I miss her. I think I’m ready to go back now. Do you think Peter will take me?”

Jimmy piled all the fish guts into one corner of the stone slab they used as a table but didn’t respond. The truth was, he didn’t know what Peter would do if Smee expressed a desire to return. Once boys arrived, Peter kept them all so busy with games and endless entertainment that no one had ever asked to go back. How much did he know about his friend, really?

“I don’t know. But,” he added as sudden inspiration struck, “if Peter won’t take you, I will.”

“You?” Smee’s eyebrows raised incredulously. “You can’t fly without Peter’s dust.”

“No,” Jimmy admitted. “I can’t.”

He slowly de-boned the fish, and the image of Tinkerbell floated back to him. He had returned her to her cage to heal—along with a tiny blanket and enough food to help with her recovery—and had been checking on her every few hours. He knew he needed to free her, but with her injury, she would easily be captured again. At least until she was stronger, she needed protection, and he felt compelled to give it.

Jimmy continued pensively, “Pixie dust doesn’t belong to Peter anyway and…I know someone who might be able to help us get home.”
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