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~Dedication~

 


 


For the one who calls me her queen.


Chapter One

 


 


Present Day

 


If I had been born a boy, I would have
followed in my father’s footsteps and become a tradesman. Because I
was a girl, he sold me instead.

“No,” Vina corrects me when I bring up the
story, which is not often. She doesn’t like the facts, and I
dislike her pretty lies. “Your mother agonized whether to let you
go, but she knew you would be better off here. She wanted to give
you a better life.”

I would call Vina on her mistruths, but she
claims I still reason as a child. All of my protests to the
contrary serve to prove her right, at least in her mind. Only when
I agree with her does she admit I am a full-grown adult.

“You’re happy with me, aren’t you?” Vina
makes me sit next to her at the formal dinners she hosts most
nights, and she dresses me in rich silks with real lace. If I tell
her no, she sends me to my room as punishment for what she calls my
petulance. If I resist, she gives me one of her lessons in
obedience. Some are painful, others pleasurable, and all serve to
narrow my world and make me focus on her. How could I not, when she
owns me?

“No,” Vina corrects me when I call her my
owner. “I set you free, and I gave you the life you never could
have had otherwise.”

 


When I turned nineteen, no one wanted to
marry me. My mother fussed with my hope chest, if it could be
called that, arranging the one cotton handkerchief as if it could
attract a suitor.

“Let me stay with you,” I entreated my
parents, and I won. I always did. The house needed new walls, and I
wielded the power tools. Small of stature and still a child, I
could carry them to the electric outlet on the neighbor’s property.
As an adult, Father would have faced fines for stealing
electricity.

“You’ve turned her into such a tomboy no
one will want her,” Mother chided Father, and the truth stung. I
could have cared for my parents into their old age, but they wanted
me gone.

When a visitor arrived, unannounced, I
scrubbed our last two potatoes. The striking woman in a red hooded
cloak would get an entire potato to herself. Father and Mother
would share the second potato, and I would boil the peelings in the
leftover water for myself. My mouth watered, and I gave thanks for
the visitor’s coming. I could fill my belly for the first time in
months. Curious about the newcomer, I eavesdropped on the
conversation. Vina punishes me now for listening, but I hadn’t
learned her rules yet.

“You can’t provide for her,” the stranger
said, and Father’s shoulders sagged. “She will give her youth to
you, and what will happen after you die?”

If I had been a boy, the stranger would have
asked me about my life. I would have learned Father’s trade, become
the “& Son” of his third-generation woodworking business, and
taken my rightful place as heir to the master of the house. As a
girl, I cost Father a dowry he couldn’t afford to pay.

“If you aren’t offering Talia a suitor,
why are you here?”

That was Mother, blunt as always. Father
preferred to work with his hands, but Mother’s sharp tongue rang
through the house day and night. “Charles,” she would say, “the
eaves trough is crooked.” No matter how tired or hungry, my father
would fix the eaves trough before Mother gave him dinner. Those
nights, I darned socks with a growling stomach until Father took
his first bite. When one of us wore out our only pair of socks, I
unraveled the yarn, tied the frayed ends, and knitted once
more.

The stranger laid a cloth sack onto the
table. The contents clinked as Father loosened the drawstring.

“Gold?” Father shouted, scraping his chair
back. “Sell my daughter to a slaver? Get out of here before I break
your scrawny neck!”

“How much?” Mother asked, and with those
words, she sealed my fate.

If I had been a boy, Mother would have
counted the coins given to marry her son. Instead, she sold me for
enough gold to keep her in new silk stockings every day for the
rest of her life. She no longer needed a knitter of thrice-used
yarn.

 


Back at the palace banquet table, Vina waits
for her answer. “You’re happy with me,” she repeats, and her
eyebrows arch in warning. I can repeat her litany of lectures
before they come from her mouth. “Instead of letting you die in
uneducated squalor, I brought you to my palace where you want for
nothing. I gave you food, clothes, and books. God meant for you to
be mine.” When I fail to produce the expected apology and
affirmation of her twisted version of events, she slides her chair
backward. “Couldn’t we have one day without this discussion?”

“You bought me,” I whisper, refusing to give
in. “How can you expect me to be happy?”

She pinches the skin above my left elbow.

I would run, if I had any place to hide. I
would fight, if I had any weapons to wield. I would argue, if I had
any listeners to hear. Instead, I edge away from her grip. Whether
she dismisses her servants or allows them to watch, the outcome is
always the same. I will not give gratitude for lies. “No,” I say,
because refusal provokes consequences only when she listens. I
lower my head, studying the tasseled fringe of the tablecloth
embroidered in gold thread.

“My heart grieves at your obstinacy.” Instead
of grief, her voice quivers with restrained anger.

“My mother sold me,” I repeat, and Vina
frowns.

“Do you want me to treat you as a
possession?”

“It would be more honest,” I blurt, and she
stops her arm midway from reaching toward me. “How much did you pay
for me?” She still refuses to tell me, over a year after the
transaction that turned me into a member of her household. Or
chattel, as I say.

She crooks her finger and points to the
floor. Uncomprehending, I bend to inspect the parquet for a dropped
fork. “Kneel,” she commands, and the blood courses through my
veins. I double my fists, but she takes no pity. “You refuse to
take your place at my side, so you may kneel at my feet. Or shall I
strip you of your clothes and beat you into submission?”

She has proclaimed my happiness for the past
year, and each assurance deepened my resentment. I did say this
would be more honest, didn’t I? The powder-blue velvet of my dress
crushes beneath my knees as I fall to the floor. I should refuse
the degrading order, but her manicured red nails work their way
through my hair.

“Why?”

“Good girl,” she says, and against all
reason, I am pleased. I rest my forehead against her thigh, and a
soft exclamation causes me to tilt my head backward. At the last
second, I open my eyes. Laugh lines crinkle around her dark brown
eyes filled with compassion and—can it be?—love. “If you…but you
don’t,” she corrects herself. “Will you behave, or must I send you
to your room?”

I will end up in exile sooner or later,
awaiting her nightly visit. Today, however, I am more willing to
participate in her charade. “My queen,” I say, and she smiles at my
irony.

“I will be your queen,” she promises. “But
not until you are ready.”

Discomfited, I rock back on my heels. My
buyer, redeemer, patron, and queen? For the past year, I have
wished for my old life back. I want to scrounge for coveted potato
peelings instead of turning down saffron salmon served on
gem-studded silver trays. I wish I could cry as the worn-out yarn
refuses to stretch into a proper heel.

Taking pity on me, she gives the command I
have longed for all day. “You may go to your room.”

I should apologize for what she deems bad
behavior, but I leap to my feet to scurry away from the hostile,
prying eyes of her many servants. They can’t understand what a
great lady like Vina would want with poor trash like me. “Thank
you,” I murmur, with sincerity, at last. I escape through the long,
narrow hallways to face my dressing-girl’s displeasure. She
unfastens and loosens every inch of my clothing, replacing the
costly fabrics with a simple cotton nightgown. Disapproval radiates
from every taut muscle in her body, but I ignore her. In my new
life, only Vina’s displeasure counts.

“Talia,” Vina scolds when she arrives after
dinner. “After thirteen months, isn’t it time for you to settle
in?” She raises the hem of my nightgown and traces the pattern of
welts.

Instead of answering, “Yes, my lady,” I hurl
my bitterness at her. “How can I?”

In turn, she asks instead of answering. “Why
can’t you?” Rage, shame, and hopelessness overwhelm me, and I turn
away. She lifts my chin and says with the firmness of nobility who
never have been disobeyed, “Answer, Talia.”

“If I had been a boy,” I mutter, “none of
this would have happened.” She releases her hold and allows me to
continue. “A boy would have carried on the family name. A girl
meant another mouth to feed.”

“You want me to treat you badly, in
accordance with how you feel about yourself?”

I kneel, but she raises me up. “No, my lady,”
I answer when she stares for too long. “Just beat me and get it
over with.”

Instead of the lash of the belt that has sent
me to bed in tears for a year and a little more, her lips brush
against my forehead. I gasp, trembling, and open my mouth. She
nuzzles my cheek with her own. “Such a child,” she murmurs.

“I’ll be twenty-one in the spring,” I argue,
and she covers my mouth with her own.

“Such a child,” she repeats. “Rejecting the
one who wants you, all because a few pieces of gold exchanged
hands. Have you forgotten the dowry your father would have paid to
your husband’s family?”

I close my eyes, breathing in the lavender
scent of her laundress’ washing oil. “Shh,” I beg, clasping my
hands around her neck. “What we’re doing is wrong.” But I do not
stop. I should hate her, but today, my will is weak.

“Did I break your bones?”

“No.” I smile.

“Did I break your heart?”

Yes, I want to say, but the
potato-peeling girl fled ages ago. I could have lied to protect
myself, but months of regular meals and fine clothes have turned me
soft. “No,” I admit. “But my parents only took money for me because
I was a worthless girl. If I’d been born a boy….”

“If you had been born a boy?” She holds me
tightly, caressing my sore bottom. “I would never have allowed you
here.”

She thinks she means her palace, but I know
she means her heart.

 


***

 


Later, I ask how she found me. She lifts a
rounded piece of silver dangling from a solid metallic chain around
her neck.“Feel this,” she says, and I rest my index finger on the
intricate metal design. To my surprise, the disk reverberates in
time with my own heartbeat. When I hold my breath, trying to force
my heart to slow down, the pulsing slows as well. Uneasy at the
witchcraft, I back away. She hangs the amulet around her neck,
delicate petals contrasting with her gold chain.

“This called me to you,” she explains, and I
don’t pretend to understand. Father always did say that a woman who
never married must be a witch. Years later, she will tell me about
a man named Nicodemus. For now, however, she settles for a simpler
explanation. “As long as I wear it, your heart is with me.”

What happens when you take it off? But
tonight is the first time I have ever felt peace in her palace, and
I hold my tongue.

“Are you happy here?” This time, she asks as
if she wants to know.

“No,” I say, smiling. “Not until you teach me
all you know.”

On that day, she makes me her apprentice. Me,
Talia, who was born a girl.


Chapter Two

 


 


A few months earlier

 


“Beat me.” She juts her chin, standing with
hands on her hips in the simple cotton nightgown Merda chose for
her.

I nod my thanks to the girl who has served
Talia for the past few months. It is a thankless job, but Merda
never complains. She folds her lip inward as she leaves, her back
stiff with disapproval. She is not angry on her behalf, but mine. I
must talk with Merda privately and encourage her, but she will not
listen. She will tell me everything is fine and I should focus on
my own worries—but what are my worries, if not to provide for those
who have given me their lives? Merda would die for me, as would
anyone in my palace. From the smallest shoe-polisher all the way up
to my beloved Azra, all have served me faithfully, and I have
rewarded them by bringing this bitter, furious girl into our home.
Every second of the day, this angry woman-child broadcasts her
misery. Azra wishes we could return to our harmony before the
intruder arrived, but she is no less fettered than I. Merda may be
a new addition, but she has served with selflessness and
distinction. The talisman around my neck calls me to this child who
should be a woman, this bitter adolescent in an adult’s body who
has never known enough love to open herself to the world around
her. Instead, she challenges me every day. I must beat her, for I
own her.

I cringe, making an effort not to let the
distaste show on my face. If I must play evil overlord to
brutalized chattel, I will. But, oh, how I long for the day when
Talia will see me as more than the owner who measured her life in
coins of gold.

“Kneel,” I order, trying not to let her see
my hand tremble. My stomach heaves, and I struggle to control my
inner churning as she lifts the hem of her nightgown and kneels on
the rounded, upturned punishment table. Before Talia arrived, Azra
instructed our housekeeper to decorate the polished wood with
ribbons and flowers, and we kept the table in the foyer. The
punishment table was never meant to serve a real purpose, but Talia
demanded I deal with her the proper way. She hugs the curves of the
table as if it is her coffin, and she tucks her hair out of the way
to give me full access to her backside. I want to rub aloe and
peppermint balm onto the marks of the past year, but she will
reject my touch.

She curls her toes to grip the air, the only
concession she will make to pain. I raise the belt, concentrating
on the pale skin marked by my cruelty. I want to tell Talia she has
won, she has defeated me, and I can no longer play my role in this
charade. At the thought, however, the silver coin grows lifeless
against the hollow at the base of my throat. I panic. I have cursed
the pull of my talisman for two years, ever since Nicodemus gave it
to me and condemned me to eleven long months of following its
heartless tugging. Whenever I decided to give up, the talisman
punished me by turning into cold, dead weight. Although I longed to
be free of its bidding, the abandonment jolted me into action.

“Will you accept your new life in the palace,
or must I punish you?” I fold the belt into a supple loop, ready to
strike. I pray she will soften her heart tonight, but I should have
known better.

“If you’re afraid, you don’t have to.”

She sneers, nasal intonation taunting me
while she lies in what should be a helpless position. She
prostrates herself before me, but she will never flinch. A tear
will wet the wood of the table, just one. I hesitate. I could set
down the belt. I could reach toward her with softness, not pain. I
could cradle her next to me, but no. I am her enemy.

“Dear girl,” I say, speaking to the
woman-child who never learned she was loved. “Hating me won’t make
your parents love you.”

Her head jerks up. “Don’t you dare speak of
them! You’re not fit to….”

As queen, I could order Talia executed or
sent to the dungeon. As the wearer of the talisman, I stand
paralyzed. I freeze with pity for a girl too hurt to accept any
emotion besides anger. “Do you love the parents who starved you,
but hate the one who gives banquets in your honor?”

“I don’t want them!” But her chin trembles. I
kneel beside her.

“You insist I treat you as a prisoner. Aren’t
you ready to accept your new home?”

She shudders, and her jaw clenches. She
almost speaks but checks herself.

“I gave you everything. What more can you
want?”

A tear drips down her nose. “Freedom.”

She might have kicked me in the stomach. “To
do what?” But I know. She hates me, after all.

“Go home.” Another tear joins the first.
Talia, who never cries.

“To the parents who don’t want you?” I know
my mistake before she turns on me.

“Kill me, whatever. I don’t care.”

And instead of giving her the belt, I
flee.

 


***

 


“My lady.” Azra looks up in alarm as I enter
my chambers, and the sweet smell of lavender greets me. Try as I
might to convince her not to use the precious oil on something as
trivial as bedclothes, she insists that my mother slept on
lavender-scented sheets, as well as my grandmother and
great-grandmother. Azra says the lavender is spelled for protection
and healing rest, and I admit I never sleep well on the rare
occasions she leaves my side. She will tolerate no lowering of
standards, not on her watch. I hid the bottle from her once in an
attempt to save her from spending the household budget we could use
to repair poor people’s roofs damaged in the latest storm. She
clucked and found the vial on the first try. Her tongue-lashing
scalded my ears more effectively than any of my mother’s lectures,
and I apologized for my error. Since then, I breathe in the
lavender with guilt and gratitude. I am the Queen Mother, the Lady,
and the figurehead of the land. I am as flawed as any other woman,
but my advisor insists I sleep on sheets scented with oil.

I would kiss her cheek, if she permitted, but
she does not permit. She sinks in a practiced obeisance, graceful
and humbling at the same time. I made the mistake of asking her,
when I became queen, to treat me as she always had. No curtseying,
no my lady, and no considerations of what she calls my
consequence. She frowned at me, as she had when I hid behind
my mother’s skirts at age three. “My lady,” she reproved. “Your
life no longer belongs to you.” Chastened, I allowed her to
structure my life to best serve my people. If Azra were to leave
me, the kingdom could never recover.

“I’m sorry.” I forgot she would be in my
chambers, although I should have remembered. I turn toward the
door, but she replaces the diamond-topped stopper in the vial of
lavender oil and crosses the room before I can hide my tears. It is
unseemly for a queen to cry.

“My lady!” She blots my cheeks with her
handkerchief and propels me toward the backless stool in front of
my vanity.

I duck my head to avoid facing my blotchy
reflection. My mother would have held Talia’s stoicism up as an
example. “Royalty does not emote,” she scolded, every time I
allowed joy or anger to overtake me. “Royalty accepts graciously,
gives humbly, and never forgets its duty. You are not a commoner,
Vina.”

I stare at the gilded scrolls of woodwork as
Azra uncoils my heavy braid and applies the hundred brush strokes.
She insists on it, and I weaken despite the extravagance. She did
so for my mother, and she insists she will do the same for my
daughter. Had my mother lived past my adolescence, she would rebuke
me for losing composure in front of Talia. She would chastise me
for bringing Talia to the palace, but she wouldn’t understand the
pull of the talisman. Ever since Nicodemus came to me, I have
failed in my duty as queen.

“You’re upset.” Azra rises before me each
morning and stays up after me each night, and labors every moment
of the day to ensure the household runs smoothly. I may be queen in
name, but without her, I would be nothing. She must be upset as
well, to state the obvious. She should narrate the notable events
of the day and prepare me for tomorrow’s schedule, but she tilts my
head back until the ends of my hair touch the floor. By the time
she reaches the fiftieth stroke, I have calmed enough to speak. She
knows me too well, and I can’t afford her quizzing me about my
moods and tears. She serves with labor and love, fierceness
combined with a terrifying loyalty. I fear what she will do if she
thinks someone has hurt me.

I rest the top of my head against her
abdomen. Ostensibly, the position allows her better reach for hair
brushing. In reality, I close my eyes and let her hold me. She has
overseen my household since before I was old enough to run it, and
the swift, sure strokes of the bristles reduce me to the child who
hid to prolong playtime before bed. “I’m all right,” I lie, but her
nimble fingers have almost turned the words into truth.

“She upset you.”

I would protest, but Azra’s brush descends in
a graceful arc. She tugs the bristles through my hair with enough
firmness to keep me in position, but not enough to hurt. Yet, I
remain still. A dark swath of hair stretches out from under the
grip of the brush, like the shining taffy the cook let me pull when
my mother wasn’t paying attention. I clambered onto the stool to
grasp the warm, gooey mess as the other kitchen helpers surrounded
me and offered advice. More often than not, they had to help me
hold onto the taffy as it stretched and lightened. I felt as if I
held soft sunshine, and the sugar crystals dissolved into my mouth
to prove it. None of the finest treats could compare with the bits
of taffy pulled by my own childish hands.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur, and Azra embraces me
as my mother would have done.

“My lady, she is poisoning the court. You
cannot save her.”

I circle my hand around the pulsating
medallion on its chain and lift it under my chin, drawing my
shoulders forward. Nicodemus did not say what would happen if I
failed to obey the talisman, but its angry twitches make the
prognosis frighteningly clear. As my mother could not allow a
single sparrow to fall to the ground, neither can I lose this child
who is long past the time of becoming a woman. If I fail her, I
will fail myself.

I cannot explain this to the woman who knows
every move I make, however, and I soothe her with my best promise.
“I will make things right.”

She hears what I leave unsaid, and the last
two strokes of the brush pull with more force. I try to apologize,
but she sends away the nighttime lady-in-waiting to tuck me into
bed herself. “You will sleep,” she orders, and the magic of her
lavender releases the tension in my neck and shoulders.

“No one else cares about her,” I protest, and
she covers my eyes with her cupped hand.

“Sleep, my lady.”

When I fail to obey, she croons a soft song
about lilies shining with the morning dew. Soothed, I close my
eyes. Before I slip into sleep, I wonder—did anyone ever sing to
Talia at bedtime? Aching to be the one who comforts her, I turn my
head away from Azra so she will not see my tears.


Chapter Three

 


 


For several minutes after she leaves the room
in what might be called a run if she were not queen, I lie on the
punishment table. Ha, I think to myself. Showed you who’s
in control. She might think she can command me, but she can’t
take away my family without paying the price. She can buy my body
but not my soul.

After a few moments, Merda returns and yanks
my nightgown into place. “Disgraceful,” she mutters in a tone too
low to justify a retort. She’s a cunning one, fawning in her
queen’s presence and saving tricks for her absence. If I confront
Merda, she will claim my attitude causes me to hear things
she does not say. Instead, I seethe without recourse.

Tonight, I will go to bed without fresh
marks. I should be glad. Vina realized the monstrosity of abducting
me, and she shrank from facing the truth. When I forced her to
confront what she had done, she ran away. Perhaps she has some
conscience, after all. How can she pretend human trafficking makes
her a savior?

But I want her belt biting into my flesh, the
pain holding the rage inside of me at bay. As long as I writhe
under her touch, I can focus on pain instead of the softness around
her eyes. I don’t want to hear her quick, pained intake of breath
when I give one of my belligerent answers. As long as she is the
evil one, I can resist her delectable meals piled with more food
than my parents have seen in a lifetime. The scraps thrown out by
the lowest under-servant in one day would have fed my whole family
for a week. No one eats potato peelings here; they are collected
with other scraps and fed to animals or buried in a giant dirt pile
turned over with large shovels every day. The sheer madness of the
waste fuels my daily anger. As long as I can hold onto it, I can
resist. The moment I let my guard down, her too-observant eyes will
notice my hesitation before refusing her food. Each mealtime, I
remember the hollowness of a stomach sucked dry.

When she first brought me here, I vomited
everything she fed me. She brought in magic women to stick me with
pins, as if I were a voodoo doll. They drew out my blood, and
despite my raging, never gave it back. They muttered about vitamin
deficiencies and something called anemia, but they kept my blood.
She must have locked it away to keep hold of me, and that explains
why she never fails to draw a tear each night. I fight her in every
way I know how, but her slow, gentle persuasion wrings desire I
never knew I had. She promises love, acceptance, and belonging. I
want my sackcloth bed in the corner of my parents’ kitchen, huddled
as close to the embers as I dare. I would warm my toes amongst the
cinders like Little Polly Flinders, and I would run when Mother
caught me. Mother and Father never promised anything they could not
give, and I knew where I stood with them. With this strange woman,
my heart jumps with feelings forbidden to only a girl.

“I’d take that belt to you myself, I would.”
Merda slams the empty chamber pot next to my bed. “The rest of us
work our fingers to the bone, while Miss High-and-Mighty turns her
nose up at the finest dishes Cook can make. No spoiled princess
ever behaved so abominably.”

Against all reason, I want to explain. How
can I stuff myself with roast duck and caviar while my parents go
hungry? I miss the smell of Father’s cigar, the one he has hoarded
for the past year. He takes a single puff after dinner each night,
saying the tobacco is too strong for him to ingest more. I want my
knitting needles, or at least my needle and bit of metal beaten
into a similar size. I’d had to pound it flat for ages until my
yarn stitches came out even.

The lash of Vina’s belt would drive these
thoughts from me, but tonight, I huddle on the hard table. I refuse
to get up, despite Merda’s barely disguised threats. I don’t
deserve comfort today. If Vina won’t give me the punishment I need,
I will have to make do.

 


***

 


“Kneel.”

She enters my room without her customary
greeting, without inquiring about my sleep, and without so much as
a glance toward me. I should be glad she gives me space. I should
reject her phony attempts at conversation and her pretense that
this is my home in which I am welcome. I am a
prisoner, and an abducted one at that.

“You will pay for your disobedience.”

Her monotone catches me by surprise. Always,
before, she has tried to engage me in conversation. Always she has
entered with a false cheerfulness, all the more enraging for its
superficiality.

She takes my wrist and jerks me toward her. I
fight a growing sense of panic. It’s morning. She beats me at
night. Is this a delayed installment from last night? I can’t face
it in the morning, not without preparation. I dig my heels in and
struggle against her hold.

“Behave,” she snaps. “Or I’ll take you naked
into the great hall and whip you for everyone to watch.”

Stunned into silence, I allow her to pull me
to my feet. I guess this is what it means to push her too far. I’ve
dared her to display her true colors, but I want to cry now that
she has. Maybe a part of me thought she would be different. Maybe I
actually believed, if I kept testing, she would prove herself
worthy of trust. Maybe I thought her show was more than a show, and
she had genuine emotions behind her pretty words. I am chattel to
her, after all, nothing more than a girl.

Before I can think more, she drags me to my
bed, sits down, and throws me over her lap. I squeal and kick, but
she might have grown three arms and gained the strength of a
centaur. I call out names not fit for anyone to hear, but she
doesn’t respond to the bait. I curse, panting in anger, and I call
down the wrath of Hades upon her head.

In answer, she lifts my nightgown and slides
her cool, soft hand across my bottom, marked, but not throbbing.
After so many months, the pain has dulled to a constant ache. It
peaks at night, and it reminds me to stay alive throughout the day.
After missing last night’s beating, I feel strengthened. I can take
whatever she gives me, and I will not submit. I wonder how she will
strike with the belt while in such close range, but I shrug
inwardly. It’s her problem, not mine.

Instead of the belt searing through my skin
like a torpedo, she lowers her hand in a crisp spank. I cry out
from surprise rather than pain. Mother hit me harder when I was a
child of five and burnt our dinner of grass-dandelion soup. Vina
slaps again, neither harder nor softer. My whole body tenses, and I
want to jump off her lap or thrust the belt into her hands. Make
me hurt, I want to say. Make me writhe and contort with pain,
and I can call my soul my own. Don’t dress me in fancy clothes or
feed me expensive food. This child’s pat-a-cake brings up memories
I’d forgotten long ago, and she won’t stop. The slaps rain down in
a steady, methodical rhythm. Unbelievably, tears spring to my eyes.
I can take a belting, I can take hunger, and I can take the
harshest of words. What I can’t take is Vina spanking me like a
little girl, as if I had dropped my one handkerchief in the mud and
needed a reminder to be careful.

“No,” I blubber, ashamed from the roots of my
hair to the tips of my toes. “You can’t….”

But she can, and she speaks words I cannot
shut out. “I have given you everything, and you treat my staff with
disrespect. I gave you time to adjust, and you only increased your
petulance.”

The gentle smacks grow neither harder nor
faster, and I squirm in agony. If only she would pick up the belt!
If only she would detach herself and stretch me across the
punishment table, where I can shut out everything but the pain. The
belt sears and cleanses, allowing me to travel to an alternate
universe. These baby spanks chasten me in their innocence, and I
whine before I can stop myself. “Please…I’m sorry.”

Sorry for what, I do not know. She seems to
know, and the room swells with the self-satisfied nod I can feel
but not see. “Talia,” she says. I wriggle over her lap like a loose
eggshell fallen into the soup. “Do you still hate me?”

“No,” I grumble, but she swats my upturned
bottom.

“Don’t lie to me.”

I do, but I don’t. How can I explain how she
flips everything I thought I knew into a topsy-turvy mess? Now she
wants me to hate her? “Stop,” I beg. I’m dangerously close to a
meltdown I can’t afford to have, and she won’t know what to do with
the explosion. I almost believe she can handle my emotions, but I
don’t want to find out. “Lemme go.”

“You have hated me from the day I first set
eyes on you, for no reason but your own petulance.” The spanks so
far have barely equaled the pain of a few lashes of her belt, but I
struggle to maintain some semblance of self-control. I bite the
insides of my cheeks. “I have played your game for months, and it’s
over right now. You will answer when you are spoken to, treat
everyone with respect, and hate me as much as you please. If you
want to create hell for yourself while living in the lap of my
luxury, be my guest.”

I want her to coax me with offers,
reassurance, and a reminder that she cares about me. Even while
cocooned in her lap, the rank abandonment stirs up fears I never
knew I had. She will leave me, emotionally, if not physically, and
I’ll no longer have her to hate. What am I on my own, if not only
the girl who should have been a boy? Don’t, I want to beg.
I’ll listen to you. But years of practiced silence have
sealed my lips, and I scissor my legs across hers. I want to make
her stop, but she won’t until I break. Who will put me back
together again?

“If you’re not willing to live at my side as
an equal, you can kneel at my feet like the chattel you want to
be.”

Something fiery builds inside of me, and
instead of wanting her to stop, I hope she will continue. Furious
at my body for betraying me, I stiffen my muscles in one last show
of defiance. I barely feel the swats.

“Well? What will it be?”

She has defeated me, but I can’t admit it.
She has to allow me one last shred of pride. When I keep my lips
pressed shut, she dumps me off her lap and onto the floor. I cry,
hugging myself and rocking back and forth. None of her
belt-lashings have penetrated more than skin deep, but these pats
have hurt more than anything else she has said or done.

She reaches down and lifts my chin. I squirm
away, but she forces me to look up at her. “Are you my
chattel?”

I want to be angry, but she has stripped away
my defenses. Wounded, I mewl in self-pity. “No, ma’am.”

The ma’am arches her eyebrows, but she
continues to grip my chin. “Are you ready to take your place by my
side?”

The potato-peeling girl could shut her out
with stone-cold silence, but this new, strange Talia whimpers
instead. “Why are you being so mean to me?”

She releases my chin, lifts me to my feet,
smacks my bare rump in one swift motion, and pushes me back onto my
knees. “I asked, are you ready to take your place by my side?”

I am not, and my hands fly back to rub my
smarting bottom. “Ow,” I whine. She makes as if to raise me again,
and I change my tune. I cannot say the words she wants me to say,
but I lift my head of my own free will. All of my heart I place
into one eloquent, silent look. She purses her lips, and tears
tremble on my lower lashes.

Then she opens her arms, and I leap into her
embrace as if born for it. She holds me close, laughing and crying
until her tears mix with my own.

“My girl,” she says, and never have I felt
such love.


Chapter Four

 


 


As she springs toward me, I want to flip her
facedown again for a real spanking this time. How could she make me
wait this long? But she has never before come to me of her own free
will, so I rock her back and forth as she sobs. Something tells me
this is the first time she has ever cried.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “You must hate
me.”

“Want to smack you, is that what you
meant?”

She pulls away, and my heart stops, but an
impish grin appears. “Took you long enough.”

I have a palace filled with people who attend
to my every need, but never before has anyone needed me. Not my
queenship or proclamations or royal seal, but me as a person. I am
not permitted to button my own dressing gown, but this girl allows
me to lift her cotton nightgown and squeeze the delectable buttocks
I spanked a few moments ago. She giggles, and her nervousness stabs
my chest.

“Are you afraid?” I am Queen Mother, not a
commoner allowed to satiate my base carnal desires. But the
talisman hums so fast it nearly sings. Free, it seems to
say. Free at last.

“No,” she begins, but I hold up a warning
finger.

“Lie to me, and you will get worse than the
belt.” I tell an untruth, of course. I would rather cut off my arm
than inflict more pain on her, at least of that kind. I choke on
the words, wondering how I will get Azra to fetch cold water for a
morning bath. I can think of no other way to calm myself if Talia
is not ready.

“Yes,” she admits, her dark eyes shining with
excitement. “Oh, yes.” To further my torment, she thrusts her hips
toward mine.

I withdraw and let her nightgown fall back
down. She whines, rocking on my lap. “You said not to lie.” Talia,
who has taken every lash of the belt without a single complaint,
thumps her foot in irritation.

I realize I forgot to ask the more important
question. “Do you want me to…?” Princesses in the finest raiment
have paraded before me, and none have entranced as much as this
rough-and-tumble woodworker’s daughter.

She bobs her head, blushing, and I take her
hands in mine.

“I need you to say yes, dear girl.”

Instead of answering, she unties the sash at
my waist. “You first,” she challenges. She slides off my lap to get
a better angle, and the three large buttons on my skirt come next.
Not carefully, delicately, the way my dressing-girl would do it,
but awkwardly, from a girl more comfortable with power tools than
power play.

When she reaches garter belts and stocking
tops, I can remain silent no longer. “Yes,” I exhale. “Oh,
yes.”

“No,” she answers. She runs a finger
underneath the ribboned elastic. My mother wore the best quality of
fabrics next to the skin. I never understood why she insisted on
overseeing the head seamstress’s stitches personally when it came
to underclothing. She handed her ball gowns and court finery to
Azra for inspection, but my mother checked her everyday stockings
and garter belts twice. As Talia rolls the rich fabric of the
stocking tops between her thumb and forefinger, I understand. I
wonder if Talia ever wore stockings before she came with me.

Shoving that thought out of mind, I push the
hem of her cotton fabric to her bare knees. Her skin is rough and
chapped, despite Merda’s promises to provide the girl with
everything she needs. I run my hand over the tops of her knees, as
rough as sandpaper. My mother would be genteelly horrified at the
coarseness, but something feels real about this bumpy, rough skin.
The top skin darkens and ripples as I straighten her leg, and the
curve of her knee disappears into flat boniness. Cupping her knee,
I bend her leg and slide my hands down the thin, strong shin. Such
strength in such a fragile-looking limb. Talia’s neighbors told me
of the girl who worked harder than any man, laboring with
construction materials grown men were unable to handle. I sat on
the dirt floor across from her parents, served a withered potato
unfit for pigs, and she devoured every mouthful with her sunken
eyes. I feared she would collapse from malnourishment, and it took
all of my self-control not to thrash the parents who took food out
of their daughter’s mouth to give to an overfed stranger. Even now,
I have to restrain myself every time she refuses to eat. She
shrinks at the sight of food, shivering any time a servant places a
morsel on her plate. I am not blind. I see how they resent and
dislike Talia, but they still coax her to eat. No one within my
walls should know hunger.

After I brought Talia to live with me, I
doubled the food distribution for the poorer districts. I didn’t
need yet another statue erected in my honor, no matter what Azra
demanded about my consequence. I never wanted any in the first
place.

I rub the inner curve of my palm against her
knee, and I can’t help myself. I touch my lips to that sweet curve
inside her knee—delicate and vulnerable, her body a microcosm of
the soul inside. Rough, hard, but soft and breakable as well.

She shivers at the contact, pushes her
fingers through my hair. The touch startles me. No one would ever
dare, yet she does, and it comes to her so naturally, this easy
familiarity. It’s common, but I can’t bring myself to care. All I
want is to be closer to her, taste more of her, and more than that,
I want to hear her make that sound again. That tiny gasp in the
back of her throat from the heat of my mouth on her cool skin.

I venture upward, pushing her legs into a
loose butterfly. The faint muskiness excites me in a way I’d never
imagined. In the eleven months the talisman led me in my search for
her and the seven months she has lived in my palace, she has hated
and rebuffed me. Every time I put her to bed with a lashing, I
thought I would buckle from the strain of it all. I wanted to love
her, not hurt her—but for too long it has meant the same thing.

When I kiss the inside of her thigh, she
jerks backward. Red-faced, she covers herself. “You shouldn’t.”

I should draw back. I should take things more
slowly, but I long to give pleasure she has never known before. No
woman has touched her, loved her, or made her feel worthwhile. How
could anyone look at her and not see her radiant beauty, strength,
and survivor spirit? I would have died if my parents had treated me
the way hers did, but she emerged stronger than I. She broke me,
each night she challenged me to our game of control. She won, even
if I wielded the whip.

“I’m not—” She struggles to explain. “I’m not
clean.”

Merda bathed her last night after I left, and
Talia has done nothing and gone nowhere. She is clean…oh. If she
has never been touched before, she may not know what adults do.
“You are,” I reassure her. “May I continue?”

Earlier today, a child abuser fell to his
knees and begged for mercy. As I nodded for the guards to take him
to the dungeon until I decided his fate, I wished I could have done
the same for the parents who taught this girl she is worth nothing.
Her world is not my world, though, and I have vowed not to
interfere.

Unaware that I have never had to ask
permission from anyone but my parents as ruling monarchs, Talia
agrees. “Okay.” She trembles as I lean forward. Does she think I
will harm her? I have hurt her every day of her life with me, after
all.

I want to taste her. I want to bring her to
an ecstasy she has never known, and I want to make her cry out with
the pleasure that burns with pain and sanctification. She will
emerge cleansed, pure, and holy. As for me? I should kneel, I who
am queen.

“Okay,” she repeats, watching me. She draws
my loosened hair to her face and kisses it, letting strands fall
one by one. A sob catches in my throat. I am jealous of my hair,
jealous of the dead cells receiving her affection. I have studied
the arts all of my life, but she has bewitched me.

I turn away, overcome by everything I have
wanted to give. She has rebuffed me before, so why would she accept
me now? I meant to take control, to teach her a lesson, and to show
her what it means to be loved. Instead, naked fear paralyzes me. If
I let her have this, she will have my soul. I tell myself I want to
show her love, but, really, I want her to love me. I, the Mother to
all, want someone to tend to my heart. How could I have been so
selfish?

Child-woman that she is, she understands.
Perhaps, after she has been here longer, she may make an
apprentice. I need someone to learn the arts, but everyone is too
afraid to try. They don’t understand that the most fundamental
magic is the ability to read another’s soul.

“I am yours,” she says. “Paid for in full.
Your chattel.” The words stab my heart until she turns my cheek to
make me look at her. “Do with me as you will.”

Understanding at last, I make her lie back.
Trusting, she allows me to pinch and twist, grasp and rub, pulsate
in circular rhythm until she becomes flushed and panting. She
squeezes her legs around me, pulling me in closer. I speed up, and
she moans. Just as she nears climax, I slow to a gentle, careful
pace. She lets out a grunt, but I pat her all over, kissing her
girlish nipples and massaging behind her ears.

“Please,” she begs, lost in waves of
pleasure. Still, a note of fear darts through her words. I want to
make her first experience one to remember, and I am terrified of
doing it wrong. One false move, and she may flee and never speak to
me again.

Please, I beg the humming talisman
around my neck. Please make this right. Inspired, I rub in
time with the vibrations of the now-warm metal. Talia’s muscles
stiffen as wave after wave shudders through her. Another girl might
shout holy or unholy words, but she gives a few guttural moans.

When the cascades fade, I close my eyes.
Whatever happens next, I still have this. I gave her pleasure.

She tugs on my shoulder, and when I open my
eyes, she pulls herself inward like a newborn kitten. She reaches
toward me, and I lie on the commoner’s bed next to the commoner who
makes me feel as if I serve a queen.


Chapter Five

 


 


“You’re wet,” she told me as she reached
between my thighs. “So very wet.” I couldn’t control my responses,
and they felt good at the time. But, now, as she lies next to me,
the absurdity of the situation hits me. I enjoyed what she did, so
it must be bad. What would my parents think if they saw me rutting
with a queen?

I sit up and tug my nightgown into place. She
turns to me, frowning slightly. “What’s wrong?”

I pour water into the washstand and scrub my
face and hands. “Aren’t people going to wonder why you haven’t gone
for breakfast?” I hate the pomp of meals, but she turns everything
into a ceremony. She watches as I wash my wrists and arms.

“Are you disgusted?” She asks as if she
doesn’t care. Her lower lip curls, perhaps as she recognizes the
depth of her mistake in coming here.

“No.” I’m not disgusted, but…what? I won’t
ask thin-lipped Merda for anything, but the stickiness and soreness
between my legs make me want to bathe. Maybe if Vina leaves…but,
no. Then Merda will return and mutter insults while she dresses me.
I had more freedom at home, even sleeping on a dirt floor. I could
come and go as I pleased, and I bathed in the stream without asking
anyone’s permission. At age two, I did more for myself than any of
these fine ladies of royalty.

“Let me….”

I cut her off. “They will wonder where you
are.” My queen, I want to say, but she is not my queen. How
can a possession love a monarch? How can she see me as anything
more than a tumble in bed? How many girls has she purchased and
pleasured? Does she laugh to herself at the naiveté of this
nobody’s daughter who panted at the first sign of affection? I’ve
never felt so violated before, but I made it happen. I heard
whispers before about the shameful secret lives of upper-class
folks who lost the morals they were born with. Father said anyone
had to be good who used his own hands to work with the land or
craft. “Once people stop working, they go daft,” he said. “Sit
around like no-good objects to be waited on.”

What would Father think if he could see me
now? Yes, he always wished I’d been born a boy, but he still taught
me what he could. Even knowing I’d never be allowed to use them as
an adult, he put tools into my hands and taught me his trade. Since
arriving here, every day I was able to go to bed knowing Vina
couldn’t get the better of me, but I let my guard down today. Once
she leaves this room, how many people will she tell? In front of
how many people will she laugh at my ignorance?

She rises from the bed, replacing her
clothing with clumsy, unpracticed movements. I’ve let a woman
seduce me who is so lofty she doesn’t know how to dress herself.
The differences between us are staggering, and hot waves of shame
engulf me. She should take the belt to me until I feel nothing but
blessed pain. Better pain than the shame of allowing myself to
believe in her promises. For a few moments, I believed she might
feel something for me. I should have known better. I deserve every
lash she ever gave, and more.

She leaves me in silence, barking an order
for Merda about a dress fitting. To me, she does not give a
backward glance. I have served my purpose.

Merda bustles into the room and frowns at the
dirty water in the washstand. “Some of us are too grand to remember
that others are in need of water, too. As if I have nothing to do
but fetch for you.” She steps closer, and I back away. I don’t want
anyone else to touch me. Not now.

“I can dress myself,” I snap.

She ignores me, as she always does, and pulls
at my nightdress. I pull back, she pulls harder, and she yanks the
fabric hard enough to tear the delicate stitches. One sleeve
dangles from the frayed threads. “And when does Your Eminence think
I’m going to mend this? We’re fresh out of the golden threads
you’re accustomed to wearing.”

In front of Vina, and everyone else, Merda
plays the perfect servant. When we are alone, she glories in her
power as warden. I never asked her to sew a thing, and I would
rather do things for myself. “Go to hell.”

She shakes out a pair of white drawers and
slides them up my bare leg before stopping and sniffing
suspiciously. I try to pretend nothing is wrong, but she pushes my
knees apart and heat engulfs my cheeks. Merda looks up the line of
my body, and I wince as she tugs the fabric against the swelling at
the meeting of my thighs. She knows. How does she know?

Before I can react, Merda slaps me across the
face. Without taking a breath, she hits backhanded, this time, so
hard I fall onto the floor. She batters my ear with another blow,
and I let her. I know fifteen different ways to make her regret
hurting me, but it would take too much energy. I could hurt her, if
I choose, but her blows feel right before she tells me why.

“Tramp.”

I crawl in a futile attempt to escape. I
don’t want to avoid her, really.

“Coming here with your innocent country girl
act, trying to whore your way into Our Lady’s good graces!”

I would apologize if I thought she cared, but
she doesn’t. She grabs a fistful of my hair and bends down, her
features contorted with dislike. “You’ll go back to the dung pit
where you belong.”

If I wanted to, I could snap her birdlike
bones. Eyeing her pasty, too-soft body, I consider one or two
tricks Father taught me. I wanted to fend her off. What would be
the point, though? She is wrong in detail but not in spirit. Vina
approached me, not the other way around, but Father said us poor
folk have to stay out of the nobility’s way. We hope to remain
unnoticed, that’s all.

She picks up my dress and hurls it at me. If
the fabric hurts, it must be self-recrimination. I should have
known none of this new life could be true. For one brief moment,
Vina convinced me otherwise. I should have known better than to
believe her.

I dress myself, waiting for the next blows.
When none come, I ask the obvious question. “How can I leave?”

“You’ll tell Our Lady you want to go
home.”

“I’ve told her every day for months. Why
should today be any different?” I wouldn’t speak so freely to
Merda, but going home seems the obvious answer. I’m a nobody and
belong with people like me. The packed earth underneath my bare
feet offers reassurance I am alive.

“You’ll make her agree.”

I give a rude noise. Even if I want to, who
is Merda to give me orders? “What if I refuse?” If she’s accusing
me of ulterior motives, I might as well have them. “What if I go to
her right now and tell her everything you’ve said?” What can Merda
do to me, after all? I’ve already lost my freedom and honor.

She grins at me, too happy to be asked. “Your
life, or your parents.”

“What do you mean?” The nasty biddy must be
insane. What did my parents ever do to her?

“If you tell anyone what happened today, you
might find yourself without a home to return to. Your parents live
in a wood cottage, do they not? How uncomfortable, if a spark
caught the thatch at night when they were sleeping. How quickly
they would burn!”

Mother and Father sold me. I should have no
loyalty toward them, but they brought me into this world. That
doesn’t seem like a favor, right now, though. If I had been born a
boy, none of this would have happened.

“Well?”

“She won’t listen,” I protest. Mother appears
before me in a nightmare vision, screaming as flames lick her
limbs. Is that a stake from which she hangs?

“Then you’d better convince her.” She shoves
a tiny vial into my hand and propels me down endless corridors. “My
lady!” Alarmed courtiers give way. “My lady, I tried to stop her,
but she won’t speak to anyone but you!”

Disheveled, partially dressed, and still not
understanding Merda’s game, I arrive in front of Vina’s line of
subjects awaiting audience. At a vicious jab from Merda, I mutter
to my shoes. “I want to go home.”

The subjects turn toward me and edge away, as
if unnerved by a madwoman. Perhaps I am. If only Merda had let me
bathe, Vina’s last view of me would be better, but then again, I
doubt she cares.

“She says to send her home, my lady, or
she’ll drink this.” Merda holds up my arm, and a narrow ribbon
flutters from the stopper like a flag of surrender. White, the
color of death.

Vina leaps to her feet. “My charisan! How did
you find it? Talia…?”

She calls to me, and I long to reply. If only
she wouldn’t say my name! Perversely, I want her to say it again,
but no one calls chattel by name. “Send me.”

For reasons of her own, she let me go. After
all she said to me, she never put up a fight. Maybe I do belong
with my parents. At least, with them, I know my standing. I am a
worthless girl, but misery is unhappy only when compared to
something better. I will be a worthless girl again, one with no
feelings this time.

If I had been born a boy, I would have
charted my own destiny. Because I am only a girl, I submit to my
fate instead. I never should have forgotten my place.


Chapter Six

 


 


“My lady, you must eat.”

I glance at the honey-crusted ham and fight
back nausea. How often did I urge Talia to eat?

Azra cuts a piece of meat and places it in my
mouth. I purse to reject the offending bit, but she covers my lips.
The way Talia did, the last time she…I gag and bend over, spitting
out the meat and the remnants of breakfast Azra insisted I force
down. To refuse in front of my courtiers at the public meals would
have caused alarm, and so I pretended to eat. With creative cutting
and rearranging of the contents of my plate, I was able to give the
appearance of normalcy without eating more than a mouthful. Still,
scrunched in between my chest and thighs as I lean over the floor,
my empty stomach produces seemingly endless sickness.

Azra clucks. “You’ve been doing too much,
working all hours of the day, pushing yourself, and forgetting to
rest.” She motions for one of the servants to scrub the floor.
While I kept my gown clean of my stomach’s refuse, she insists on a
fresh one—this time a red satin nightdress with a matching bed
jacket. It’s too early to retire, but she won’t listen.

“I’m fine,” I protest, but she tucks me into
the mountain of bed pillows before I can say more.

“Lie down.” She rings for my healer, slipping
into the scolding protector role. When I am well, she cares for my
every need. When I am ill, she unleashes the quiet fury of a mother
lioness with its cub.

I should refuse to let her coddle me, but I
am grateful to lie in bed instead of tending to matters of court.
The East District’s merchant association threatens a work slowdown
unless the coal miners reduce their prices. The miners refuse
unless the glassmakers stop trading with our neighbors to the
south. We can’t afford the loss of trade or productivity, and they
won’t listen to royal proclamations. Perhaps Silva, the newest
glassmaker, could negotiate with her colleagues. She is young
enough to see the folly in holding miners hostage. “I have to talk
with Silva,” I protest. “She traveled all this way to meet me, and
now I’m cancelling.”

“Speak another word about work, and I’ll give
you a sleeping potion. I told you not to overexert or you’d end up
in bed, and look what happened.”

Nothing ails my body, and it is unseemly for
a queen to give in to weakness. Still, I allow Azra to fuss. How
nice to be petted and scolded as if my childhood nurse soothed a
scraped knee. Azra was always solicitous to my mother but
formidable to me. Yet, guilt tells me I receive comfort under false
pretenses. “Mother rose before dawn every day of her life, and I
never saw her in bed.”

Azra dampens a cloth and strokes it across my
forehead and cheeks. Lavender.

“No, please….” She shouldn’t waste oil when
I’m perfectly fine. “Bring my blue dress, and I’ll look through the
reports.”

Azra would die to protect my life, but she
respects my authority only in public. In private, she is my
advisor, in every sense of the word.

“Your lady mother would never forgive me if
she saw the state you’re in. How can you serve your people from a
sickbed? If you let yourself be seen now, your subjects will panic.
Maybe even make sacrifices to the old goddesses.”

I fall back onto my pillows. She’s right.
Mother worked all her life to end the cruel practices of burning
animals to appease goddesses from a distant past. There had been
whispers of human sacrifices, but Mother refused to answer my
questions. She would tell me someday when I became an adult,
she said, but her sickness came on too fast. We had time to say
good-bye, but that was all.

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” I say, but a
knock on the door interrupts us. Azra frowns and waves at a servant
to send the intruder away, but a timid voice surprises me.

“No one can decide my new duties, and now
I’ve no one to tend….”

Merda. Of course. I should have thought of
her. “Let her enter.” Azra starts to say something but stops. I
will hear her displeasure later, but not in front of a visitor.

Merda enters, stepping backward with alarm.
“My queen, please forgive me. I did not know you were unwell. I
will leave you to rest.”

“No, it’s all right,” I say. Azra disagrees
with a flick of her eyelash, but Merda doesn’t know her as well as
I do. She takes a step toward me, wringing her hands.

“Is there anything I can do for you, my
lady?”

Azra and my ladies in waiting stiffen. They
have taken care of my every need, or at least the ones they can
meet. I try to ease their pride without letting Merda know she has
committed a faux pas. “Do you not wish for some rest? You have been
a faithful servant, working many hours.”

Merda gives a nervous bob. “Please, my lady,
I wish you could give me something to do. Ever since you sent the
child away, I’ve tried to figure out what went wrong. Have you any
news of her?”

Talia. Of course. My loss is nothing compared
to the woman who bathed, dressed, and cared for her every day. “I
have not scried for her yet,” I admit. The effort gives me a
headache, but, more than that, I can’t bear to know what happened
to her. When I think of the ashen, terrified face before I summoned
the sending spells, a rumble of nausea quivers in my midsection. In
an effort to control myself, I focus on Merda. “I am sorry for your
loss. You gave her your most faithful service, as always.”

Merda gives a rueful smile. “I swore loyalty
to you, my lady.” She is not that much older than Talia, but she
carries herself like an old woman. Has she always hobbled under the
weight of the world, or does she miss Talia that much?

“I should have offered for you to go with
Talia,” I realize. “You must miss her.”

She shakes her head. “No, my lady. I do miss
her, but my place is with you.” She blinks too much and stares
straight into my eyes.

Something seems not quite right. Didn’t she
and Talia grow up near each other? Why doesn’t Merda feel more
loyalty to the girl she introduced to me as a friend? “I know the
girl you want,” she told me months ago when I described the tugging
of the talisman. “She’s my friend. I’ll take you to her.”

I should try to figure out the discrepancy,
but my weary brain decides the conundrum is too difficult for me to
solve now. “I will scry for her,” I promise. “And I will find a new
position for you. What are your talents? Have you any knowledge of
herbs?”

She jerks upright, backing away in alarm.
“No, my lady!”

My head aches from the constant confusion of
nonsensical answers, and I decide the fault is mine. “There’s no
reason to be alarmed. I thought, perhaps, since you recognized my
charisan, that you knew the healing arts.”

Merda backs toward the door. “That’s all
right, my lady. I was wrong to bother you. I hope you return to
health soon.”

I wave permission for her to leave, but my
mind clicks through the various oddities of her performance. She
asked for new work but grew upset at questions about potential new
work. She has demonstrated loyalty to me, but she displayed the
signs of a liar. Why would she lie? After all, she came to my
palace to take care of Talia.

I sigh and allow Azra to summon our healer.
Merda must be upset, as I am. I knew Talia for a few months, but
Merda grew up next to her. Grateful to think of other matters, I
answer the healer’s questions and agree to his orders for rest. The
crown has never felt so heavy, or so unwanted. If only I were
Merda, free to go or stay as I please. Instead, I must safeguard a
queendom that no longer seems worth the effort.


Chapter Seven

 


 


“Talia!”

An elderly man dressed in a rich red suit and
white leather shoes halts a carriage by raising his hand. He must
be a nobleman, to stable and feed a pair of the finest gray
Percherons. No one but a noble fool would spend a year’s salary on
horses when a bicycle costs half that and never requires feeding or
doctoring. Yet his mismatched, if expensive, clothing reminds me of
the years I wore no colors at all because dye cost too much.

The odd man’s driver eases the horses into
perfect obedience. I shy away. Vina must have made an error in
returning me to my dung pit, as Merda so charmingly
suggested. Maybe it’s her last revenge, to put me in an unfamiliar
land with no way to fend for myself.

The man descends from the carriage and
approaches me. I back away in alarm, but he comes too fast. Before
I understand what’s happening, he embraces me. “You’re free! How
did you escape?”

The scent of pine stirs a memory. The bushy,
graying eyebrows would be familiar, if darker. The eyes, regardless
of the unfamiliar finery below, remind me of a man I once knew.

“Father?”

“Charles!”

Poking a bonneted head out of the carriage,
Mother frets in a tone I’ve never heard from her. She didn’t have
time for complaining when we worked every second of the day. “Get
away from her! We will be late, and you promised not to make us
late.” She stares at me as I wrest away from Father’s grasp. “Go
away, madam. If you did an honest day’s work, you wouldn’t have to
beg in the streets.”

I would run away, but his voice pierces my
shame.

“Daughter.”

Something strange vibrates against my neck.
It must be the odd coin Vina placed on me when she sent me away.
“Use the talisman in your time of greatest need,” she said, but she
didn’t say why or how. Perhaps it was a ceremony she performed for
everyone sent into exile.

“Have you lost your mind? Come back before
everyone wonders at the raving man in the street.”

Later, Mother swears she spoke out of grief
at missing her only child. She feeds me treats I’ve never imagined,
and she promises to buy me a pair of stockings like hers. I
remember, though, how her flinty eyes traveled up my unkempt gown
while I stood next to their carriage. She says she didn’t recognize
me at first sight because she didn’t want to get her hopes up, but
I wonder. Had Father not spoken for me, would she have left me in
the street? She did tell Father to sell me, after all. She drove
quite the bargain to double Vina’s opening offer. Years of
necessity had honed Mother’s negotiating skills. What price did my
mother put on her daughter’s body?

 


***

 


Mother slides a translucent stocking down her
leg and drops it into a puddle on the floor. A second one follows.
She watches impassively as her servant carries the costly fabric to
the fireplace. An acrid smell of burning hair fills the room, and
the threads turn black and powdery. I stare into the fire. The last
time I saw Mother, she would have sold these stockings to buy a
year’s worth of food. I gasp, and she throws me a smirk.

“A new pair for every day.” She wipes color
from her face, trading her painted appearance for one surprisingly
wrinkled and tired. If her joy lies in burning silk, I can’t
pretend to be surprised.

Unwillingly, I remember sitting next to Vina
while she persuaded wealthy merchants to donate a portion of their
unsold goods to the poorer Northern District. Vina wore sumptuous
fabrics and ate choice food, but, somehow, she didn’t look
ostentatious. Mother preens as if she wants everyone to calculate
the cost of her outfit.

“We will find a suitable match for you,”
Mother says.

I wonder if she thinks of the bridal gifts
from her mother-in-law. A bride of stature can expect three
necklaces, one each in gold, silver, and diamond or a gem to match
the wedding colors. Some choose white for their wedding, just to
ensure they will receive diamonds or pearls. In name, the necklaces
are a gift to the girl getting married, but in deed, she gives her
mother at least one. Such a gift is how a young woman shows
appreciation for the years of education and care. Or, at least,
that was the case in Vina’s queendom. I heard her advise hundreds
of girls anxious about upcoming weddings. Since so much else
overlaps between our two worlds, I assume weddings are similar.

“That’s okay.” I wish she wouldn’t talk about
things that will never happen.

“Don’t be modest,” Mother chides. “There will
be a line of suitors. I’ll bring you with me when I visit….”

I don’t want to leave this house for more
unfamiliarity. Already, I yearn for my old corner on the floor next
to the wall I built with my own hands. I didn’t realize coming back
would mean finding my home no longer exists. I thought Mother and
Father might have better food and clothes, but I pictured them in
the house I built. I took pride in keeping the walls upright for
years, and they disappeared with no one to miss them but me. After
Mother and Father received their gold, they moved to the wealthiest
part of the city and razed the old house. I wanted to return to my
old life, but nothing remains. My goldprice paid for their new
life, but I don’t belong in it.

“I don’t want to get married,” I say, and
Mother frowns at me, as if mentally counting gold coins and
haggling to increase my price. What purpose do I serve her now that
the sold merchandise has returned?

That night, restless and wandering the
hallways, I hear voices coming from my parents’ room. I think
nothing of it, until I hear my name.

“Talia needs time to settle in.” That’s
Father, taking my side. Why does he need to take my side? I stop,
holding my breath, to listen to Mother doing the opposite.

“Do you want her here when that woman comes
and demands her gold back? I’m not returning to life in a hovel! I
deserve to live like a real person for once!”

“She’s the reason we’re able to live like
this. Can’t she—?”

“If we get her married off, it will be her
husband’s problem and not ours.”

“Not when we took the payment. You’re so
worried about losing our gold. Do you think it’s done us any good?
Are we happier than before?”

Mother crushes his argument, as she always
did. She used to stomp her foot when she was angry. He gave in,
every time. “If you get us turned out of our home, I’ll leave you.”
And take the gold with me, says her unspoken threat.

Some muffling covers Father’s next words.
“Nothing will happen…you’re right…. I’m only thinking of you.”

“I don’t want her skulking around!” Mother’s
voice rises so high she must intend for me to hear. “She gives me
the creeps, and everyone else, too.”

I stagger back to the guest room they have
assigned me. Mother petted me only a few hours ago, urging me to
eat one more bite. She would take me to have a dress made tomorrow,
she said, and in a few days would introduce me to her new
friends.

I close the door. At least I don’t have to
deal with Merda fussing over me here. Mother’s kindness has been
strange, but I assumed she had found a new way to express her
constant unhappiness. Perhaps she missed me and was glad to see me
again. Or perhaps I was the idiot who didn’t realize she faked love
to get me out of the way.

I brush against the bed and find the crystal
vial tucked underneath. While Vina instructed me about the
talisman, I palmed the vial so she wouldn’t notice it. Merda gave a
quick look as if she knew what I was doing, but she didn’t say
anything. Maybe she knew it would come to this.

“One drop,” she said before bringing me to
Vina. “Tell her you’ll take one drop of the charisan, and you’d
rather die than stay here.”

I open the vial and wonder what the potion
will taste like. Does death come sweetly, or does it barrage with
an explosion of bitterness? Will I convulse in agony, or will final
sleep bless me in its quiet exit?

I bring the dropper close to my mouth, but
stop. Vina’s words come back to me.

If you use this talisman, I will always be
with you.

My hand shakes. If she will always be with
me, why did she banish me? Because you demanded it, a voice
tells me. But she wasn’t supposed to listen, says another.
She was supposed to ask you to stay. Maybe the potion won’t
hurt, but maybe it will. Maybe the poison will scald my innards
with the hellfire of retribution.

I hold the coin with my left hand without
releasing the dropper from my right. I don’t know how to use
the talisman, as Vina suggested, or if I want to. Still, I hold it.
At my touch, the metal grows warm. I imagine the faint heat carries
friendliness, or perhaps even reassurance.

Nothing else happens, and I decide I must be
mistaken. I let the coin fall and bring the dropper back to my
lips. Alarmingly, the talisman hangs like dead weight. Until a
moment ago, I wouldn’t have thought I could care about a piece of
metal. For some strange reason, though, I tug at the coin. Vina
wore it close to her neck, but she unknotted the chain, adding to
the length, when she gave it to me. The shimmery yellow strands
loop through the top of the silver circle. The cold metal lies
lifeless in the palm of my hand.

I check myself. Lifeless? How could a piece
of metal be anything but lifeless? Curious, I set down the dropper
and inspect the talisman. The worn metal tapers to a thinner edge,
and a lily opens its blooms against the pale silver background.
Something that looks like moisture shines from the petals of the
lily.

Strangely, the flower shimmers. I trace the
edge of its petal, and a hint of lavender settles in my throat. I
cough and let go of the talisman, my thumb scraping the edge.
Vina’s voice sounds in my mind as clearly as if she stood next to
me.

If you invoke me, I will come to your
aid.

I shake my head. Magic is for Vina’s world,
not mine. I must be hallucinating.

If you invoke me, I will come.

I can feel Vina’s arms wrapped around me as
she tells me she waited for me for almost two years. I can feel her
breath on my ear as she tells me of her journey to find me. The
metal vibrates and seems to give off an aura of pleasure. I have
done well, it tells me. Compelled by a mysterious force, I sit on
the edge of my bed. It takes all of my strength to keep the disk in
my hands. The warmth surrounds me and bathes me in its glow.

Dear child. Vina’s voice radiates from
the coin. You are mine.

I want to believe the words, but nothing in
my life has been believable. I want Vina next to me, chastising or
disapproving or any of the things I used to hate. I want her with
me, a light in the darkness. I can’t bear to be without her.

Will you let me come? As if she hears
my thoughts, Vina asks the question I’ve longed to hear.

“Now?”

The talisman hums with excitement. I
cannot enter your world without permission. May I have it?

I leap to my feet, ready to shout,
Yes! The coin pulsates glee. But, as I open my mouth, fear
strikes me, as if Merda were standing close by.

“You sent me away.” How do I know she isn’t
coming to claim her purchase? Will she, as Mother fears, demand a
refund if she loses her chattel? I hesitate as I remember the cold,
fitful nights crouched with the ache of an empty belly. My life
before was far from ideal, but I was free. Returning to Vina would
mean a full stomach and a pretty cage. What will Merda do to me
once Vina lets me out of her sight? I shudder, thinking of the
nights I waited for Vina to punish me. I needed her to inflict
pain.

Angry at the unwelcome thoughts, I rip off
the cord and throw the necklace at the wall.

Please let me come, Vina begs, but I
don’t trust this unseen apparition. Maybe the great queen enjoys
playing with her prey before devouring it. She may get me in the
end, but I won’t go willingly. I am only a worthless girl and
daughter of a nobody, but I will live or die on my own terms.

“No,” I shout to the disembodied voice. “You
can’t make me do anything!” The words feel right and wrong at the
same time, so I try once more. “I decide.” That feels closer. “I’ll
make the decisions from now on, and I say no. Leave me in
peace.”

A whisper kisses my cheek. Dear child, all
you have to do is invoke my name. Reject me, but the talisman is
your birthright. I will never leave you or forsake you.

As if compelled, I get up to retrieve the
coin. The warmth recedes. Too late, I want to cry out, Take me
with you! Instead, I stare at the talisman. The drops of water
on the lily turn blood-red before fading away. Only the flower
remains, with an extra petal now. I hang it around my neck,
clutching the cold, dead metal.


Chapter Eight

 


 


The light dims and voices echo down a long
tunnel. “My lady! Quick, someone help me. She’s fainted! My lady,
you promised not to scry for so long. Please, fetch a cool cloth
and bring some wine.”

As I return to consciousness, Azra’s stricken
face comes into view. Once all of the servants have left on their
various missions, she shakes my arm. It’s the first time she has
touched me with such familiarity, and I am pleased, despite my
anguish. The unapologetic touch reminds me of my mother.

“If you don’t start taking better care of
yourself, I’ll ask the healer to put you on bed rest.”

“No!” All thoughts of my mother flee in
horror. Azra would do it, too. “I’m fine. I need a moment, that’s
all.”

Unconvinced, she presses her fingertips on
the inside of my wrist. “One more fainting spell and you’ll be in
bed for a week. I’ll cancel the rest of your appointments for
today.”

“No….”

Azra ignores me as she bustles around, giving
orders to my ladies in waiting. They surround me with more comforts
than an army of queens could need, but I crave solitude. I was so
close! I felt Talia wanting to yield, wanting to come back. Why did
she shut me out at the last minute? I rub my pounding forehead,
cursing the vow I made not to meddle in human affairs. I swore,
when I begged permission to go down to Earth and find my promised
one, that I would not interfere in any lives but Talia’s. When I
gave her my talisman, I thought the connection would allow me to
visit her. It will, but only if she allows it. I had forgotten
Nicodemus’s warning.

Azra returns with a yellow-ribboned vial of
restiva, made with the juice of dandelion. I use it for healing and
restoration. I never waste potions on myself, but she insists. “If
you’re so concerned, rest so you can get well and make more.”

Mother left potion-making to the plant and
herb specialists on her staff, but I insist on crafting them
myself. Unless I choose the right berries and herbs, how can I
ensure my ingredients’ peak condition? If I don’t crush the berries
and mix exact proportions with my own hands, how do I know a cure
will not kill instead? I shudder, thinking of Talia clutching the
deathly vial.

Azra misunderstands and holds a goblet of
water to my lips. I wish she would save the finery for public
dining, but she sets her own rules. Thinking of Mother’s insistence
on the highest quality of underclothing, I remember Talia stroking
my stocking tops. I wish she were here to see the new ones I had
made. I’d hoped to wear them on my next visit, but her unfathomable
about-face changed all of that. The creamy scarlet stockings will
have to wait until she returns. I say until instead of
if because I can’t face a future without her.

“I feel better,” I admit. “But I didn’t need
the potion, truly. A little rest would have done as well.”

Instead of arguing, Azra changes the subject.
“Eila asked whether Merda will be her new assistant.”

I frown. “Merda? She has no knowledge of
herbs, does she?”

Azra shakes her head. “She asked Eila for all
kinds of information a few days ago and was very keen. She learned
all of the potions’ names and their uses. Eila is short-staffed, as
usual, and would be glad for the help.”

The potion must be making me woozy. Merda
told me she knew nothing. Why would she tell an untruth about such
a matter? She knew the information would help me find a new place
for her, now that Talia has left. “Summon Merda.”

“My lady, you can do that after you—”

Fortified by the restiva, I draw myself up to
my full height, feeling Mother inside me as I call upon my powers
as queen. The key, Mother said, was to use the queenship for the
good of my subjects instead of my own pleasures. “Your queen asked
you to summon Merda.”

I soften the order with a grasp of her arm,
grateful for all the care she provides me at the expense of having
her own life. Azra frowns, sighs, and a curious sadness passes over
her features. She kisses my forehead. “Just so would Queen Elinor
have done.”

A few minutes later, a terrified Merda stands
in front of me.

“You’re not in trouble,” I hasten to reassure
her. “But if you have a talent with the herbal arts, why did you
hide it from me? Eila would welcome a new apprentice after you have
received some training.”

“No, my lady. I mean, if you please, don’t
send me to her. If my work has not been satisfactory, demote me or
send me away. But….”

I peer at Merda. I have never seen her so
agitated, not even when Talia’s parents urged me to bring Merda to
my palace along with their daughter. “My child,” I say, stricken at
not noticing her before now. She is a person in her own right, and
I have used her as a means to my end. I wanted Talia, and I didn’t
think about the person who brought me to her. When I couldn’t find
the cottage, Merda showed me the way. “I have wronged you.”

Merda looks at me in alarm, guilt written
across her face. Why does she feel guilty when I neglected her?
“H-how, my lady?”

“If it makes you unhappy to work with Eila,
no one will force you. I only thought you might be pleased at using
your talents. I want you to be happy.”

She bursts into tears. “Please don’t say
that!”

Baffled, I shrug at Azra who speaks with more
sharpness than seems warranted. “Say your piece or leave.”

Merda gulps, and something sick settles in my
stomach. I allowed happiness and grief to cloud my observation, but
the yellow potion has restored my clarity. I know, without her
saying a word. “You?” She nods in misery. “You gave Talia the
potion?” Her silence confirms it all. Incensed, I get to my feet
and call for the nearest guard. “Take her to the dungeon!”

She falls to her knees. “Please don’t kill
me! Her mother made me do it!”

I stare at her as she is taken away, and I
remember Mother’s exhortation. Royalty does not emote, she said. If
she had lost someone she loved, perhaps she would have said
otherwise.


Chapter Nine

 


 


“Yes, Mother.”

Mother’s predictions come true, or at least
true enough to satisfy her. Not a line of suitors, but two or three
dutiful inquiries come her way. She chooses Dari, an older
gentleman who seeks a wife to care for his daughter whose mother
died in childbirth. He is neither wealthy nor dashing, but he
offers stability and courtesy. He is my senior by nearly twenty
years. That should bother me more, but I am relieved at the
prospect of living together as cordial housemates. Another suitor
claimed to be enchanted by my so-called beauty, but his face fell
when Mother named the amount of my dowry. Apparently, Mother’s
newfound riches don’t extend to buying me a husband. I should mind,
but I can’t bring myself to care. I have been bought once, and a
life of genteel servitude sounds preferable. Dari doesn’t expect
much, and I looked after the neighborhood children since when I was
small. He promised to bring his daughter on the next visit.

If I had been born a boy, perhaps I would
search for a wife of my own. Because I am only a girl, I must be
found instead.

“Smile more, but don’t talk as much this
time. Let him do the talking.”

I refrain from pointing out that Mother
doesn’t follow her own advice. I accept her gloves and put them on.
“Yes, Mother.”

I never spoke to her about the conversation
in the night, and she doesn’t bring it up. I want to leave this
house as much as she wants me to go, after all. In that, we are
united. Wistfully, I think of Merda. She would have made a better
daughter to my mother than I.

“Take off that necklace. You wear it all the
time, and it’s tacky.”

I hide the talisman from her judging eyes.
“No.”

She doesn’t take my refusal seriously, but
when has she ever taken me seriously? “Burn it. You’ll get a better
one when you marry.” She reaches toward me, and my voice rises to a
shout.

“No!” I hit her hand away, and she stares at
me.

“I’m trying to help.”

“Don’t you dare take anything else away from
me!”

Something like guilt flits across her face,
but she dismisses it. “Keep your ratty necklace, if it means so
much. What a lot of fuss over nothing.”

As Mother leaves the room, she mutters just
loudly enough for me to hear. “You’ll be someone else’s problem
soon enough, if you don’t scare him off.”

I want a ticket to get out from under
Mother’s thumb, but her sneering makes me want to tear my dress and
loosen my hair. Her embarrassment would be worth it—but no. Nothing
is worth living where no one wants me.

The talisman glimmers between my fingers.

I want you.

I trip on the stairs in my surprise. I look
around, but no one else seems to have heard.

I said, I want you.

Is it Vina, or is it a devil-spirit mimicking
her voice?

“No,” I say, avoiding the confused looks of
those around me. “Leave me alone. I don’t want you.”

Dear child. If you don’t want me, why do
you wear my talisman? It connects me to you.

A bolt of surprise darts through my body. Is
it Vina, after all?

“It’s too late,” I point out. Dari’s carriage
arrives, and I wait in the drawing room for his entrance. Dari is a
good man, and Mother is nearly ready to make the commitment. “He
wants me.” Or, at least, he wants what I can give him, which is
close enough.

Sadness fills me, and it takes a moment to
realize it comes from the talisman.

If you have faith, all will be made
clear.

“What do you want me to do?” Exasperation.
She couldn’t tell me before making me leave?

Invoke me, and I will come to your aid.

“No, thanks,” I snap. “I can handle things on
my own.”

Dari takes the hand of a daintily dressed
girl, perhaps eight or ten years old, and leads her toward me.
“This is Kira,” he says. And when the enormous dark eyes lift
toward mine, I understand what it means to be needed. She draws
back in fear, and I kneel beside her.

“I’m Talia,” I say. “I’m so glad you’re a
girl.”

 


***

 


Merda glares at me from her confinement. Gone
is the penitence of her earlier confession. Slipperier than a wet
dandelion stalk, changeable as the wind, and full of untruths. The
after-effects of my restiva focus my mind as details combine in
ways I didn’t expect.

“You tried to kill her.” Azra would warn me
not to show anger, but she wouldn’t understand. Merda wanted to
harm Talia, who did no wrong.

“She had no business putting on airs as if
she’s better than everyone else.” Merda tosses her head, seemingly
oblivious to the dankness of the dungeon that dampens every other
prisoner’s spirits.

How could I have been so blind? “You offered
to be her servant so you could poison her? What else did you do?
Talia’s mother didn’t force you, did she?”

She whines. “If I hadn’t said that, you would
have killed me. After how hard I worked all of my life, you picked
her. I would have done anything you asked, but you never gave
anyone else a chance. From the day you arrived, everyone in the
village heard a rich lady wanted to take Talia to live in luxury.
If you’d taken me, I would have leapt at the chance for education,
pretty clothes, and good food. You only cared about that sniveling
brat.”

I want to hit her. I, the queen who loves
all, could order her execution without a shred of evidence. “You
could have told me you were unhappy. I would have assigned you
somewhere else.”

She scoffs. “As if you ever had eyes for
anyone but your precious Talia. While she lazed about, being hand
fed by you, I broke my back fetching her water and fastening her
buttons. I’ll tell you what, lady.” She sneers what should
be an intimate term of respect. “Talia squats to relieve herself,
just the same as the rest of us. Why should she have all the
luxury? She rejected you for months, while I did everything you
asked and more. What’s my reward? You tell me.”

My conscience stings. Azra told me Talia
poisoned the court with her bad attitude, but Merda, with her
scraping and bowing, has wrought far more damage than Talia ever
could. I turn around and stalk toward the door. Merda calls after
me.

“Not such a high and mighty queen when two
nobodies can foil your plans, are you?”

I want to strangle her with my bare hands,
but this time Mother’s endless repetitions steady me. Royalty
does not emote. I take deep breaths, shivering with the
simultaneous urge to rage and cry. I want to run to my bedchambers
and allow Azra to pamper me with her soothing oils, but there is no
time. Talia has rejected me, twice. Three times, Nicodemus warned,
and the talisman will lose its summoning powers. I must find a way
to convince her, but how?

 


***

 


Dari brings Kira daily, and Mother keeps
watch from the next room. At nine years of age, Kira is old enough
for conversation but young enough to ask questions that make me
pause.

“Why do you want to marry my daddy?”

I avoid Dari’s amused glance. Is nine too
young to know of business arrangements, or is pragmatism a useful
life lesson? “Your daddy cares about you and thinks you need a
mother. Would you like one?” I wonder whether I will be relieved or
disappointed if she says no.

“Babi takes good care of me.”

I look to Dari, who explains. “Babi has been
wonderful to you, but aren’t you getting too old for a nurse?”

Kira considers. “Maybe, but it’s boring when
you work all day.”

Dari gives an apologetic shrug. “I can’t have
you learning the business.” He deals in wool, Mother said, or
perhaps silk. At any rate, he works in the cloth trade.

“Why not?” I surprise myself by challenging
him. “Because she’s a girl?” Father may have sold me, but he put
tools into my hands when I was far younger than Kira. Then again,
we didn’t have the luxury of a full-time nurse. I can’t imagine
what I would have done with an adult whose sole job was to take
care of me. My recent experience with Merda makes that clear.

“No,” Dari says mildly. “Because she is too
young.”

“Oh.” At that, I have nothing to say.

“I’m not too young.” Kira pouts. “You’re too
busy.” She gives me a sidelong look. “Will you teach me when you
become my mother?”

When, not if? I am too young, too
inexperienced to raise another woman’s child. Dari and Kira wait,
and I consider my response. They might not want me for my own sake,
but they want me. Where will I ever find that again? “You’ll have
to help me,” I say at last. “I’ve never been a mother before.”

Kira slides off her chair and walks toward
me. She stands in front of me, surveying me up and down. “Daddy
says you can build things,” she says. “I want to learn.”

I am floored. How did Dari find out that
information? Mother tries to pretend we have always been ladies of
leisure, and she would never have told about my flirtation with
Father’s trade. I think of myself at ages four and five, following
Father and holding up tools for him as he called out each name. By
the time I turned seven, I could look at his work and hand him the
right tool without being asked. By age ten, I could do the job for
him. If I could, why not Kira?

“Don’t you mind?”

Mother shouted at Father to stop trying to
turn me into a boy, but he argued that he needed the help and
couldn’t afford an assistant. Won’t Dari feel his delicate daughter
should study proper little girls’ lessons? Sewing, maybe. I think
of Vina’s luscious silk stocking tops and swallow a giggle.

Dari shrugs, smiling. “Kira’s mother didn’t
believe in fuss. As long as Kira is happy, so am I.”

For one awful moment, I am afraid I will
shame myself by crying. Who has ever said those words about me?
I want you, Vina said, but too late. “All right,” I say,
shaking off the unwelcome thoughts. “But you have to do exactly as
I say, or you’ll get hurt.”

Kira squeals her thanks, and Dari shakes his
head. “I had no idea it meant that much to her. And here I thought
having a mother would make you more of a young lady.” But from the
lilt in his voice, it’s clear Dari feels only pride.

 


***

 


Azra enters my chambers so quietly that I
jump. I’ve found my sturdiest boots and plainest traveling cloak. I
open my mouth to answer all of her objections, but she asks a
question instead. “My lady, is she worth the risk?”

“What risk?” I stall, tucking a handkerchief
into my sleeve.

“Don’t play innocent. You gave Nicodemus your
word not to go back to Earth. Why don’t you ask her to invite
you?”

Sometimes, I wish Azra weren’t too
intelligent for me. I wish I had an advisor who is easier to fool.
“I can’t,” I admit. “What if she says no?” My throat closes, and I
have to swallow several times.

“Then she says no.” Azra crosses her arms.
She is right. I put a hand to my hot face.

“I’ll never see her again.” Dizziness
overtakes me at the mere thought. “You don’t understand. If she
breaks the connection, I won’t be able to find her.”

“Why do you care?” Azra demands. “You saved
her once, and she spurned you. She has caused you nothing but
grief. Why would you want to rescue her again?”

I shake my head to clear the doubt. Azra has
logic on her side. “I’m not going to rescue her,” I hedge. “I’m
going to beg her to come back.”

“But she said no….”

“Because she doesn’t know the truth.”

“She refused to hear the truth.”

“Azra.” I lift my chin the way Mother did
when she announced her final decisions. “Whatever happens to me,
I’m not losing her without a fight.”

Azra remains silent for a full minute.

“Did you hear me?”

“Why?” She asks, not as an advisor or a
subject, but as one human being to another. “You risk your life and
your throne for a girl who publicly scorned you.”

“Because I love her,” I say, and even from a
world away, I can feel the talisman reverberate with my joy and
certainty.

Azra sighs, and her shoulders slump. “All
right,” she says, and I raise my arms to cast the sending spell.
I’ve never performed it on myself before, but I have no other
option without Talia’s invitation. Azra pulls my arms down. “I’m
going with you.”

“No!” I step back, but she holds onto me.

“I’ll go with you, or you’re not going.”

Aghast, I stare at her. “You can’t! Who will
look after my subjects while I’m gone? What if something happens to
you?”

“Well.” She speaks grimly, standing in front
of me where the spell will include her. “Then you’d better succeed,
and quickly.”


Chapter Ten

 


 


Mother adjusts the hem of my wedding gown,
and Father clears his throat at the door. “I wanted to talk to
Talia,” he says.

Mother yanks at the yellow cord around my
neck. “I told you to take this off.”

“And I told you to drop the subject.” I lock
eyes with Mother, daring her to challenge me. “Either I go
downstairs wearing it, or I’m not going.”

Mother shoots me a glare before sniffing. “If
that little wench Merda next door hadn’t threatened to report your
father for unfair dealings, we’d never have recommended her to the
queen, and we wouldn’t be in this mess. He only used that one load
of wood to keep us from freezing, but he’d be put in prison
nonetheless.”

“If you want me to leave, stop interfering.”
I have never spoken to Mother this way, and it feels good. I stood
up to Vina all of those months, and the practice comes in
handy.

“Easy,” Father warns. “This should be a happy
day for you both.”

“You’ve been impossible since the day you
were born,” Mother snaps.

“Whose fault is that?” I snap back. “You’ve
hated me every day of my life.”

“Maybe if you weren’t such a spitfire….”

“No one hates you,” Father soothes. I turn on
him.

“You sold me like an unwanted cow!” The
necklace quivers, but not in warmth. It seems alarmed and trying to
prevent something.

“Your future husband and stepdaughter wait
for you downstairs,” Mother says icily. She takes too long to say
it, though, and Father puts a hand on her shoulder. His censure is
all for me.

“You will not speak with such disrespect
again.”

I could hurl the contents of the guest room
at his head, but the talisman trembles with a message. I’m
coming.

“No!” I scream. “Stay away!”

Mother and Father back away, as if I am
demented. The talisman vibrates so fast it grows hot to the touch,
and I have to hold the metal away from my skin. The air in front of
me trembles and shimmers. Mother and Father fall back, and the
talisman cracks down the middle. Vina materializes, gray and
doubled over. Next to her stands a tall woman who must be older
than Mother. She holds onto Vina and keeps her steady.

“Release her!” Vina commands, gasping. “She
is not yours!”

No, they sold me. I belong to her, don’t I? I
am her chattel. My only satisfaction is that Mother will have to
pay, not Dari. He doesn’t deserve this.

Father breaks into a sweat. “She came back to
us!” he protests. “We did not cheat you. It was her doing, not
ours.”

“You can’t have your gold back!” Mother
screams. She brandishes a fireplace poker at Vina.

Vina’s companion knocks the poker out of
Mother’s grip. Mother lunges at her, and Vina holds up her hand.
Mother freezes, her face contorting with fury when she can’t get
her limbs to move. She opens her mouth, but no sound comes out.
Father rushes to her aid, but Vina turns her palm toward him.
Father gulps and flinches, not daring to move. Vina turns toward
me, gasping for breath, and croaks my name.

“Talia!”

How I want to run to her! But she sent me
away. I glare at her. I’m not afraid. I took the worst she could
dish out, and in the end, she ran away. Not me. My muddled head
tells me I’ve mixed things up somehow, but I can’t figure out the
details. “Go ahead,” I say. “Stun Mother, beat me, whatever you
want. You sent me away, and you’re not getting your gold back.”

“Don’t want,” Vina gasps, “gold. Want
you.”

“Ha!” I laugh in her face. A clattering on
the stairs, and Dari arrives.

“I heard screaming. Are you all right?” He
averts his eyes, so he won’t see my gown.

“Peachy,” I say. “Let’s start the
wedding.”

“The wedding!” Vina’s face creases in
distaste. “There will be no wedding. How dare you try to force her
to marry?”

Mother cannot answer, so Father does. “It’s a
good match,” he says. “No one’s forcing—”

“I will marry whoever I please!” I wonder why
Vina’s face grows ashen but dismiss the thought. “Let’s go.” I
leave Mother rooted to the floor and Vina staring with an
expression that looks like grief. But it can’t be grief. I must be
mistaken. “It’s all right,” I say to Dari. “You’ve already seen my
dress.” I throw the broken talisman at Vina and leave with
Dari.

 


Azra helps me sit down. “My lady.”

I crumple to the floor. Royalty or no, my
body took a beating from the spell. I could hardly breathe, let
alone counter Talia’s accusations.

“Take me to her,” I beg. My legs refuse to
move. I pick up the cracked halves of the talisman, weeping as if
they are Talia’s broken body. “I have to explain.”

Azra refrains from saying she told me so, and
she kneels beside me. “She is a girl, not your subject.”

“I know, but—”

“If you love her, stop giving orders and
start listening. You are not her queen. You’re a girl in love,
hoping she will love you back.”

 


***

 


“Are you all right?” Dari leads me toward a
chair in the drawing room, but I stand tall.

“Fine, thank you. Now, where is that
priest?”

“Mother!” Kira exclaims joyfully, rushing
toward me. With her daily visits, she has grown more comfortable
with me. When she wanted to call me Mother, I asked her to
wait until the wedding. “You’re so beautiful.”

I blush and return her childish hug, warming
inside. I may not be ready or worthy to be a mother, but this girl
thinks I will have some value in her life. I’ve never had that
before, and it makes Dari’s tender standoffishness more palatable.
He will do his duty by me, and he will expect nothing in return for
himself. He asks only for me to care for his daughter, which I
already do. Despite the fuss upstairs, I convince myself that I
have made the right decision.

The sound of shuffling echoes down the
stairs. It must be Vina. I ignore her, but she comes closer.

“Talia.”

“Go away,” I say without looking at her.
Hasn’t she disrupted my wedding enough? She exiled me after
claiming to love me, and now she has to spoil a day when I pledge
my love for another. I should have known she would be petty and
vindictive.

To everyone’s shock and my horror, Vina
kneels at my feet. Furious, embarrassed, and secretly pleased, I
jerk my ankle away from her touch. “What are you doing? Get up!” No
one should kneel to me, only a girl and a nobody’s daughter.

“I won’t go away until you give me five
minutes of your time.”

Discomfited, I look at Dari and shrug.
Curiosity gets the better of me. What could make Vina desperate
enough to humble herself in front of everyone? A tiny seed of hope
cracks open in my heart.

“Go ahead,” he says. Kira tugs at his arm and
whispers agitated questions, but he strokes her cheek. “It will be
all right.” But maybe it will not.

“Fine,” I say ungraciously. “Five.” I used to
kneel at Vina’s feet, back when she gave me orders. It feels good
to set the terms, but it’s also strange. What could be wrong?

“Alone,” she specifies, and I give an
exaggerated sigh. I extend an arm toward the door leading to the
front hallway.

“Leave us for five minutes, and come back for
the wedding, which will happen.” I turn back to Vina. “Now
get up!” Happiness and anger war inside my chest. Why did she have
to show up now? Why couldn’t she have shown up earlier, before I
made my decision? I told her it was too late.

“I wronged you,” she says. Fast, as if she’s
afraid I’ll cut her off before she finishes her sentence. She’s
grabbed my attention, though, and I listen. “Merda gave you the
poison hoping you’d take it or leave. She wanted you out of the
way. She says your mother convinced her to do it, but I think she’s
lying. She’s in my dungeon now.”

I gasp. “Merda?”

“Yes.” She steadies herself on the floor, and
sweat beads on her forehead. It’s strange, but kneeling on the
floor, she looks more like a queen than when she sat on her throne
surrounded by courtiers. How can humbling herself make her regal?
“If you return with me, you may decide what will happen to her.
It’s only fitting, considering she’s the reason for all of this.”
Vina looks away, bites her lip, and continues. “She was jealous of
you and wanted you out of the way.”

“She called me a whore,” I say, lips
numb.

“She…what?” Vina’s head snaps back. “She
called you a what?”

“A whore,” I repeat. “Said I wasn’t the first
you’d…bought and pleasured.” I regret my words as soon as I say
them, but I need to know the truth. “She said I was trying to whore
my way into your good graces.”

Vina’s skin turns green. “You believed
her?”

“I’m not stupid!” I am. I believed. “What was
I supposed to think?”

“I thought you wanted to leave,” she says. “I
thought you were ashamed of what we did, that I hurt you and you
were disgusted.”

I wish she would stand up. Regal or not, she
belongs on her throne and away from me. I am glad not to be the one
on my knees, but this is not how we work. Or how we used to work.
We? What am I thinking? There is no we. “You left
without looking at me.”

“When?”

I blush. “After. You know.” The morning when
she promised, in deed, if not in word, to love me.

She gives a smile of remembrance. “Yes. I was
late for a meeting with a delegate, and I’d forgotten to read the
reports….”

“You sent me away.” That betrayal hurts most
of all.

“I thought you would die if I didn’t. The
charisan kills instantly.”

Unwillingly, I admit the truth. “I thought I
was a plaything for you. A conquest.”

“What? No!” She rocks back on her heels. “How
could you believe that? I should—”

“Beat me,” I challenge. She looks as if she
will cry, until I laugh.

“Not unless you’ll come home with me,” she
counters, and I fall into her arms. I hold her tight, relishing her
lavender scent. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I had no idea what Merda
was doing to you.”

“She wasn’t that bad,” I answer. It’s not
absolutely true, but it’s close enough to the truth that I say it
anyway. “But I can’t go with you.”

She pulls back, her arms slack. “Of course.
I’ll leave now.”

“No,” I stop her. “It’s not that. What will I
do about Kira?” Or Dari, I think, but he will be fine. My concern
is for the little girl who now calls me Mother.

“What about her?” Every inch the queen, Vina
holds her audience in the drawing room of my parents’ new-money
home. I stammer the story, and her eyebrows shoot upward many
times. “And you never thought to ask for help? How many times did I
try to contact you?”

“I didn’t know it was you,” I point out.
“Plus, you sent me aw—”

Vina gives my skirted bottom a noisy slap. I
jump and giggle nervously. “That’s enough of that,” she reproves. I
giggle some more because I don’t know how to respond, and she
continues as if I never interrupted. “If you had answered me when I
called, I wouldn’t have had to break into your world.”

“Yes, my lady,” I say in an attempt at
seriousness, and she raises her hand. “Really,” I add, trying to
remove all traces of sarcasm. Failing, I can’t help adding one more
comment. “But I’m sure the exercise was good for you.”

“I will deal with your insolence later,” Vina
promises, but her threat is marred by the joy radiating from her
face. “For now, let’s figure out how to repair this situation.”

I agree, and she pinches my bottom. I squirm
in mad delight, wondering whether she wears her gorgeous lacy
garter belt and stockings. As if she reads my mind, she frowns at
me.

“Some things are meant to be kept a secret,
Talia.”

“Until when?” I hope my belligerence will
earn special attention later. If it doesn’t, it still feels
good.

“Until you promise you’ll stay with me.” She
drops her gaze, blushing. “I want you.”

My heart swells with unexpected gladness.
“Me? How could you want a nobody’s daughter?”

She kisses me, traveling her lips up my
jawbone and to the edge of my right ear. “I need you,” she
coos.

I scoff. “The way a house needs a second
roof.”

“No,” she corrects me. “Like a lily needs the
morning dew to shine.” She holds out the talisman to me, healed
with the faintest hairline crack. The droplets reappear, this time
in the form of shimmering aquamarine stones.


Chapter Eleven

 


 


Present Day

 


Dearest Daughter,

Azra reports you have been inattentive at
lessons this week. I understand you are anxious for your birthday
celebrations and our visit. I, too, long for our chance to be
together. But you must not give Azra any trouble. She gave up her
home and position of many years when she offered to stay on Earth
to raise you. She knows better than anyone else how to prepare you
for your queenship. Don’t shake your head at me. You will become
queen sooner than you expect, and it’s far too much to learn at
once. Every day, my head swims with all I must learn, and I am only
a queen consort. I pray every day for your mother’s health, for all
the right reasons but also for a selfish one. I would be terrified
to handle all of her duties! Use your lessons to learn well, and
you will become a great queen like your mother. Give Azra your
utmost attention, or I will be grieved and so will Mother Vina. You
wouldn’t want to mar our annual reunion with scolding, would
you?

Please tell your father that the silk
merchants implemented his plan with great success. How amazing that
a tactic from Earth could help here in Heaven! Learn everything you
can from your wise father, and find out all you can about your
world. I have been gone only for a few months, and already my
knowledge has become rusty. Once you come to live with us, you will
no longer be allowed to roam freely on Earth. Sometimes, I miss the
imperfections I used to hate. I certainly miss my power tools! Your
grandfather says you are doing very well. Oh, Kira, I can’t wait
until you are old enough to live here. Mother Vina and I add
something new to your rooms every day, and we laugh because you
won’t be able to fit inside if we don’t stop. I want you to enjoy
your Earthly childhood, but I can’t wait for you to arrive.

Mother Vina says you should not take off
your talisman, not even to bathe. When she can’t find you through
the coin, she grows anxious. Here’s a hint for when you come of age
and live with us: Don’t worry her! She gets terribly cross, and I
have to reassure her everyone will be safe. So obey her, Daughter,
or your poor mother will have to live with a cranky wife. Pity
me—

Sorry, I was interrupted when she saw that
last paragraph. Mother Vina has every right to worry, and your
safety is her top priority. Do the right thing, dear.

Be patient with your grandmother. Mother
Vina was cross with her and took her voice away again. Learn
kindness from your father, and learn patience from your
grandmother. Think of interactions with her as practice for dealing
with your most difficult courtiers.

Wish your father and his companion well. I
think he was relieved not to have to take me on. Azra is better at
the art of diplomacy than I, anyway.

We love you and miss you every day. Grow
strong, wise, and well. Mother Vina says if she has good reports
about you all this week, she will teach you that summoning spell
you wanted to learn for your birthday.

I hate this distance between us, but
remember—I was your age once, and I had a lot more freedom than you
do. You are capable of many things, and your life is important.

With love from,

Mother Talia

 


***

 


“How was it?” I want to throw the belt down,
but Talia flaps her hand at me.

“Not yet! Keep going!”

“Talia!” I groan. “Haven’t you had
enough?”

“Remember how you didn’t like me telling Kira
you’re cranky to live with? Go on.”

I bring the belt down in an arc, and Talia
curls her toes in pain. After a split second, she gives a blissful
sigh. “Again.”

I roll my eyes. My first clue should have
been when she didn’t run after I used the belt. How could I know
she would like it?

“Again,” she moans.

Instead, I toss the belt aside and haul her
over to the little cot that used to be hers. She insists on using
her old room, even though Merda attacked her here. She wants to
remember our first time together instead of the day I lost her, and
I comply. I, too, savor the joy of that morning. However, I can’t
spoil her by letting her get her way in everything.

“No,” she protests. “I’m not ready yet.”
Cheeky thing, trying to give me orders when she told our entire
court she is my chattel! She only kneels to me when it suits her. I
change tactics, now that she has enjoyed her beloved belt. Her
entire body has softened with dreamy relaxation.

“You’ll be ready when I say so,” I answer. I
spank her crisply with my open hand. We’ll do things my way for the
rest of the ritual.

“No!” She fights me, even though the ending
matters most of all. She loves the rush of the belt, reenacting her
struggles of our early months, and playing the willful girl. It’s
time to lead her back to her real self, the soft, delicious Talia
who is all woman. And, I admit, I look forward to her turn to
pleasure me. I hold myself back, spanking in steady rhythm. I have
to take her to the point of no return and bring her back. We have
discussed our ritual for weeks, trying to find the best way to let
go of the awful months when we thought we didn’t love each other. I
coaxed her into my idea with an offer of a good, solid belting—as
much as she wanted. Who knew her hunger never abates? She wants to
zone out in her happy place, but I want her to feel me with her. I
cocoon her in my lap and spank the way I did so many mornings
ago.

“I hate this part!” she wails, and I continue
the spanking. She hates it, but she needs to heal. We both do.

“Will you let someone like Merda come between
us again?” I demand, swatting tenderly. The words will hurt her
more than physical pain, but we promised each other.

“No!” She curls her arms and legs around my
waist. She knows what will come next, but I tell her anyway.

“You will bring Merda food and water, and you
will dress her for bed.” I will watch from the shadows, as will two
of my most trustworthy guards, but Talia will face her fears alone.
When she can stand up to the woman who tormented her, we will
discontinue our ritual.

When she has turned into a wilted, crying
mess, I kiss her all over and tell her she is my special Talia,
beloved and the joy of my life. We make tender love, sweet and
hungry at the same time. And when we finish, I stand up. I hold my
arms out and stand stiffly in front of her.

“Will you please dress me?” I ask.

Talia retrieves my clothes and puts them on
me, one piece at a time. She looks away, starting to slip back into
her place of hiding. I take her chin in my hand and kiss her.

“What was that for?” she protests.

“Thank you for letting me give you pleasure,”
I say. “I am glad you are in my life.”

She shrugs and tries to wriggle away. “This
is embarrassing.”

I swat her naked bottom. “No, this is where
you repeat the vows you said on our wedding day.”

She pouts at me. “About being a girl?” At my
nod, she continues unwillingly. “If I had been born a boy, I would
never have met the love of my life.”

I shiver with pleasure.

“And,” her voice changes as the meaning of
her words sinks in, “I’m glad I was born a girl.”

“Me, too,” I say, my voice husky. “Me,
too.”


 


 


 


~A Letter from Anastasia Vitsky~

 


 


What happens when you mix together
Rumplestiltskin, Bluebeard, Rapunzel, and the Virgin Mary? You get
the fairy tale, “Our Lady’s Child” or “Mary’s Child,” the story of
a poor woodcutter’s daughter who lives with the Virgin Mary in
heaven before being cast out for disobedience. In researching this
tale, I wondered how the girl felt about her abduction-slash-rescue
from a life of poverty, and I tried to imagine her life:

 


Unwanted.

Unloved.

Plagued by self-doubt and lack of
confidence.

 


Taliasman is a story ancient and new
at the same time, a story of needing affirmation for who we are
while being challenged to grow into better people. I hope Talia and
Vina’s story will remind you of your own loved one and renew your
faith in the power of love.

 


Anastasia Vitsky can be reached at
ana_stasia2007@yahoo.com
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You Belong to Me by Zee Monodee

 


 



Prologue

 


Light tried its best to win over darkness.
But shadows only scurried aside, they didn’t disappear, and
everyone in the back alley on a cold, winter night clung to the
brightness of the flames soaring from an old bin filled with paper
that gave off an acrid smoke. The glow from the fire joined the
paltry radiance of a lamppost nearby to cast the dark away, but
they could all see, in the orange glimmer on the brown brick walls,
how shadows lurked in the corners, waiting for an opportunity to
strike. More than one-and-a-quarter century after Jack The Ripper
wreaked havoc with his bloody murders in this dilapidated area of
the East End, the inhabitants nevertheless felt the chill of
remembrance as to how this place still spelled Whitechapel, den of
perdition and danger.

“The light does win, my friends.” The gnomish
old man appeared from nowhere. “On this dark, cold night, I have a
tale for you.”

The others—men and women alike—converged
around him as if entranced by the lyrical quality of his voice.

“You know the Grimm tale of The Nix of the
Mill Pond?”

When they all nodded, he smiled.

“But you haven’t heard of the tale of two
lovers torn apart when a deal sealed in blood was broken...when the
woman who made a pact with the devil came back on her oath and thus
dishonoured their contract. The consequences of her actions sent a
tidal wave of repercussions to wash away everything she’d held dear
thirty-five years after she disappeared. Sins of the father, they
say, but in this case, of the mother. The devil always returns for
his pound of flesh, and his price is never less than your
soul.”

Nicodemus, the storyteller, spread his hands
over the fire and started his retelling.

“Once upon a time, a young woman from the
wrong side of the tracks made a deal with a wealthy, influential
man. She’d give him everything he wanted in exchange for money and
a step up into the world of glitz and glamour.

“But things didn’t go the way she planned,
and love for her child became her downfall....”

 


***

 


Mary Jones, the newest arrival to the convent
in the backseat of Yorkshire, whispered softly to her baby son.
With nothing but a flimsy curtain separating the beds and no
distinction of male or female wards in the tiny, makeshift healing
room, secrets jumped out and wrapped themselves around every
occupant.

Death clung to the night, and soon, the
Reaper would come for her. She lifted the small mirror from her
bedside table and grimaced at the emaciated image reflected back to
her. Her china blue eyes watery and edged with premature creases,
cheeks sunken and pale. How had she fallen so far?

Mary Jones, her hospital bracelet read. The
most common name to hide her real identity behind.

A sharp cry rent the air. Mary clutched her
swaddled infant closer to the faded-thin gown covering her bosom.
Her arms shook, almost too weak to hold him.

Jenny Moran from next door—her
premature boy, Andrew, must not have survived the night. She’d
heard the nuns whispering about the fate of the premature boy.

He wouldn’t be the only one. Death waited and
could not be avoided. Before sunrise, he’d come for her and she
prayed she’d chosen her son’s hiding spot well, where his sire
would never find him. She kissed the baby’s head and rocked
him.

“Forgive me, my darling, for I made a deal
with the devil.”
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