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Each one of them had their
own “Happily Ever After.” Fairy tales always ended the same way:
the dashing young prince vanquished the Evil Queen, got the girl
and inherited the crown. The people of the land, now freed from
oppression, partied for days. They sang songs, toasted to the new
king and laughed in merriment as their lovable sidekicks cracked
jokes. Fathers embraced sons in tears of joy and musical scores
played, their chords of paradise reverberating in climax. It was a
triumph of faith and living proof that Good can overpower the
menacing force of Evil each and every time.

 


 


The sky is black. There is no storm
approaching, it is not yet nightfall and there is not a cloud in
sight. But with every passing moment, a cloak of darkness covers
more of the celestial sphere. Slowly but sweeping, the heavens are
blanketed in sorrow, in doom, dripping over the world like ebony
blood.

For now, they are drunk with rye and
rhyme. Their candles, torches and lanterns burn, providing
temporary luminaries that carry on the celebration. They don’t even
notice that natural light is gradually dimming into nothing and in
place of it rises a shadowy and collapsing mass of a faint moon.
The stars have even stopped twinkling, but wishes continue to be
made on the shining reflections of gold and double-edged
swords.

Their royal shimmers distract them
from the realization that nothing is left but black tidings. The
wine of denial hides the bitter taste. The odor of party sweat
whiffs away the stench of fear. They feel comforted, protected and
safe under the promise of Happily Ever After, the incorruptible law
that says a pure heart is always rewarded.

But today, as they are forced to look
above and then to their left, they will pray. They will pray for
magic. Now, even as they celebrate yet another wedding, unspeakable
terror comes from beyond the sky.

There—one thin princess stumbles
forward, her frame perfectly starved, her feet wedged and bloodied
into those tight heels. She walks clumsily, ready to walk the
entire night if need be, eager to find a certain man that she might
embrace him and put her mouth upon his mighty shoulder. The
princess wears red—a satin bodice with pleated organza overlay, its
trim and stretch fabric back shimmering with light, her top skirt
of pleated peplum glowing like stardust. Her dazzling tiara and
white cameo sparkle above her long flowing grey hair.

And her lovely face—her lovely rotted
face shivers with anticipation as flesh rips apart from her skull.
Decaying muscle tissue drips out of every cavity. Her neatly curled
hair diverts from the unfashionable maggots that dine on her
disease. Age-old black tar spatters onto the ground leaking from
Madame’s gaping neck. Her ribcage bursts apart along with the
waist-training corset until her intestines begin to cross-stitch
with her lacy frills.

Even while spilling soil and gore, she
stands with grace, with elegance, as if all eyes are still on her
at the ball. She holds her arms with poise, like a lady of
confidence and her wedding veil—soaked in black crimson—still
clings to her fractured jaw. The fabric has wilted and the colors
faded, but her face still holds every twinge of dejection and dolor
that she died wearing.

Her stubborn attempts to stand on
what’s left of her legs create a dastardly sound, a sort of
scraping rattle that becomes louder by the moment. Her bone hands
trembling, her eyes boiling with red savagery, she focuses on the
object of her affection.

Her mouth unnaturally widens and her
perfectly even teeth bite down repeatedly in anticipation of a
century-long awaited meal. Her lurching head doesn’t turn but seems
to hang to one direction, then another and then drops forward with
no resistance. But her demonic red eyes never stop staring straight
ahead.

She dances dolefully towards her
suitors—the beloved, the happily married and the pure of heart.
Amid her sepulchral rasps of rapid gurgling, only a lone chant
could be heard throughout the commotion.

 


 


Come

Come out

Come princess

I cast this
spell

Come out of your
tomb

Better late than
never

Not so happily
ever

Take back what was taken
from you

 


 


Black cats, bats, rats, snakes,
vultures and every other omen of bad luck scurries around in the
madness, looking for a place to hide as the thickness of the
overcast grows.

As the final layer of caliginous
blanket falls in place, gently pushing away the last trace of an
afternoon sunny sky, it seems as if two distinct worlds are placed
beside each other. One quickly fading, with bright rays of hope and
redemption and the other blotted over with rebellion and
violence.

However, for the next few moments and
as their flame-lit lights lead the way, everything seems safe and
peaceable. With heavy frolicking and a few winks, they are
distracted from the impending force.

A biting wintry breeze passes through,
with only a sniff of excavated soil, as the festivities continue.
Faith has never been stronger. Beauty has never been lovelier. Love
has never felt more fervent.

They pay no attention to the whispers
in the wind since their own jubilant voices mute the warnings. For
now, they all feast, marry, laugh and sing. They enjoy their
fleeting “happily ever after.”

 


 


 Chapter 1: Back When the World Made Sense

 


 


From the ghostly shades of sapphire
blue that filled the room, to the ominous hum that seemed stuck
inside the walls, to the creaks of unbalanced ivory furniture on
spirit-stained floors, to the distinct phantom whiff of white
chrysanthemums, an air of magic permeated the easternmost tower
wing of Fen Mien I Palace.

The abysmal and almost crushing shades
of blue inspired three young playmates to seek out a lamp, lending
the room at least a flash of gorgeous white. Mary, the youngest at
eight years of age, lit the lamp and set it down in the middle of
the room, allowing a clear view of each other’s faces.

Mary’s face was the most docile: a big
and klutzy smile with tiny eyebrows and wavy blond hair, with an
expression that begged for approval. She looked over to her left to
take in the faces of her two friends, their angles, cheeks and
noses, she figured, so much more precious than her own.

Perhaps “friend” was an insincere
word. They were united only by the palace, only by royal blood and
by their age group—young enough to be locked away in a tower while
adults talked, or shrieked, about politics.

Blossom’s face danced in coquettish
amusement, her thick lashes overpowering her unassuming nose and
lips. At the respectable age of ten, she was the doyenne of the
gathering. Her red and ferocious hair seemed perfectly controlled
thanks to a chin-length bob with soft combed waves and a pink
ribbon tied to a bow.

Blossom looked to her right, staring
down nine-year-old Wendy, whose chiaroscuro face had an
uncomfortable amount of edges, shades and depth that provoked other
pretty girls. The fact that she was a plump princess didn’t help
matters, nor did her black hair, ponytail or that conspicuously
circular face.

Each wore distinctive colored
pajamas—Mary cloaked in red, Blossom dolled in pink and Wendy in a
sparkling diamond and silver combination—the three of them had only
one trait in common.

Their eyes, their ginormous,
soul-wrenching and hauntingly disproportionate eyes. Mary’s hazy
blue eyes seemed to match the color of the room, but glowed
faintly. Blossom’s brown eyes spun like stirring melted chocolate,
her welcoming expression never ceasing to light up a room. Wendy’s
eyes were grey and had an unusual crescent shape that made her look
smirky. That, together with her multi-textured overly rendered and
multi-dimensional pupils, further alienated her from normal
princess profiles.

Blossom couldn’t keep from staring at
Wendy’s strange face, while Mary couldn’t help but admire Blossom’s
perfectly curving lashes.

“I brought characters,”
reminded Wendy, grabbing her collection of dolls, dresses and
dinosaurs. It was understood that the princesses always married the
dinosaurs, since male prince dolls seemed so uninteresting by
comparison. Besides, who wouldn’t want to attend a wedding of a
princess and a T-Rex?

“Oh, how funny!” Blossom
said, not too subtly indicating that she had already outgrown
playtime. “I remember playing with these when I was a little
kid.”

“You don’t anymore?” Mary
asked sheepishly.

“No. A princess has
responsibilities. I play with people now. Sometimes we pretend
we’re fairy tale characters. Sometimes we write poetry or sing.
Sometimes we just enjoy games together. It’s much more fun than
playing with dead objects,” she said, making sure Wendy could see
her gaze.

Wendy, however, was oblivious to the
point. She had already determined what dress the bride agreed to
wear and what qualities she found most appealing about this
particular dinosaur—monstrously powerful, constantly hungry and not
very talkative at all.

Blossom grabbed a dinosaur, looking
thoughtfully at it, while engaging Mary, the only one who seemed to
understand her finer points. “Everything changes, Mary. Did you
know that?”

“What do you
mean?”

“It means that we’ve been
doing this for so many years…but that it’s not going to last
forever. Everything changes. Everything evolves.”

“What is
‘evolve’?”

“It’s what happens when
something changes in form. Like, over millions of years, we changed
from one species to another species.”

“Oh,” Mary answered
unsurely.

“And one day, we’re going
to grow up and be queens. Our people will change. Cadabra will
change. There may even come a time when we don’t get to see each
other anymore.”

“Oh,” Mary replied sourly.
“But I’ll miss you. Both of you.”

Blossom half-smiled, rubbing the
dinosaur against a princess doll. “So maybe we should start making
each day count.”

“I’ll miss you too, Wendy!”
Mary said.

Wendy nodded, keeping her eyes fixed
to her characters.

“Oh, I have an idea,”
Blossom quickly followed. “How about instead of playing with these
toys, we write a play? Or a book? We can come up with characters
and a storyline?”

“But isn’t that really hard
to do?” Mary asked.

“No, it isn’t,” Blossom
assured her. “I’ll explain the rules and we just go from there.
Okay, first. We all create a character. But we can’t force each
other’s characters to do anything. We can only control our own
characters.”

“Okay.”

“Wendy?” Blossom asked
firmly. “Put your toys down and let’s think about this.”

Wendy glowered. “They’re not
toys.”

“Oh? Then what are they?”
Blossom answered with a double blink.

Wendy bit her lip in spite. “They’re
people.”

“They’re what? You’re
confusing me,” Blossom answered. “People are alive.”

“It’s no different if you
have a toy or if you’re writing a play,” Wendy answered bitterly.
“They don’t have bodies like we do. But they’re still imaginary
people and they’re real.”

“Okay, fine. So your
dinosaur is one of the play’s characters. But I don’t want a
dinosaur. I am just creating a character out of my
mind.”

Blossom closed her eyes and chanted.
“Okay, after careful meditation, I have decided to name my
character Misses Sweet. What is your character’s name,
Mary?”

“Ummm…” Mary struggled with
the thought. “M…M…Meryl?”

“Okay, sort of based on
yourself, I guess?”

“I guess, yeah…”

“How about you,
Wendy?”

“It doesn’t
need a name,” Wendy said.
“It’s a dinosaur.”

Blossom stared in contempt. “If you’re
too immature to think like an adult, then Mary and I can play
alone.”

“Or maybe Mary and I can
play dinosaurs and princesses and you can shut up about it,” Wendy
replied.

Mary’s stomach fluttered and reached
into her throat. Any sign of conflict seemed to make the poor girl
physically ill. Perhaps with two strong opposite personalities like
Blossom and Wendy the only recourse was distraction.

“Hey! My mom told me that
there’s this new thing princesses are supposed to do. Want to know
what it is?”

Blossom stopped glaring at Wendy and
inquired half-heartedly, always interested in princess etiquette.
“What?”

“Well, like you said,
because our lives are going to change soon, we should try to make
every day special. So we take a box and we each put something
special that we have inside the box. Then we bury it for like, ten
years.”

“Ten years?”

“Yes,” Mary said, “and then
we open it when we’re queens. And we remember this day. And no
matter what’s happening in ten years we can think back to this day
and remember that we were all friends. We can call it Cadabra’s
Box.”

“So…what do we put in the
box?” Blossom asked, raising her ink-thin eyebrow.

“Whatever you
want.”

“What are you going to put
in it?”

“Umm…I guess I’ll put in a
lock of my hair. And also…I think I’ll write a letter to
myself.”

“A what?”

“A letter to myself. But
it’s like ten years in the future. So ten years from now I’ll open
the letter and talk to my future self. So it’s like time
travel.”

“Hmmm,” Blossom replied,
gradually smiling. “Okay, I want to write a letter to myself too.
And I’ll put some candy in the box too.”

“Won’t it go bad in ten
years?”

“Not this candy. This was
special candy given to me by my mother. She said it tastes better
when it’s aged.”

“Your mother was lying,”
Wendy said, followed by a laugh.

“No, she wasn’t,” Blossom
answered sternly. “You must also put something in the box, Wendy.
If we’re doing it then you have to do it too.”

Wendy sighed. “Fine. I’ll put one of
my dinosaurs and a tiny wizard’s wand in there.”

“Oh, you’re putting your
toys in there?” Blossom asked coyly.

“They’re not toys,” Wendy
said.

“Well, we both are going to
write letters to ourselves. That means you have to do the
same.”

“Why?”

“Because
we are doing it,” Blossom
counseled.

Wendy grumbled as Blossom put a pen
and paper to Wendy’s face, waiting for her cooperation.
“Fine.”

“Now to be fair, let’s keep
what we’re writing a secret. That way we can be
surprised.”

Each of the princesses took a pen and
a sheet of paper and eyed it in curiosity. Where would they be in
ten years? Would they be queens? Would they still be friends or
would they be separated by years of politicking and civic duties?
Each one started to write, cautiously at first, then freely, as if
inspiration struck all three at the same time.

Things were rapidly changing and even
the magical air of Fen Mien I Palace seemed thin to the girls, the
longer they stayed in the tower and let go of the superstitions of
haunted furniture. These were old Gothic walls that surrounded them
in blue nightshade, the large windows and flying buttresses feeling
like relics of the old world, with their outdated Gods, their
archaic laws and their stories of mythic leaders.

One of these days, things would no
longer be the same and they would each go their separate paths,
destined to inherit a kingdom, each of them practically crafted to
uphold the ideals and philosophies of their royal
families.

The Magical Kingdom, as
everybody once called it, was dead history and a reminder of the
primitiveness of their ancestors. Only the very young and artless
could ever embrace the idea that magic was no longer necessary to
make the world better and that the Queen, the legendary Queen Fen
Mien I, wasn’t the all-important paragon of virtue worth fighting
for, dying for and certainly not worth killing for. The elders,
royal advisers and paranoid parents still believed in something
divine, if not the
myths, then the spirit of magic—magic as a uniting force, as a
natural miracle, as a rallying voice of patriotism.

Their children, however, believed in
nothing. Whatever tomorrow brought, would be the result of great
effort, of progressive community thinking and the will of one
good-hearted princess. In a post-magic world, there would be no
need for miracles, faith or sorcery.

The lamp burned away light for hours
until the sun shined brightly, freeing three dreamers of that
ghastly shadowed blue moonlight, the color of magic.

 


***

 


 


 Chapter 2: “Pretty Speeches Change the World”

 


 


“Ten years ago, as a
child, the world made sense to me. Everybody knew what they were
talking about. Everything a grownup said was true, it was fact. I
listened in awe, thinking everyone was so much more intelligent and
book smart than I was.

 


Then, somewhere down the
line, we all grew up. And then one day truth turned into belief.
And I found out the biggest joke of all. That nobody actually knows
what they’re talking about. Grownups were just big kids who knew a
lot more words. Everyone just pretended that they had all the
answers.

 


But even now as I realize
this, I still find myself speechless. Afraid. Not having a clue as
to what I should say or do. Part of me still feels like I should
pay attention to how Great and Important People
act.”

 


 


Mary stared into the mirror on the
wall. Her eyes retreated and her awkward smile stretched to an
uncomfortable degree, as she reached the peak of her much
anticipated Wedding Engagement speech.

“The point is, people are
calling me a Future Queen. The Honorable Princess. Or the One True
Hope for Two Kingdoms. But these are all just names. The truth is,
I’m the one who is honored. Because you’ve chosen me as your son’s
bride. And sometimes in life, I think, there are situations that
just happen to us. They make regular people like you and I ‘great’,
because of the good we can do for the rest of the world. The
opportunity we have makes us great. Our opportunities can make a
better Cadabra.”

The eighteen-year-old Princess Mary
Melancholy could barely be called a debutante, let alone a future
queen with appropriate golden locks. But there was little room for
self-doubt now, as she was just minutes away from delivering her
Royal Engagement speech to a full banquet hall, filled with royal
couples, governors, journalists and respected orators.

“So you can call me a
princess if you’d like,” she said, looking at the mirror in
judgment and trailing off her memorized notes. “…But it’s a lie.
I’m just like all of you.”

She furrowed her brow and spoke
bluntly to the image staring back at her. “Actually, none of it’s
true. There’s nothing special about me. Look at me. I’m nobody. I’m
the world’s biggest loser and I have no idea what I’m doing up
here. You’re all applauding me because I’m being forced to make out
with a prince I haven’t even met. I mean, that’s what it is when
you come down to it. And I know I’m just going to screw everything
up. So tell me, mirror, who’s the biggest idiot of them
all?”

“Mary? Hurry up! They’re
ready for you,” an attendant’s voice said, waking Mary out of her
self-loathing stupor.

She sighed. “I guess I should delete
that last part…”

 


 


The curtains parted, each side
perfectly balanced in color: one gold and one red, welcoming
visitors inside the Crimson Palace. The headquarters of the Kingdom
of Blood was specially decorated with beaming red wall paint and
large murals of fire, apples and of course, impressionist-style
floras, mostly roses and gladiolus. They called it the house that
blood built and red interiors filled the banquet hall of the
palace, even as attendees proudly wore their patriotic colors of
carmine and vermilion.

The Kingdom of Gold, its warriors,
ministers and royal family, wore nothing but white wool and gold
metal as was their custom. They covered themselves with golden
armor, jewelry, rings and bracelets, as if to remind everyone who
gazed upon them that only their kingdom possessed gold. Everyone
else, including the Kingdom of Blood, decorated with bronze, copper
and sometimes iron. Never gold—to do so would not only be
ostentatious, it would mean infringement. In contrast, the Red
Soldiers dressed in earthier colors: rabbit and fox fur, lamb and
leather.

The honorary dinner banquet
celebrating the Kingdom of Blood’s Princess and her Royal
Engagement seemed quaint, especially since Mary, in an act of
ongoing timid rebelliousness, wore only blue. This occasion was
indeed momentous, the celebration of a landmark achievement in
non-aggression and so they constructed a new outfit made
exclusively to commemorate the occasion:

The “Color of Peace Dress” featured a
halter-like bodice with pleated material that connected behind Lady
Mary’s neck, along with a low-hanging V-neckline. The Lady of Two
Kingdoms was a very pretty and fit girl that just fell short of
community beautiful standards because her face communicated no
attitude and no entitlement. Therefore, her famous Melancholy
frowns inspired a Midnight Blue dress, leaving her arms and
shoulders bare and her back barely covered in an upward seven
string accent symbolizing the olive branch of peace—naturally in
Gold colors because who else could afford to make peace?

A soft belt hugged her torso, tying at
the side of her waist in a bow, while the skirt below pleated like
mad, it being a rotating circle skirt that was manufactured to roll
like a blooming hydrangea dark blue flower, giving guests
fluctuating views of her calf, knee or thigh, depending on where
Lady Mary happened to walk. Blue hyaline slippers adorned her feet
while matching blue feather anklets helped to accentuate her blue
dove transformation.

The Kingdom of Blood had just ended
its age of rationing fabric, a casualty of war and thus excessive
fabrics were newly in-fashion. Taffeta was the choice for Mary, its
lush formality helping to increase the number of weddings taking
place, while the big skirts helped to make baby bumps sexy and
welcome a newfound respect for conformity. All the women of the
Reds wore large skirts, as they were not so subtly designed to lure
the attention of male hunters who were used to scouting for big,
puffed up turkeys.

Mary actually had no say in
the making of the dress, as this process involved tense
negotiations between animal skin seamstresses of the Reds and
synthetic designers of the Gold Kingdom, the lot of them held in
lockdown under threat of beheading until they designed the ideal
Compromise Dress, it later being saluted by the Independently Wealthy Tradesmen Union as something “spectacularly generic that would offend so few, yet
still elicit the most grandiose of pity.”

Only Mary’s birdcage veil hat broke
from the relentlessly dark blue shades, giving her some splashes of
ivory, as well as a gray flower sprinkled with white gold flakes
and a giant spray of newly plucked light feathers that overshot her
golden blond hair. Feathers, of course—the Red’s fashion fanatics
insisted that there was hardly a reason to get out of bed unless
something died.

As Mary approached the stage to a
round of applause, she noticed her own “Red” people couldn’t help
but form their own faction a comfortable distance away from the
people who decked themselves in gold. For hours the palace had been
subjected to music, dancing and the tributes by governors, complete
with gifts of gold, myrrh and frankincense, as was the politically
correct gift for royalty.

“Mary, Mary, Melancholy
Mary,” said a short and stately looking man with a finely trimmed
curling mustache. The old governor, dressed in gold, blabbed on in
that same arrogant, overweening way all the Gold people talked. “It
is because of your melancholy, your glorious
equanimity, your even
tempered blasé and
your profound centrism that Cadabra does love you so much. In Mary, we have
discovered an icon, a metaphor, for achieving peace among
two warring kingdoms. What the world sees as a marriage alliance to
put an end to an age-old war, we see as something far more
romantic. We see a love story for the ages.”

After another round of clapping, the
governor waved Mary up to the center platform, slightly elevated so
as to hold the attention of the room. “Now I believe we’re all in
for a treat because Princess Mary has prepared her own little
speech for our enjoyment. So let’s give her our undivided
attention.”

Mary looked over to her left and saw
Amram and Jaquie of the House of Opula. They looked quite haughty
as all those Golden families tended to look. Amram was tall and
skinny and with distinguished grey hair, accompanied by thin
eyeglasses that instantly upped his intellect. Jaquie was pretty
with long brown hair, if well aged and slightly graying. She was
also a curvy woman, as the Gold Family had no reason to
starve.

Mary noticed that Amram and Jaquie
both had yellowish-hazel eyes. All of the House of Opula did, as
they considered it a sign of divine approval that even their eyes
were made of gold. They both draped themselves in golden jewelry
but while Amram wore blinding golden armor and necklaces, Jaquie,
chose to wear a traditional Opula masterpiece, consisting of a
décolletage and floor length hemline made from gold-infused
charmeuse. Every ruffle and every beading was overlaid with small
sculpted ingots. More importantly, the charmeuse was designed and
woven by 100% Pure Virginal Daughters. It was a “thing” for the
Kingdom of Gold, as their fashionable virgins were as highly
praised and collected as Real Olive Oil and Regional Wine since the
girls’ intimate sufferings helped produce the finest qualities in
suppressively imagined fashion.

Mary reluctantly walked to the center
and continued trading glances with the Golden Family. She took a
deep breath and looked at her audience, then back to her royal
guests.

“Wow. Oh wow.
Yeah.”

The applause quieted into silent
anticipation.

“Umm…” Mary said, trying to
remove the jitters from her face. “So! This is indeed very awkward. I’ll try my best
not to say anything really stupid!” she said with a
smile.

Jaquie and Amram nodded with smirks on
their faces as Mary laughed.

Mary panicked, quickly forgetting all
of the hours of note memorizing she did in front of the mirror. For
a moment, she even forgot if she was talking to a King or a
General. “So…uh…it is really a privilege to be talking to the
second-in-command ruler of the Golden People,” Mary
said.

Amram and Jaquie were not amused and
huffed, still waiting patiently for Mary to properly start her
speech. The room went deadly silent.

“No, the first! The first!
Of course, I knew that,” Mary squealed, gripping her wrists and
giving a twitchy smile. “You’re King Opula. I knew that! Pleasure
to meet your acquaintance. Or is it make your acquaintance? Um,
yes, either way it’s pleasurable, really awesome.”

“My name is
King Amram, of the House of Opula, of the Kingdom
of Gold,” he said, crinkling his
lip.

“Ah! Gotcha!” Mary
double-pointed at Amram, a bit jocularly, increasing the social
unease tenfold. “Right! Yes. Sorry. Hello, King Amram.”

Mary took a long inhale and tried to
think back. She whispered a few notes to herself, in hopes of
jogging her memory.

CHILDHOOD.

MARRIAGE.

GREATNESS.

SITUATIONS IN
LIFE.

“Right. So okay…ten years
ago I was a kid.”

She lost her train of thought and
stared out at the confused room of onlookers.

“And uh…I grew up into an
adult. Well, obviously. No stunted growth. Not a dwarf. And so glad
about that. Uh…and now of course, we’re all really big kids. Okay,
let me start over…I am undeserving of such attention. Really,
really undeserving. And though I’m going to make out with your
son…”

Jaquie and Amram stared in
discontent.

“I mean marry! Marry! Going
to be married.” She giggled madly, already dying from
embarrassment. “I meant marry. Otherwise, that would sound creepy
and weird, right?”

A couple people in the audience
laughed while the rest held their breath in
embarrassment.

“Yes, creepy and weird.
Wow. I really didn’t think I could say anything more awkward and
stupid than I already said.”

“And yet you proved
yourself wrong,” Queen Jaquie replied, with almost a
smile.

“Sorry,” Mary continued.
“That so didn’t come out right. What I meant to say was…uh…I think
in life, that there are…well, what you might call…situations? Where
one is required to do things. And one might say, that…we, I mean,
you, I mean, well, me in this case…”

One person coughed. It didn’t help
much.

“And…me thinks…I mean, I
think,” Mary said with a nervous shriek. “Sorry, I think I’m coming
down with a slight brain aneurysm. Am I even speaking English right
now? Hopefully? Sort of?”

Mary flinched rapidly and blushed,
assuming correctly that her speech was already a disaster. “Sorry,
I didn’t mean to make fun of brain aneurysms. I just sort of
felt…you know like my brain died. Would anyone notice if my brain
stopped working and my mouth just kept talking and talking?
Probably not!”

Mary laughed loudly, wrongly assuming
if she cracked a joke it might lighten the mood. Alas,
silence.

“Right. Let’s just move on
from that. Well, my point is, I think we have to do our best in
those situations. You know, the situations that come up in life.
Because none of you are special. I’m not special. We’re all
just…you know…uh…really un-special. What’s the word I’m looking
for? The opposite of special? Uhh….yeah, not special. Because let’s
face it, when someone says you’re special…they usually mean
you’re VerySpecial. Like in the head. It’s kind of an insult.” She laughed.
“Wow, I sound Very Special
right now, don’t I? But the point is, those
situations in life, well, we use those situations. In life. Um, so
we can all, you know, make a better Cadabra?”

She raised just her eyes in caution,
looking around and keeping her face low.

A few chuckles were outnumbered by a
respectful ovation.

Jaquie felt a pang of pity for Mary
and so kindly interrupted. “Are you nervous, Mary?” She laughed, a
perfectly matching series of three successive “Hah!” sounds with
moderate volume.

“A little,” Mary said with
a pained teethy frown.

“Oh, we could hardly tell,”
Amram muttered, staring down at his much more interesting cup of
wine.

“Not to worry,” Jaquie
said. “Arranged marriages are no one’s cup of tea. But I say this
to you, as a woman.” She smiled. “You will have no complaints.
Prince Aaron is very much the good looker. You are certainly not
‘marrying down’ in this family. On the contrary, pity my cousin
Fionnghal who had no choice but to marry an ogre.”

“Wow. Really? He was an
ogre? Like a big green guy?” Mary asked in suspicion.

Jaquie stared a long moment and
smiled. “No, darling. He was simply short, fat and
ill-tempered.”

“Oh, right. Ogres aren’t
real. It was a metaphor, right?”

Jaquie sent a look of trepidation back
to Amram as a few in the room laughed, leading to a series of
half-hearted and confused claps. Apparently the speech was
over.

Queen Lilith, Mary’s gray-haired
overdressed mother, rolled her eyes and sighed loudly as she guided
Mary back to her seat. “I believe that went as well as anyone
expected it go. The princess did finally stop talking and for that
we are very grateful.” Lilith seemed the only one capable of
playing the Royal Game, she dressed formally in crimson red wool
with a reddish-brown owl-feathered overcoat. Along with russet
snakeskin pumps for shoes, she wore an iron and red gem-encrusted
crown making it clear that the Reds were passionate about
costuming, if not absurdly affluent about it.

“Remain standing, Mary,”
Lilith reminder her, noticing she was heading back to her seat.
“King Amram is formally addressing you now.”

Amram walked up to the stage and
looked over at a red-faced smiling Mary. He stared her down until
she cowered, holding her hands tensely to her sides.

“Yes, I suppose I might as
well,” Amram said, adjusting his glasses and taking out his
carefully worded speech. “I thought it prudent to orate a few words regarding Mary’s
engagement to my son. “Melancholy Mary, who I might add is a
handsome woman to look at, but not pretentiously
beautiful...”

Mary raised her brow, uncertain if
that was an insult or a compliment.

“…Is the very soul of
Cadabra. She is a role model for the youth. She is a
moderate-minded young woman. Her placid nature is something we
admire in civilized society. Imagine actually conversing with a Red
politician who hasn’t beaten someone to death. It boggles the
mind.”

Amram paused for laughter and wagged his head, always proud of his
smarmisms.

“And blue is such a
pulchritudinous color,
isn’t it? One might even say, yes one might, that the color blue
serves as a fitting compromise for our two very extreme Red and
Gold kingdoms. And Mary Melancholy is a wonderful
compromise.”

The roomful of diners politely
applauded. Mary squinted, thinking the Golden People all seemed a
bit snotty. Technically, they were the House of Opula but everyone
knew the mannerisms and affected speech of Amram’s Royal Family
quickly rubbed off on the wealthy laymen and “lower rich
class.”

“Instead of fighting our
grandfather’s holy wars,” Amram continued, “It’s about time we give up this
preposterous feud. I can’t even remember what Satyre’s
great-grandfather was so upset about. Can any of you?” The
attendees laughed. “There’s no sense in digging up the past. There
are no more skeletons in the closet. With this marriage alliance,
we end the fighting once and for all.”

Amram stepped aside as the crowd
applauded him and he bowed in respect to a standing Mary, who bowed
back to him. He nodded, to which Mary double bowed and then eyed
him in panic, followed by a third bow. Finally, an annoyed Amram
huffed and threw his hand up in the air, eager to leave and find
his seat.

He stepped back, giving the floor to
his wife Jaquie, who stood up and gave Mary something very close to
a sincere smile. She smiled to the room who applauded her in
kind.

“I just wanted to add,
Mary, you are not just a princess any longer. You are also a future
Queen of the Kingdom of Gold. Always remember that with your new
role comes heavy responsibility. To the people of Cadabra, you
represent something very special.

Progress. You will bring your people
into a new age of sophistication. Intellect. You will win wars with
your words, not weapons. Respect. You will learn about culture…not
just your own, but to accept the cultures and habits of others.
Grace. The longer you are in a position of authority, the more you
realize that it’s not about winning or losing, or good versus evil.
It’s about seeing the bigger picture.

We chose you, Mary, not because you
were a Queen in the making. But because you were a ‘Little
Princess’. You can grow into the right kind of Queen Cadabra
needs.”

The applause for the Gold Queen was a
bit louder, she being the more eloquent of the Royal Couple, or at
least the one who could feign some degree of admiration for her new
daughter-in-law. Jaquie and Amram took their seats, as the Speaker
of the House returned to the center.

Just as the speaker of the house began
to take over, the attention of the room quickly diverted to the
sounds of thunder. With a hailing of “His majesty has arrived!” and
traditional trumpets announcing the presence of Royalty, the room
stood at attention. Only Amram and Jaquie seemed unimpressed,
rolling their eyes at the repeated voice of the court.

“King Satyre of the Kingdom
of Blood.”

Like the bloody elephant in the throne
room, Satyre, with his inelegant stomping, boorish coordination and
rugged face demanded silence, if not applause or admiration. He was
a burly man of unkempt brown hair with an angry face and heavy
eyebrows. He didn’t think much of fashion and would find the idea
of taking an entire book page to describe his wardrobe as mentally
diseased. He wore a king’s carmine robe but his steps were so loud
he may as well have worn bloody armor.

A few Gold Elite diners applauded, but
quickly realized that they were making a scene. Silence was the
preferred way to show respect in the Crimson Palace.

He stomped his way inside the
banqueting hall of the Palace, his own Palace, as if a dissident.
He bumped into one table and knocked over one plant, as he made his
way over to the Royal Circle, his flaring eyes focusing on the
“pretty-looking” guests. His loud sighs and grunts seemed almost
like involuntary animalistic purring.

“What are all these people
doing here?” he said with a scowl.

Lilith fumed, embarrassed beyond
belief. “They are your guests! I told you to be ready before lunch.
Mary’s Engagement Ceremony. Don’t you remember?”

“I thought we already did
that,” he said, grabbing a turkey leg from the feast table and
chomping.

“That was Mary’s Debutante
Ball and that was a year
ago.”

Mary smiled at the thought: Satyre
somehow managed to take all the attention off her awful speech and
absorb all the controversy just fine. At last, a person more
capable of eliciting awkward energy than even the blue and socially
awkward princess.

Satyre settled his ferocious,
beast-like eyes on Amram and Jaquie and grunted Amram’s
name.

“King Satyyyre,” he said
stretching his syllables as always, as the Royal Golden Family all
did.

Jaquie couldn’t force a smile any
longer. She stared at Satyre in horror, like a fair maiden might
cautiously eye a gargoyle. He hadn’t dressed for an honorary
banquet saluting his daughter, not with that wrinkled robe and
bison-skinned warrior pants, but looked as if he just came back
from a war, still holding someone’s head.

“Are you enjoying your stay
here?” Satyre asked, each successive word more ornery than the
last.

“The ambiance has certainly
been peppy. Or at least it was…” Amram replied.

A thunderous voice and
demonic expression replied. “Peppy? What is peppy? Sounds like
something I piss out in the morning.”

Jaquie and Lilith covered their faces
in shame, while Amram flinched but struggled to appear brave and
unyielding.

“Are you even aware that
there are other people here in this room?” Lilith said, quite
miffed. “I hope you at least have the self-awareness not to strip
down naked and shower right in front of everybody.”

“Maybe I will.”

“Now, now, Satyre,” Amram
said with a hammy smile. “You wouldn’t want to appear inhospitable
on your daughter’s very special day, would you? This is about our
children. Not us.”

Satyre gargled a response while Amram
invited some of the prominent journalists, artists and entertainers
over. “Now then, let’s shake hands so that the artists will have
something to report in the morning.”

Amram and Satyre shook
hands stoically, prompting several artists to quickly draw what
they saw, reporting in real time
of this momentous occasion—the first time the two
kings had ever shared the same room without the intention of mass
murder.

“Great picture,” one
reporter exclaimed. “How about a statement for the two kingdoms,
advocating this wonderful victory of peace?”

“Baaaaah,” Satyre replied,
looking and sounding downright goat-like in response.

“Baaah? Okay, we’ll
improvise something,” the reporter nodded.

Satyre broke the handshake first and
turned his eyes away from the Golden Couple, ready to set fire to
or beat something…

Until he saw the shy face of his only
daughter. As soon as their eyes met he halted in his rage and
countenance softened, even while his voice, politely, boomed. “Mary
come here,” he said, grabbing her by the arm and taking her to a
safer place away from the royal families. “Mary. I don’t know if
anyone has told you. But these people are…”

“I know, daddy,” Mary said.
“My future in-laws. I kind of figured it out by now.”

“Well, it’s the price of
peace.” Satyre stared down Amram and Jaquie from a distance and
they returned the uncomfortable look. “Just give it a chance. You
might like him.”

Amram walked over and
trolled Satyre just a bit with a friendly arm slap. “On that subject,
Mary, I don’t believe anyone’s told you yet. But starting with this
alliance, you will no longer refer to Satyre’s land as the Kingdom
of Blood. We believe it’s more diplomatic to call it the Kingdom of
the Reds. Or the Red Kingdom.”

Satyre stared at Amram’s arm until he
removed it, while Amram blathered on. “This is the dawn of a new
age. A new age of logic. No more holy wars. No more god-sanctioned
fighting or ‘my church is better than your church’ nonsense.” Amram
smiled, like smiling at a castle wall.

“Oh. But won’t changing the
name be confusing?”

“Mary, don’t ask questions
of royalty,” Lilith said.

“It’s all right, she’s a
beginner.” Jaquie reassured Mary with a gentle wrist squeeze.
“Because the intention is to make people forget about killing each
other. We’re not just talking about us. We’re talking about all of
Cadabra. And the word ‘blood’ is very aggressive. It makes people
afraid. Vengeful. Unreasonable.”

“Ah,” Mary said. “Yeah, Red
does sound less uh...violent. And the Princess of Blood sounds
really gross.”

“And I do adore the color
red,” Jaquie said with a wink. “It matches everything.”

“You can call it whatever
the hell you want,” Satyre said tiredly. “Whatever all those
pansies want to call it, so they don’t wet their panties. I don’t
care. I’ll still call it Blood. It will always be Blood to
me.”

“Well, you will not be giving any speeches!”
Lilith snapped.

“Oh, heaven forbid!” Jaquie
said with a snicker.

“It’s all in jest, of
course. We all do love each other, don’t we, Satyre? One big happy
family. Or perhaps, the way a family loves their strange and
psychotic minotaur of an uncle,” Amram quipped.

Satyre had enough and mumbled an
excuse for himself. “If you’ll excuse me. I have more important
things to do.”

As he left them behind he couldn’t
help but shove soldiers and tables out of his way, taking all the
tension with him.

“Be careful with those
tables,” Lilith said in caution. “They are on loan.”

“You put them too close to
the damned walkway, what do you expect?” Satyre hacked in
response.

“For God’s sakes, Satyre,
wait until you’re out of view of the guests before ripping your
clothes off!”

“Baaaahh,” Satyre roared
back, his shirt already torn from his hairy back, as he eyed some
nearby gawkers like a whale might eye plankton.

“Well,” Lilith said,
pleasantly horrified at her husband’s manners. “There is nothing as
exquisitely refreshing as increasing one’s family. As we have
proven here tonight.”

“Hmmm,” Amram retorted
dryly. “Well, I suppose these are the ‘finer moments in life.’ I
really am moved to crocodile tears.”

“Oh, you are so wickedly
droll tonight, dear,” Jaquie said with a snicker.

The two royal families went their
separate ways, Satyre leaving the palace floor, Amram and Jaquie
returning to their horse and carriage and Mary wandering away from
the festive scene to a quiet spot outside. Lilith stayed behind
entertaining the guests.

All things considered, Satyre had
adjusted to civilized “Red” life remarkably well, failing only
slightly epically in table manners…but thus far, never going back
on his word to give up the Great War. He was a man of honor, if
nothing else and grew tired of fighting his grand-father’s battles.
Fighting over what? Some long forgotten insult that didn’t matter
anymore.

Sure, they could call it whatever they
wanted. But never forget the Blood, that was Satyre’s thought. He
and his father and his father understood blood as the symbol of
determination, of conquest and bravery. They worshiped blood as the
life force of humanity, the sacredness of life and death before
God. They even wore blood during holidays, embracing terms like
“savages” and “barbarians” as cowardly words weaklings used to
describe their superiors.

But with this marriage alliance the
multigenerational conflict had ended and the era of magic was at
last, officially, over. Satyre knew that it was time to let go of
other people’s vengeance. If not for the sake of the innocent then
for the sake of Mary, who might finally know a good life of wealth
and comfort and not constant anxiety.

On the day of the Red Kingdom’s
peaceful and diplomatic surrender to the financially prosperous
Kingdom of Gold, he renounced his forefathers’ heavenly wars and
did so much to the praise of the other kingdoms and
provinces.

Amram’s ass-centric behavior
notwithstanding, Satyre was the last of the Old Kings still
swinging his sword at nothing.

Gratuitous Blood he finally called it.
There really can be too much of a good thing.

 


***

 


 


 Chapter 3: “Who I Must Be”

 


 


“They say everybody
believes in something. Believing in something makes people brave.
It makes people loyal. It turns good people into great people. It
makes not-so-good people want to change and turn over a new leaf.
Stripped of everything else, belief is the only thing a person
has.

 


And then there’s me. I’ve
never believed in anything. Maybe that’s why they call me Mary the
Melancholy.”

 


-Attributed to the Honorable Princess
Mary Melancholy

 


 


Mary couldn’t wait to escape that
ghastly event and ran away from the palace in teary-eyed
embarrassment. Everything inside always looked so carnal, with
those bloody curtains and grain-crazy artworks. The outside air
refreshed her and as soon as she left behind her blue hyaline
shoes, she began to twirl and bask in the sun. Even as she breathed
in the free air of spring and imagination, only stark colors of red
and yellow grabbed her attention—the vibrant sun which shined so
brightly it almost grinned and the roses, cannas, carnations that
waved to her, dancing in the wind.

As she began walking the trimmed trail
of One Hundred Gardens, a Red feature attraction, she began to hum
in response to the rustling, chirping and waterfalls she heard in
the background. A tune began to build and intensify as Mary spoke
aloud, gaining a feel for a rhythm.

“That’s what melancholy
means to people. A great celebration,” she said languidly. “Doesn’t
even matter how much of an idiot Princess Mary sounds like when she
gives speeches. Nobody cares what I have to say. They just make
excuses for me and tell me to shut up. And nobody even remembers
that melancholy used to be a bad thing. But it doesn’t
matter…”

Because I am who I know I
must be

Yes I am, whatever they
want to see

But what I am underneath
isn’t me…

 


 


SONG 1

“WHO I MUST BE”

 


 


They say nobody knows the
future

I don’t know what’s coming
from what came

But my life is going
nowhere

And what’s worst I don’t
seem to care

Of Mary’s
Melancholy’s

Fifteen minutes of
fame

 


They say a princess
shouldn’t worry

Cheer up girl, wipe the
frown off your face

Who you are don’t take for
granted

Ungrateful brat, so
unromantic

I’m not doing
anything

But taking up some
space

 


They say everyone believes
in something

Won’t dare tell them how I
really feel

I’ll try to make someone
happy

Live ever after so
happy

Somebody pinch and tell
me

This nightmare isn’t
real

 


They say tomorrow brings
good fortune

Assume your
responsibility

As inside I feel
nothing

Melancholy is I all can
sing

And the weather forecast
says

More blue clouds and black
rain

 


One day if I met myself in
the future

What would I ask the me of
today?

Will I die for love or
glory

Is my life the same old
story?

Or will the future be
like

Just every other
day

Will my life be
adequate

And more or less
okay?

 


And that’s my life as far
as I can see

The trophy wife - Little
Princess Mary

For all I am is what they
want me to be…

 


 


Mary raised her arms and flexed every
muscle in her body, delivering the crescendo. But the music died
down and the cheery backdrop seemingly went dead with
respect.

“Oh hey, mom,” Mary
answered, trying to inconspicuously drop her arms and unclench her
fists.

“Oh my,” Lilith said, quite
scandalized by what she had witnessed and patting her heart. “How
embarrassing for you. I didn’t expect to find
you…singing? In
public?”

“Ah, don’t mind me. I sing
sometimes. Just once in a while. I’m really trying to
quit.”

“Well, we talked about
this,” Lilith said, battle-ramming Mary’s shy eyes. “Singing is not
healthy for you. I’ve heard that singing to one’s self is highly
addictive and does terrible things to your lungs. Besides, girls
who sing tend to attract attention. Negative attention.”

“I know.”

“And look, you ruin your
dress when you sing so loudly,” Lilith said with a fussy whine.
“You shouldn’t flex your muscles or sweat so much when you’re
wearing a tailor-made dress. It causes the dress to wrinkle and
relocates your girls, which is such a bother to fix.”

“My…? Ahh.
Gotcha.”

Lilith straightened Mary’s dress and
poked a finger up her spine. “And stop slouching, for goodness’
sake. You should at least have the courtesy to sing in your
pajamas, darling. Have you noticed that no one actually sings in a
custom-made dress? They gently sway on the dance floor. They wave.
That’s all. They don’t even eat.”

“Yeah, I guess
so.”

Lilith stared, unable to let go of the
shocking moment. “Singing may also cause people to believe you’re
mentally challenged. And after that horrendous speech you just
gave, let’s not give them any more ammunition for that canon, shall
we?”

“Yeah. I sort of screwed
that up…screwed it up royally, you might say.” Mary fake laughed
until Lilith stared her down to a state of respectful
silence.

“What I notice about you,”
Lilith replied, “is that you have a strange tendency to antagonize
people. You try to say that you’re stupid and don’t know any
better. But you intentionally say very provocative things and then
seem surprised when people are offended.”

“Maybe I’m just stupid.
Maybe that’s my big secret, mom.”

“Nonsense,” Lilith said.
“It’s that thing.
You get that thing from your father. That thing he does and you do.
People are having a normal, polite conversation and you have to
ruin it for everyone.”

“Yeah. I just shouldn’t be
giving speeches. I keep telling you…”

“It was possibly the worst
speech ever given by any man, woman, politician, homeless person,
or large-brained mammal, ever, in the history of
creation.”

“Yeah,” Mary said, grabbing
her blushing red cheeks with her hands and hiding her welling eyes.
“I knew it was in the bottom five. I really tried…I’m just terrible
at giving speeches. I sound so stupid...”

“Well, try a little harder,
darling, because peace isn’t kept by trying. Wars are not prevented
by ‘good enough’.
I suggest you start improving yourself by ridding your mind of that
childish, anti-social attitude that you and your father
share.”

Lilith shook her head and shuddered.
“Every breath your father takes, every thought that occurs to him,
every word that regurgitates from his mouth, it is with the
intention of hurting other people. Every time the man belches it is
with specific intent to hurt someone’s feelings and temporarily rob
them of their happiness.”

“I agree. I’m totally not
defending dad’s burps. I’m really not, believe me.”

“I’m simply reminding you
not to do that thing you do and he does and end up like
him. An angry old man who
alienates people and doesn’t even have the decency to dress in a
suit and show up on time to his own daughter’s engagement
ceremony.” He’s the laughing stock of all Cadabra. You do realize
that?”

“Guess he just wasn’t in a
celebrating mood,” Mary said, keeping her head low.

“Well, celebrating and
feigning good will towards men is certainly preferable to waging
war, isn’t it? And I for one would much rather make love than war.
Wouldn’t you agree?”

Mary shrugged in response.
“Well…”

“Well, I know
you wouldn’t agree. And I
know you don’t understand yet, child,” she said, sizing Mary up and
pondering how awkward her wedding night would turn out.

“But someday, you will.
Just to give you fair warning, the man hardly knows what he’s doing
the first time, but eventually, after many years of practice and
‘bearing down’, it starts to feel good…”

“Yikes…” Mary said with a
muffled voice. “That’s too many terrible visuals for one minute of
time, mom…”

“Yes. Many people are
unaware of the extent to which I have royally suffered.”

“So is this really what you
came here to tell me?” Mary said, folding her arms.

“Don’t be cranky, darling.
It makes you look childish.” Lilith sighed with a pained but hardly
begging face. “I am sorry that this has been thrust upon you.
You’ve always been the perfect child. Never ill-behaved. You
deserve perfection. But you’re not going to get it. In a perfect
world, maybe you could marry some simple shepherd boy. Or a nice,
sweet farmer or
something.”

“Right, a
farmer.”

“Or something.”

“Or not marry at all. You
know, in a crazy world.”

Lilith stared uneasily.

“Kidding. It’s every girl’s
dream to be married to a rich handsome prince, right?”

“Well, let’s put it this
way. It’s fun to dream,” the matriarch said. “It’s normal to want
romance at your age. But when you come home from a tough day aboard
your 14-karat yacht to sleep in a golden captain’s bed, with down
pillows, inside a golden palace surrounded by servants and seven
course meals, instead of starving to
death, feasting on dung and fighting off hordes with a
knife, you find a way to be
happy.”

“Can’t have both, right?”
Mary hummed in resignation.

“No, sweetie. You can’t.
Not outside of fairy tales. This is the reality. Over fifty years
of war negotiations brought us to where we are now.” A look of
nostalgia weathered her face. “Imagine that. The Kingdom of Gold
and the Kingdom of Blood…for once, putting away their weapons.
Living in peace. Imagine all the people who are going to be spared
from death not having to fight another ridiculous war. And
you…you’re the symbol of that peace. You represent all the progress
we’ve made.”

“I know.”

“And sometimes we have to
make sacrifices. We sacrifice in the present. But Heaven rewards us
in the future.”

“Right. Because Heaven and
God. Circle of life. Faces in clouds. Got it.”

“Don’t be sarcastic. You
don’t wear it well,” Lilith said with a cheery reminder.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, it makes
you sound weak.”

“Yes, yes, yes.”

Lilith rolled her eyes. “Repeating the
same word over and over again is the worst sort of embarrassment.
Do think before you speak, darling.”

“Sorr…I mean…I
concur.”

“Good. Believe me, someday
you will understand,” Lilith said strongly. “When two groups of
people come together and find common ground, two faiths come
together. And that’s when a miracle happens.”

“Where did you hear
that?”

“That’s what we all
believed. When I was a child and my mother was a child and her
mother before her, that’s what we were taught. The power of peace
transforms us.”

“Into like, an animal or
something?” Mary said with a raise of her brow.

“No, child. It’s a
metaphor.”

“Ah, gotcha. Not good with
metaphors.”

“Well, there is certainly
nothing wrong with a girl studying similes and metaphors for the
sake of eloquence.”

“Good point. Makes sense…”
Mary said, staring at the ground.

“And you shouldn’t use so
many fragment sentences when you reply to people. It makes men
think you’re uneducated.”

“Never thought of that. I
mean, I have never thought of that before. I just don’t understand
a lot of that…what we believe. It’s confusing.”

“Well, try though you might
to disavow Queen Fen Mien, darling, you simply can’t run away from
it. Because without Providence, your life is utterly
pointless.”

“I guess we do agree on
that.”

“And you’re not the drop
dead gorgeous girl that a prince expects.”

“Yeah, I know right?” Mary
shot back her gentle acid. “I’ve definitely learned that I’m not
special. Or beautiful. Or cute or likable. Thanks for reminding me
all the time.”

“There’s no need to extra
draw attention to yourself by insulting your virtues. It makes you
seem vain.”

“I concur,” Mary said with
a shrug.

“Here’s the point. You do
have a heart that is larger than life. A healing soul, your
grandmother called it. Don’t take your gift for
granted.”

Mary nodded in acceptance. Likely,
that compliment was the best her mother could do. She gazed down at
two butterflies chasing each other, one blue and fast-moving, the
other black and green. For a moment, she figured it wouldn’t be an
altogether bad thing to trade places with a bug.

“So when do I get to meet
Prince Aaron?”

“Tomorrow afternoon. You
are scheduled to meet him in the Garden of Neyestan right passed
the waterhole.”

“Oh no. I am so bad with
directions,” Mary fretted. “Where is that?”

“You go beyond the One
Hundred Gardens. Just past the fringes. It’s a lush green garden
that seems to go on forever for miles to the north. It shouldn’t be
but a few skips away. If you take a horse, you will ride it in no
time.”

“Okay, I think I know where
you’re talking about,” Mary replied.

“They’re having a new dress
specially made for your first meeting. As rumored it is a flower
dress, so you do have to water it slightly before you meet
him.”

“Ah. That’s nice. I’ll be
sure to splash on makeup to distract from my average-ness,” Mary
replied with a head thump.

“No,” Lilith corrected her,
much to Mary’s wide-eyed interest. “Don’t look beautiful. Just be
yourself.”

Mary thumped her head up and down
again, looking back to those cute butterflies.

“Don’t dress to impress
him. You must listen to him. You must speak your mind. Provided
that your thoughts are intelligent and not bumbling. We talked
about that.” Lilith smiled grandly. “He will love you for who you
are inside.”

“Fine, fine.”

“Average is all the world
wants anymore,” Lilith said firmly. “So you might as well put away
dreams of being someone special.”

“My thoughts exactly…that
was sort of the point of the speech I was going to
give.”

“No, I didn’t get that
impression at all, not from the speech you gave up there,” Lilith
said. “The only point I could deduce was, ‘I’m Mary Melancholy and
I am a jabbering fool. Please tolerate me because I’m a girl,
tee-hee.’ Is that what you were going for? If so, it worked
splendidly.”

“Got it,” Mary said,
sending her eyes to the ground, too bereft in spirit to test the
Queen’s sense of irony.

“This is an important
period in history, child. And there is no time for
silly girls, rest
assured. Oh and be sure not to mention the Mienien Genocide of ‘23.
The House of Opula has highly emotional viewpoints on that matter
and we’re trying to stay neutral.”

“Well, I mean…” Mary shook
her head. “I’m not an idiot. I really don’t think I would start a
conversation by going, ‘Sooo, how about that crazy Mienien Genocide
of ‘23? Wow, sure didn’t see that one coming!’”

“Don’t get snippy,” Lilith
commanded. “There’s nothing funny about the Mienien Genocide of
‘23. There were so many deaths. Awful, hideous deaths.”

“I know. I mean, I know
that now.”

“I simply said not to
discuss it.”

“Wee!” Mary said, along
with a nod, hoping one happy syllable would be an acceptable
response.

“I’m sorry, was that a
complete sentence or even a word?”

“No, it wasn’t,” Mary said
in shame.

“Above all else, darling,
keep an open mind,” Lilith said with weathered eyes and heavily
lipsticked smile. “When you do…you’re never disappointed in what
people have to offer you.”

And whatever you do,
always bring an extra set of notes, Mary
thought, speaking only with her frown.

 


***

 


 


 Chapter 4: “Two Fortuitous Encounters”

 


 


“Greetings! I’m an Evil
Witch and no explanation’s necessary! You already know what’s going
to happen. Terrible, terrible things. My hobbies include cooking
children, blaspheming God, sacrificing teenagers during black mass,
masquerade orgies and stealing random things because I have no
morals. Oh yes and all the other stereotypes, urban legends and
murderous tales you’ve heard are absolutely true. My turn-ons
include werewolves, vampires, demons and, oh yeah, Monarch
Butterflies! Bwwweeheeheeheeheehee!”

 


-Attributed to an evil witch, living
somewhere beyond the fringes of Cadabra

 


 


Mary found Prince Aaron’s request to
meet him in a field vaguely romantic…at least she did, until
realizing that this simple stroll through the field amounted to
hours and hours of feet-massacring walking. First, she walked west,
then east, then slightly north and all the way south, looking for
this strange place that seemed to elude her.

It was kind of Mother Lilith to
suggest that she “be herself” and not beautiful, since she wore
lightweight blue walking boots and not those dreadful heels a
princess ought to have worn. Mary’s new outfit said active, simple
and marital bliss. How else does a girl flirt, after all, besides
her adorable dress and body language?

“The Water Fountain Dress”,
symbolizing Mary and Aaron’s godly betrothal, was another
high-concept creation, devised by insane warrior poets of the Red
Kingdom collaborating with 100% Pure Virginal Daughters from the
Gold’s House of Fashion, who sought to create a dress that would
change almost instantaneously from the time it was first put on
until the minute it was taken off. The insane warrior poets, unlike
the Pure Virginal Daughters, were never regionally
certified—everyone just assumed they were crazy.

Cited to represent the fleeting “once
in a lifetime” memories of courtship and marriage, the dress was
made from Mary’s own bedroom blanket, pure cotton and weighted down
with pellets, sewn into pressure point compartments around the
Lady’s neck, shoulders, chest, stomach and knees, so that she would
constantly feel as if she never got out of bed and was still
dreaming.

The dress was also designed for the
season, a reasonable 65 degrees at dusk and cautiously frozen until
Mary began her journey to the Garden, so that the comfort and
appearance of the dress wouldn’t peak until approximately twenty
minutes after she put it on, just in time to meet Aaron’s face. Its
polar fleece fabric naturally warming and insulating, she would be
prepped to be at her maximum comfort level when first saying
hello.

The dress itself was in thick ball
gown style with a hem weeping to her feet. It consisted of two
layers of luxury, the electric indigo inner fleece and the outer
velvet layer of classic indigo, suiting her well since a handsome
prince was to awaken her psychic spirituality, giving her the
knowledge that would complete the transformation of Lady to Queen.
Her sleeves were covered to her wrists, that her delicate heart on
her sleeve never fall from Aaron’s loving grasp and her collared
neckline plunged into her mid-chest, giving her dashing prince just
a hint.

For a belt she wore a cord made up of
dozens of white and beige seashells, stretching across her thin
waist and halfway to the floor, ending in golden tassels. In her
hair, she opted for a full wreath of blue star and blue wild indigo
flower heads. The dress would likely get stained from the small
journey ahead, but much to the preference of its designers, this
was a creation that would self-destruct after one initial
wearing.

As soon as Mary started to walk, the
vibrancy of the dress shape began to change from bell to A-line and
the ferocious colors started to fade into more peaceable tones.
Within minutes, the dress had almost changed appearance, reminding
Mary that a dress, like her own life, was organic, slowly wilting
and ultimately doomed—by midnight of the new day it would shrivel
into a hollow mess. That the dress would peak in color and bounce
upon meeting Aaron was the symbolism intended, so that it could
help teach Mary the concept of marital love.

Unfortunately, the idea of a “dying
dress” didn’t help her melancholy one bit and upon leaving she
sniffled over the idea of a mortally wounded dress she would never
wear again.

The outfit did get a polite ovation
from Mary’s onlookers, even earning praise from Lilith who agreed
the dress could “...Probably seduce any man…if for no other reason
than to see what all the damned racket is about.”

The grassy garden seemed to go on
indefinitely, its foliage eventually turning into heavy, weeping
tree leaves. Surely she was lost at this point and had been taking
the same routes and paths twice or even three times.

As soon as Mary noticed a change in
pattern dusk had overtaken the spring sky and she found herself
wandering in a dark and untoward forest. The air seemed thinner and
everywhere she looked, there seemed to be eyes watching, or scant
movements here and there, all perpetuating the feeling of terror
the environment seemed to crave.

She ran ahead, eager to escape the
evil forest and find something in the territory of Red, Gold or
even Pink civilization. All this greenery was foreign and the
looming threat of nightfall disturbed her greatly.

There! For a moment she definitely saw
something, not just another bustle or wind whip. There were at
least three snakes, sitting in a row, organized, as if conspiring
something. The moment she squinted her eyes to get a better look
they scurried back into the bushes. Bushes that at least seemed
mildly comforting, since they indicated some form of modern home,
perhaps closer to a garden than a forest.

“Hello? Is anybody here?”
Mary raised her voice only slightly, not daring to wake the beast
of the forest.

She sighed and raised her brows in
grief. Where was this great prince? Why would he let her wander
alone into the middle of nowhere subjecting her to this horror? For
a moment she second-guessed herself.

This was the Garden
of Neyestan, right?
She followed his instructions. The more she
looked ahead, the more it seemed like a garden. There were ponds,
bushes, even a few floral patches—although the roses seemed
suspiciously dank and ill-colored.

But something was
still very wrong. The bustling and whirring of natural animal life
seemed to go silent and dark shrubbery began to reappear in the
distance, eventually blocking off the setting sun.

“Oh jeepers,” Mary
squeaked aloud. “I sure hope this isn’t an assassination attempt.
Hello? Is someone there?”

She felt an
unmistakable presence behind her. Whatever it was loomed closely
and had something in mind for her. She quickly turned out and
ducked.

Dozens of snakes
scattered, jumping back into bushes and behind
shrubs.

“Hello? No?
Nobody?”

Suddenly, a tiny voice
replied to her inquiry.

“Me. I’m
here.”

Mary tensed up. It was
surely the language of Cadabra, but it sounded a bit tiny. She
turned her ear close to the ground and squinted. “What? Did someone
just say…”

As soon as she looked
downward her eyes shot open.

A hideous rat looked
back up at her. And smiled.

Mary screamed and
flailed her arms, jumping back several feet and crawling away,
staring it down with quivering eyes. “Get away from me! Get
away!”

She stomped her foot
at the rat in warning, sending the little creature into a
panic.

“Yeah, you better
run!” she yelled, stomping her way towards him and sending him
cowering toward a tree.

She summoned up the
courage to stalk the little bugger, working her way towards the
large trunk and eventually reaching for her shoe.

“Don’t bite me…just
die…” she whispered, as she slowly removed her shoe ready for a
deathblow. “And then everything will be okay…”

“But why would you
want to kill me?” the tiny voice asked.

Mary’s face trembled.
For a moment she thought she heard the little creature speak. “Oh
my Dog. Did you just say something?”

“…”

Mary cautiously turned
her ear towards the ground. Suddenly, a bat emerged from the
branches, swatting her face furiously with its
wings.

Mary’s “Aaaeeeiii!”
noise was about the most terrifying thing in the forest and she
slapped her hands back at the bat, screaming for
help.

When she looked up
nothing was there to help, except a foul-looking vulture, which
swooped down, leering at her and cackling in
judgment.

“Whaa-?”

Before Mary could even
freak out at the sight of the vulture, six purple snakes appeared
near her feet. They were crafty little devils and each
simultaneously tied their tails and necks together, creating one
long slimy tripwire. Mary screamed her adorable scream again and
fell down on her stomach, just avoiding facial
contact.

There was nothing left
to do, so she screamed her head off as she turned to her side and
backed away.

“Help! Help I’m being
attacked! Help meee!” she cried, watching an ominous shadow come
closer and increase drastically in size.

The snakes executed
another maneuver, this time slithering over to her arms and legs
and gripping her tight with their scaly bodies. The snaky fellows
leveraged on to some nearby vines, ensuring she remained tightly
bound to the floor.

“Hey! What are you…oh
no…”

The shadowy figure
emerged, eclipsing Mary’s worst fears. A witch appeared before her,
looking down in haughty judgment at her captive. Everything about
the horrible creature was dark, bleak and pale. Her face wasn’t too
bad and looked surprisingly youthful and human, Mary conceded, but
her spiraling witch hat was ghastly and the shredded ends of her
dress, reaching to her ankles, were the stuff of
nightmares.

She looked to be
early-twenties and with an ethereal quality in her facial
movements, as if every movement she made were smoothed over and
blurred. Her eyes were hypnotically green and quite mad looking,
with dot-like irises. Her face, however, was pure and clean with
red-violet lipstick and a hint of blush—scandalous for a witch to
look like a princess. Her hair was obscenely black and thick, with
devilish bangs on top.

Her witch outfit was
predictably evil and nefarious, a mock turtleneck black bodice,
sleeveless and with a keyhole that revealed far too much of her
shameful, braless bust. Green was the witch’s unsettling, hypnotic
color, the evil thing tying a green colored ribbon around her hat,
wearing green and black striped arm warmers and green and black
striped socks that made her whole persona seem downright snakey.
The green lace jabot formed a web around her neck that sunk into
green frills and finally an emerald centerpiece in the chest, just
inches away from the creature’s black heart. Her pointy and curving
shoes were stark grey with a green bowtie and amazingly, not with a
heel, as witches in their perpetual disgrace had no reason to be
fashionable.

Even more disturbing
than her black outfit were the glowing green eyes appearing behind
her shoes. Everything about this creature was vile, except her face
and the closer she invaded, the more Mary squirmed and shrieked for
her life.

“A witch! Somebody
help meeee! Stay back!”

“Stay back?” the witch
asked, quite amused at the horrifying scene. “Or else what? You’ll
scream your little chickadee head off?”

Her voice was
scratchy, urbane and yet vulgar. She sounded as if a drunken
courtesan had mated with a kvetching patriarch and never learned
the words Quiet
Time.

“I’m warning you,”
Mary said in desperation. “I am the Daughter of King Satyre of The
Kingdom of Red…nooo the Kingdom of Blood,” she corrected
firmly. “Do you know what that means? If you lay one finger on me
he will have your head!”

“Big deal,” the witch
ratted back with a diabolical smile. “When you cut my head off it
just grows back.”

Mary bellowed at the
thought, quite repulsed. “You stay away from me, Devil’s
spawn!”

Mary’s torment only
seemed to charm the snakes, who enjoyed terrorizing pretty girls by
making hissing noises and intense, spinning eye
contact.
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