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            VISITORS FROM THE YELLOW LAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Frenzy in the Court turned into madness when Imada spotted the first sails being hoisted near the yellow shores across the Strait. I climbed up the highest watchtower, so excited, and looked down over our ramparts, beyond our blue-green forest, to the purple coastline to catch the first ship landing on our shore. Well, no ships had arrived yet. But there sure was a lot of commotion in the purple grass below. Today our violet field wasn’t purple. It was red, the color of all the tents my people had erected in preparation for the festival. I caught three Amazon nymphs rushing over our great wooden drawbridge with their arms packed with supplies. Others raked leaves, trimmed flower bushes, or walked our winged unicorns through the blue-green field near the main amphitheater.

      Meanwhile Cambria surveyed everything around our castle walls, wearing her scarlet hoplite armor, atop her fierce brown winged unicorn, Ranun. She was jumpy, snapping at everyone, hurrying their final preparations. In the center of our grassy field was a huge open wooden stadium beside a number of far larger red tents. More Amazon nymphs rode on flying unicorns, kicking up blue dust as they trotted around the stadium. Other nymphs, sitting on the benches, hoisted our phoenix standard on poles. I leaned forward on the stone wall to gaze at the roof of the Northern Tower.  Here was the largest flag in the kingdom. No doubt the incoming ships would see it over this crystal tower when⁠—

      “Avivae!” Engel snapped, throwing open the wooden door behind me. “Avivae, why aren’t you in Court!”

      I nearly fell off the wall. That little blue dwarf was so mad. He snorted through his broad nose and stomped on the ground. He was always mad about something. Then he waved his stubby finger toward my face.

      “Young lady, you need to get down now! Everyone is waiting.”

      I laughed. Sweet, sweet Engel. Engel was a Mandrigel dwarf with purple-tinged skin—a far darker shade of blue than mine—two heads shorter than me, wearing a silky-smooth purple tunic and small black boots. He was the kindest man you could ever know. But he always seemed ruffled over something. I kind of liked it when he got upset. His cheeks would turn bright purple. Then he would snort through those large nostrils, and his bright blue eyes would bulge. His stubby little hands would grip each other, and he would jump up and down. He’d get so cute.

      “Don’t sneak up on me like that, Engel. I nearly fell off the wall.”

      “You have to get downstairs, princess, now!” he cried. “Queen Delia wants you to stand beside her to greet the king.”

      I looked down at my lovely white lace dress, which I had worn the previous night at our preparation supper with Mother. Mother, of course, didn’t approve, but she was too busy worrying over every detail of this morning’s ceremony. I straightened the wreath of flowers on my head.

      “When?”

      “Now!”

      “Calm down, Engel. What’s the rush anyway? I haven’t spotted them reaching our shore yet.”

      I glanced back toward the Strait of Azure. But then I saw them! Green sunlight sparkled over something far off in the violet water. It was a ship! I finally could make out a ship with sails approaching the shore.

      “They’re here, Engel!” I cried. “Look! Look! They’re here!”

      Engel forgot everything and hobbled to the wall. But he was too short, so I had to lift him up. And then we both gazed out past the fields, past our forest, and beyond the amethyst beaches to the sea.

      Engel looked up. It was cloudy and a haze shrouded the bright green sun. “They’re crossing just in time,” he said, forgetting all his anger. “Hmm, but looks like the weather might not be so favorable tonight. It would be Poseidon’s pleasure to ruin your mother’s festival. Oh, put me down!” he exclaimed, shaking his head. “Come on. Move it, Avva! Get downstairs now, princess!”

      “Is that any way to talk to a princess?”

      “Now, Avivae! Now!”

      The inner Court was as festive as the outer, being loud and full of all kinds of raucous banter, with women’s voices laughing and shouting. And the chatter and laughter got crazier when I approached the two heavy wooden doors of our throne room. Two guards in scarlet stood at attention. When they recognized their princess, they smiled and opened the doors for me.

      Engel had been right. I was late. Very late. Three hundred of my sister Amazon nymphs were already sitting on rows of wooden benches in the Court, murmuring and giggling with one another. Far, far worse, they all stopped everything they were doing and turned excitedly to stare at me. They had anticipated the grand entourage of visitors, so when they saw that it was just their princess, they burst into laughter. That made me feel so stupid.

      I straightened my peplos, doing my best to ignore them, as I made my way down the central aisle. At the end of the Court, Mother was sitting on her golden dais, over three marble steps, glaring at me. Like me, she was formally adorned in darker blue makeup to accentuate the natural blueness of our nymph skin. And she had on a black headdress and a lovely sparkly violet dress.

      The Hall was magnificent. The throne room always looked amazing, being the greatest hall in our whole palace.  But now a hundred scarlet Amazon flags lined the rows of benches. And beautiful multicolored cloth streamers hung from the walls. The tall vaulted ceiling included a central glass dome, and black marble columns stood between the floor-to-ceiling crystal windows. Through the windows, we could look out upon our garden of dark-blue bushes and trees and bright cherry-red vines. It was as if we were outside. Great white marble statues of nymph heroes stood in front of the columns. And today the polished white marble of the grand central aisle was covered with a long red carpet. All the Amazon nymphs were either dressed in their finest dresses, like me, or wearing our red hoplite armor.

      As I made my way down the aisle, my eyes fell on Mother. Unlike her subjects, the queen wasn’t amused by my tardiness. No, not amused at all. Then everyone laughed more than ever as Mother motioned for me to hurry up and stand by her throne.

      I stood on Mother’s right. Cambria—her chief guard and general—stood at attention on the queen’s left. She wore the red Amazon armor I had seen her wearing outside. I gazed at the crowds, looking as serious and proper as I could. Mother had lectured me all night about behaving with propriety.

      That’s when Engel hobbled through the entrance. Fortunately, the doors hadn’t been closed yet. I smiled and, despite how embarrassed he probably felt, he smiled back at me. I loved that dwarf so much.

      Then I saw my best friends Hanna, Eva, and Iris sitting on the other side of the aisle in the front row, doing their best not to snicker at me.

      “Really, Avivae,” Mother snapped quietly. She looked carefully about her. “I told you how important this day is. Why must you do these things? Why are you so late?”

      “Sorry, I .  .  .”

      “Forget it. Just be quiet.”

      Then she quickly turned back to her subjects with a fake smile.

      And then .  .  .

      The torches lining the rows of seats became brighter. The wait was so terrible. I stood so long that the green sun fell below the glass dome above. I even began seeing stars above, amid wisps of white clouds. But, unlike my friends, I knew it’d be a long wait. Leave it to Mother to have us overprepare, waiting around when their ships hadn’t even beached on our shores yet. I started feeling envious of my three friends in the front row. Because they could sit down. They looked bored, but at least they were sitting. My legs hurt. My shoulders and back ached. And I couldn’t stop letting my fingers fidget—or telling myself not to do that: one of the slew of orders from Mother’s rehearsal last night.

      I glanced back at her. Boy, she really hated me tonight.

      But then her scowl vanished as the two grand doors opened again. All went completely still. And then my mother’s face turned brighter than I had ever seen it.

      Cambria grew a large grin too, pounding her staff on the marble floor.

      “Queen Delia, I announce King Darius, the Sun King!”

      And that was followed by a burst of applause as everyone turned once again to look behind them. The heraldry didn’t disappoint. In walked a crowd of large men, most in glistening gilded armor. I had seen men before, but it had been so long ago. Of course, at every Olympiad, every four years, we Amazon held our games. At every festival men were allowed to visit our isle. And at the end of every festival, Mother ushered them away. Only a handful of women accompanied the men—I counted about six—all in beautiful, elegant foreign dresses. The metal of the men’s armor clinked and clanged as they all walked down the central aisle. Many men held gilded shields reflecting the flickering torchlight. Others held glistening gemmed scabbards by their waists. But they all smiled and seemed excited, just as most of us were. Nearly every man had a long dark beard. Such was the fashion in the Hinterlands, or so Engel had once told me. Then, as they filled the Great Hall, I heard something I hadn’t heard in ages—the low sound of men’s baritone voices.

      But I couldn’t find their king.

      A few of the nymphs in the aisles recognized some of the men and waved at them like crazy. Many had been talking for many moons about the “special man” they had met at the last Olympiad.

      It was at this time when, all of a sudden, an older nymph named Kainya disregarded all formalities and burst into the central aisle and threw her arms around one of the men, kissing him like crazy all over his face and neck. We all laughed. Then the poor young girl ran back to her seat, dropped her head in her hands, and tried to hide her face in shame.

      But I still didn’t see their king.

      Men approached the throne and fell to their knees before me. Others had to bend on a knee in the center aisle, as there wasn’t room for all the visitors near the throne.

      Then only one man remained standing. He didn’t look much different from the others. He too wore gold metallic armor, and he had long jet-black hair, dark eyes, a small nose and mouth, and a large full beard. He approached Mother’s dais and reached his hand out to her with a bow.

      “Oh, Delia, it’s been so long,” he said, shaking his head. “Aye? Far too long.” Then he walked up a step and kissed the back of her hand. “Far, far too long. But you are more radiant than ever, Amazon queen. And now there is no joy greater in my life than this moment. Our reunion.”

      Mother lost all her pomp, stood up, and led him up the dais steps into her tight embrace. He drew her up so close and kissed her. And then the two gazed into each other’s eyes, just holding each other in silence. The Hall became so quiet again. Then the king turned to me and smirked. And then he shocked me—no, shocked all of us—by roughly gathering my mother in his arms, bending her down, and kissing her lips hard like a total beast. A few of the nymphs in the Court gasped. But Mother couldn’t stop laughing in his arms. She stood on her toes and kissed him too.

      The whole Court exploded in applause.

      “Well, well,” my mother said, backing up a little. But she didn’t let go of his hand. “Well, great king, I haven’t yet permitted you to step foot in my lands. Certainly not up to my throne.”

      She let go of him and straightened her dress. Then she seemed to be lost in a trance, staring deeply into his eyes again.

      “Aye .  .  . “

      “Aye,” he said with a chuckle, gazing into her eyes. He stepped down the marble dais steps and bowed to her with a broad stroke of his arm. “Pardon me, great queen of Azure. May my men step foot on the lovely shores of Azure Blue?”

      “You may, King Darius,” she said with a nod. “You may.” She sat back down and spoke loudly enough so that all could hear her. “We welcome all of you. Every Amazon nymph greets every man this morning. I have prepared sleeping quarters for you in tents on the fields outside the palace. We have provided the finest foods, some from the farthest reaches of Hellena, to fit your tastes. And we have myrle berry wine. We shall dance. We shall sing. And I look forward to engaging with every one of you.”

      “Hear! Hear!” cried some men. Many stomped their feet. “Hail Queen Delia! Hail!”

      “I’ve seen your preparations, Azure Queen,” King Darius replied formally. “It is an arduous journey from Castle Cove to your Isle of Napea. But you cannot know how happy I was that you agreed to finally hold the games in winter. My men cannot wait to compete.”

      “You may compete against Amazons this Olympiad, King Darius,” Mother said with a nod and a grin. “But, I’m afraid, you will lose.”

      Many laughed.

      “We shall see,” he said, laughing and slapping the metal on his leg. “Aye, we will see.” Then he touched the shoulder of a larger companion with a dark complexion. “Please, Delia, if I may introduce my general once more, General Onos.”

      Onos was the same height as the king, but with broader shoulders. The king was huge enough, but Onos was a giant, burly man. Onos had no beard and no hair at the top of his head. His skin was dark. And there was a long scar running from his cheek up to his left eye. He looked mean, but when he looked at me, he smiled.

      “Welcome, general,” Mother said. “Welcome. And you remember my general, General Cambria?”

      “Aye, my lady,” Onos said, bowing to Cambria. “She and I enjoyed sharing stories of battle when we arrived at the last games. I particularly enjoyed talking of your enchanted unicorns. All my men cannot wait to see the winged unicorns of Azurea once more.”

      “And you shall, sir,” said my mother with a smile. “You shall. You and your men shall meet them firsthand in tournament with my subjects.”

      “I’ve brought my son, Marcus, to compete in the games,” General Onos said with a nod. He pointed over to one of the younger men in the central aisle. A young man wearing a formal brown tunic and pants bowed. He was a tall, handsome boy, I’d guess about two years older than me, maybe fifteen or sixteen, with short black hair, penetrating green eyes, and stubby eyebrows. He appeared small next to the men, but he was already a little taller than my mother. We nymphs are tall, but these men were not only tall in stature but much larger in girth. Marcus’s skin was dark like his father’s, and his face was beardless.

      The boy walked closer and bowed. Then he totally humiliated me by bowing only to me. I quickly looked away, feeling my cheeks heat up. Hanna and Iris, in the front aisle, stupidly snickered.

      “You’re welcome to compete, Marcus,” my mother said with a smile. “I look forward to witnessing your skills.”

      “My queen—” The boy bowed again. “It is my greatest honor.” But then he made sure to bow only to me again.

      “And may I introduce you both to my daughter, Princess Avivae,” Mother said.

      I bowed before the king.

      “Welcome to Azure Blue, King Darius,” I said in the exact way I had rehearsed a thousand times last night.

      “Aye,” said Darius warmly. “You are looking as lovely as your mother, Avivae. My, how you have grown, princess.”

      And he took my hand up to his lips and kissed the back of it. For a moment, I feared he’d grab me the way he had grabbed my mother, but then he just patted my hand. His general reached for my hand and kissed it too. And then the general’s boy looked at me. Again. Thank the gods, the boy didn’t ask for my hand. I think I would have died if he had done that.

      Mother walked back up the stairs and sat back down. Then she stretched out her arms toward the crowd, clapping loudly. That was followed by Cambria’s staff thundering once more on the ground.

      “The moment we have all waited for for so many moons has now arrived,” Queen Delia shouted merrily. “Let us drink and let us enjoy each other’s company.” The Hall burst out in applause. “It shall be half a fortnight, only half, per my edict, and no longer. According to custom—brought down from our great Queen Harmonia, down to Queen Nephratee, and then to my mother, Queen Dainya, and finally to my reign—we give libations and honor to only one god for the games. Persephone. May Cora bless us all and fill each and every day of this competition with joy as we not only compete, but join with one another, our greatest friends, the men from across the Strait of Azure. The greatest men of Atala. The men of the Sun Kingdom.”

      And she surveyed all the rows in the Great Hall. Then she rose and gestured with both arms to the crowd.

      “Let the games begin.”

      And then the Hall exploded, louder than ever. So loudly that I think it shook the glass dome above. All formalities were forgotten. Many couples who had spent years apart rushed into each other’s arms. There was such great merriment as everyone who had done all they could to resist were finally allowed to see their loved ones after so many years.

      I escaped to my friends. And after so many nymphs had jumped up to embrace their lovers, I just sat down beside my best friend, Hanna, in the now empty row to rest my legs.
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      I had met Cambria in the stables the next day, at midday, trying one last time to convince the general to let me compete in the games. I had gone up the stable towers, the tallest points in our palace, with the excuse of needing to groom my shiny gray winged unicorn, Daphne. My unicorn hardly needed grooming. I’m with Daphne almost every day caring for her—I love my pet so much. But I knew Cambria had been tending our unicorns to ready them for competition.

      Cambria said no.

      That put me in such an awful mood. I felt so horrible that I decided to stay with Daphne in the evening and skip the  dance.

      Right now, I was on a balcony in Daphne’s stable watching the turquoise sun dipping down over the horizon below Mount Ambitus. Ambitus was such a giant mountain that we could never see its peak. It looked more like a wall, always blocking off one side of our island. On the other side, in the east, clouds were forming. Engel had been wrong. A storm was brewing, and it might still spoil the games this year.

      “Avva, what are you doing here?” asked Hanna. She looked annoyed. “I’ve been looking all over the palace. Who disappears when men arrive?”

      “You saw what happened this morning.” I shrugged with a sigh. “I was humiliated by that stupid young boy at breakfast. Perhaps I don’t want any more of them.”

      “Marcus is so cute, Blue. That was cute.”

      Then Hanna snatched a brush on a shelf, went to Daphne, and ran it along the unicorn’s neck. “Ahh, how are you, Daphne? How are you, girl?”

      The unicorn neighed.

      Hanna turned with a wide smile. “Daphne’s fur looks good. You’ve been at it all day again, haven’t you?”

      “Of course.” And I snatched my brush back from her.

      “Why are you acting blue, Blue?” Hanna asked.

      Then I irritably ran my brush along Daphne’s fur, a bit faster than before.

      That’s when Hanna’s eyes turned dreamy, looking up at the tall wooden ceiling above. You know, Hanna’s eyes are a much darker blue than mine, nearly violet. Well, those sapphire gems seemed to look lost all of a sudden, just like Mother’s eyes when staring at the king. I knew she was thinking about men.

      “Eva and I passed Marcus at the bridge a moment ago,” Hanna said with a wide smile. “He came up to me because he saw you and me together. I told him you weren’t paying any attention to his note and you weren’t going to meet with him. You had hinted as much.”

      “Why would I? And the mere fact that he expected me there just because he wrote the words tells you how pompous he is.”

      “Yeah, well, I also told him I didn’t know where you were. Of course I did. Where do you ever go? He made Debra and me laugh so much when he said, all cocky, that not seeing you by the bridge was merely a delay. He said he’d spend some time with the princess sooner or later, even though you stood him up tonight. I wonder what special gift he wants to give you?”

      “I didn’t stand him up. And I don’t care, Hanna. I haven’t even talked with him yet. He’s a stranger. I never agreed to meet with him⁠—”

      “At sunset, Avva, sunset. Meeting at sunset is sooo romantic.” She looked up at the wooden roof with stupid dreamy eyes again. “Sending that note across the table this morning in our dining hall was so romantic too.”

      “Passing notes down the table at breakfast isn’t romantic, it’s childish.” I walked over to grab a heavy pail of water with both hands. “Just go walk with him along the beach yourself, if you want.”

      “Really?  .  .  .”

      “But  .  .  . you wouldn’t mind, would you, Avivae?”

      “Why would I like an idiot?”

      “He’s not an idiot, Avva. He’s quite handsome. I saw him practice for the games this afternoon. He was sword fighting with some of the adults. I think he’s better than some of them.”

      “He’s the general’s son.”

      “Yeah. He’s big and muscular. The general’s son.”

      “Gallant?”

      We laughed. That’s what Hanna had whispered to me that morning at breakfast when he passed over the note. As if he were as gallant as my great-grandmother Nephratee, who, according to myth, fought Cerberus at the gates of Hades. Or my grandmother, who fought the Dragon of Colchis. Brave and dashing like that? Hardly.

      “He’s all yours.”

      “Really, Avva, really? You sure you don’t mind? He seems stricken by you.”

      “Because I’m the princess. That’s all. He doesn’t even know me. He just likes what I am.”

      “I’m not so sure. He keeps looking at you.”

      I shrugged and grabbed a rake leaning on the wall. I moved some of the hay to one side of Daphne’s stable. Then I sighed really loudly. I was so mad that night that I wasn’t even in the mood for my best friend’s gossip.

      “I can’t believe you’re this angry at Marcus over his note,” she said. “Just ignore him then. But Napea is full of men now, only for the games, you know. And they’re all waiting to dance tonight. So why in Hades aren’t you going to the dance? You plan on ignoring all of them until they return in four years? Or maybe you just fancy horses instead?”

      “Stop, Hanna,” I said, lightly slapping her shoulder. “Leave me alone, all right?”

      “You’re really gonna just stay here by your lonesome?”

      “She said no. Okay?”

      “Huh? Your mother said you can’t go to the dance?”

      “No, stupid, Cambria said no. Cambria said I can’t compete in the games.”

      “She already told you that you can’t compete. You’re too young.”

      But that only made me more upset. I shrugged and lifted the heavy water pail with both hands. I was about to pour it in the horse’s drinking well when Hanna stopped my hand.

      “Come on, Avivae. Let’s get out of here and have fun tonight at the dance. The Court can care for your unicorn. There are so many boys.”

      “Leave me alone, Hanna.”

      I heaved the water from the heavy pail into the well. Then I giggled as Daphne nodded her head in appreciation. I ran my hand along the multicolored horn on her head, which was glowing as it reflected the torches hanging on the walls.

      Hanna pulled my arm again. “But Marcus is cute, right?”

      “Hanna! Yes. Marcus is cute. So go get him and leave me alone.”

      But that was his cue. Somehow, at that perfect moment, Marcus strolled into the stables.

      He looked silly. Hanna and I were wearing pants in the hay-filled wooden stables. Marcus had on this regal-looking white tunic for the dance, and his short black hair was slicked back. As he strode in, he looked so conceited.

      “Hello, ladies.”

      But he did look handsome. And Hanna just about died.

      “My name is Marcus.” He took a knee before me. “I was disappointed that you didn’t meet me at the bridge, princess.” Then he reached out for my hand. I didn’t give it. I just glared at him. “I expected to see you when the sun came down. I have something I want to give you. And I thought we’d walk through your wondrous fields together.”

      “I’m busy.”

      Marcus nodded. Then he gave up reaching for my hand and slowly rose.

      “How’d you find me here?”

      “I followed her,” he said pointing. “A soldier always watches one’s company in battle.”

      “Oh, so I’m your enemy then?”

      “Such splendor,” Marcus said, ignoring me. “Incredible.” He petted the soft gray and white feathers on Daphne’s wing. “Behold, a mythical unicorn of Azure Blue. In my dreams, when Father told me he was taking me to compete in the games this year, all I could think of were these magnificent flying beasts. How can something so beautiful be so deadly?”

      “They’re like Amazon nymphs.”

      “Magnificent,” he said, still staring at Daphne.

      “But my unicorn has been through a lot.”

      “Yes,” he said, stepping back. “I noticed her back leg limps when she walks. She appears weak, yes? A bit lame.”

      Excuse me? A bit lame?

      Hanna suppressed a laugh. But she didn’t say anything. Apparently, she was too nervous to speak. Next to Marcus, she looked coy—a ridiculous thing from my not-so-shy best friend.

      “I love horses,” he said, running his fingers over Daphne’s feathers.  “But we don’t have unicorns in Azerban.”

      Then he turned and gazed right into my eyes. He had green, almost jade, eyes and for a moment we just stared at each other, and that reminded me of the look King Darius had given Mother. Then he ran the brush along Daphne’s side. But all the while, as he glanced at me, it seemed he would have preferred running his hand through my hair instead.

      I blushed, thinking my blue cheeks were probably a bit red.

      “Your loss, Marcus,” I muttered, “your loss.”

      “Look, you don’t mind if I call you Avivae?”

      “Avva’s my name,” I said with another shrug. “This is my friend Hanna.”

      He bowed before her. Hanna nodded but still kept mum.

      I grabbed my brush back and ran it along Daphne’s perfect mane.

      “Why not tell me of your nice horses in Azerban,” I said, brushing Daphne’s mane.

      “Well, I wouldn’t call them nice. Our horses are fierce fighters, Avva, bred for battle.”

      “What do you mean by that? You don’t think Daphne is fierce? Don’t think she can fight in battle?”

      “No, no, I was talking about our horses. But, yeah, it’s hard to believe that this creature, so beautiful and majestic, can fight.”

      “Why do you think she limps? Our monokera have been in many battles. The greatest of all time was Harmonia’s battle in Trialga. There they swooped from the clouds as we rained arrows upon our enemies. Don’t tell me about how “fierce” your horses are, sir. I guarantee you that even my injured horse can ride circles around the best of yours.”

      He put his hand up. “I meant no offense, princess.”

      “Avva,” Hanna said, “I’ve heard that Darius uses horses very effectively in battle.”

      “Yes, I didn’t mean it as an insult,” Marcus said. “Surely your Daphne is one of the greatest horses I’ve ever seen.”

      “But she IS the greatest. This is the greatest steed that has ever lived, nearly matching our most treasured unicorn, Antilus. Antilus flew with our founding queen, Queen Harmonia. Daphne flew with my grandmother, Queen Danaë, battling the dragon.”

      “Will she be competing in the games then?”

      “Why would she need to do that? It would be an insult for her to compete in the games. A legendary unicorn who once saved a hundred nymphs in Colchis hardly needs⁠—”

      “Avva,” Hanna said. “He doesn’t mean anything⁠—”

      But I threw my hand up to shush her.

      “Queen Dainya,” I interjected, feeling angry, “the third Amazon queen of Napea, battled atop this very unicorn. I tell you, any horse you have is not half as majestic as this one. If Daphne be lame, as you say, I guarantee that she’s still strong enough to win any footrace against any horse of yours.”

      “I only commented on how she ambles, princess,” he said. Then he folded his arms. “You can see she’s weak in her back leg. That’s all. I doubt she can run.”

      I turned to Hanna in amazement. “Really? You want me to show you?” Hanna shook her head. But the boy smirked.

      “You doubt my words?” I asked. “My unicorn once fought with the Amazons of Colchis, I tell you. Daphne had to battle Zeus himself. She stood up to a dragon. Have you heard of dragons? What mighty horse does your king own that can fight a dragon? Daphne is the greatest steed that has ever lived.”

      “All right, I believe you. I meant no offense.”

      “You’re an idiot,” I said with a nod. Because he didn’t look like he believed me.

      “Avva!” snapped Hanna.

      “This horse is lame, princess,” Marcus said, shrugging. “That’s all. Whatever she did in her past, she’s clearly injured⁠—”

      “Stop calling her lame! She is perfectly capable of running and competing!”

      “Marcus,” Hanna said, “you don’t understand. Daphne means everything to Avva and⁠—”

      “One lame monokera bests any of your horses any day, Marcus,” I interrupted. “I guarantee it.”

      But he infuriatingly grinned and nodded with his arms folded.

      “Would you like me to show you?” I said, growing a sly grin. “We can take her out tonight? How ’bout that?”

      “Avva,” cried Hanna, shaking her head. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m proving that Daphne’s strong enough to run circles around him.”

      “But, Avva,” Hanna said, “Daphne is weak. She’s injured. Just leave this alone. You don’t have to prove anything to him.”

      I sure do. Look at his smirk.

      “Tonight?” he asked.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s raining.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, does the rain frighten you?”

      “Well, I’m supposed to return to Father soon,” he said with a laugh. “But .  .  . all right, if you think it won’t be long, sounds like fun. I’d love to witness your mighty horse in action. Why don’t you gallop through the field below, and I’ll watch from one of the balconies on the tower here. It would be a dream for me to watch a monokera in action.”

      “Oh no. You and Hanna can come along with me. We can fly to the Stratos under Mount Ambitus. That should be far enough⁠—”

      “The Stratos, Avva!” cried Hanna. “By air on Daphne!”

      “All three of us atop this horse?” he asked, amused.

      “Sure. Hanna and I don’t weigh much. And you’re young and thin enough, not too much to weigh her down.”

      “I don’t think we should, Avva,” Hanna objected. “It’s really starting to rain. This is crazy.”

      “I am crazy, Hanna,” I said, still staring challengingly at Marcus. “You know I am.”

      “By my honor, princess,” the boy said, gesturing with an extended arm toward the exit with more smugness. “By all means, lead the way.”

      But then, oddly, at that very moment it seemed to rain harder than ever.
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