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“What remarkable lungs that child has!” the flame-haired Duchess observed, looking quite impressed. “He’ll make a very effective commander someday.”

Bawling and wailing, Hamlin was half-dragged, half-carried by his flustered and embarrassed mother up to the dais. 

“Hamlin, hush! Behave yourself, or you’ll give poor Roderika nightmares!”

No! No! Not the frog baby! Surely his own mother wouldn’t be so cruel as to subject him to the sight of a cursed infant—much less make him pay his respects or—oh, horrors—kiss the repulsive creature where she lay—in the same manner that other guests had been showering her with gurgling attention. No! He wouldn’t do it! He’d sooner die than be made to kiss wart-causing slime!

“No! No, no, no, no! Papa!” he cried, desperately believing that some invisible magical creature of the air would carry his pleas to his father.

“I’m warning you! Be quiet!”

Cold—his mother was so cold and cruel. Hamlin managed to kick himself off his mother’s arms and fall, landing on his backside with a tight shriek, which was immediately followed by a fresh round of hysterical wailing as he felt one of his arms grabbed and his body lifted up in the most ungenteel way possible.

“That’s enough! I’m ashamed of you!”

The world around him spun so quickly that Hamlin didn’t feel himself stumble to a sudden halt. The angry slap against his backside barely even made him gasp and momentarily pause in his hysterics. In fact, he only wailed more loudly—or, rather, screamed more tearfully—till his throat withered dry and cracked, and his voice faded to a feeble guttural croak.

Croak. Croak? As in frog voice?

Frog voice!

Hamlin’s horror deepened at the realization. Surely he wasn’t being cursed as well! After all, his harassed mother had just complained that he was being excessively truculent and stubborn (her words, whatever those might mean), violent in his protestations against public displays of affection for the newborn princess (again, her words). And as the mortified young queen picked him up and carried him toward their hosts—indulgently smiling their welcome as kings and queens were trained to do—Hamlin clung desperately to her and peered through tear-dimmed eyes at his limbs. He held his breath.

Ah, no scales! No slime! No pond scum and muddy filth! 

He wriggled his toes in his velvet shoes. 

And no webbed appendages!

A surge of joy wracked Hamlin’s body, though he remained paralyzed with fear at the thought of having to kiss the frog princess. He’d lost his voice now—and no less his breaths, which had been reduced to exhausting, shuddering hiccoughs. Adults also outnumbered him by far. A mad dash to the nearest door simply wouldn’t do. No, not even with the advantage of his small size. 

He could imagine a gaggle of satin-and-velvet vultures swooping down on him, mouths open wide to batter him with incomprehensible chatter. He could imagine the feel of bejeweled hands all clamping down on his arms before lifting him bodily up and flying him back to the accursed crib. There he’d be held down, his head fixed between genteel talons and made to bend closer to the green, bug-eyed face that stared up at him. And, oh, help, what if that loathsome beast decided to strike out at him with her insect-snatching tongue?

He felt faint. He was barely holding on to his mother now, his heart beating more and more weakly with every step closer to the dais.

His eyes swept helplessly over the sea of faces around him. He wished his father were there, but it certainly didn’t help that he was the son of a king, and that king happened to be off somewhere on some ridiculous, trifling affair involving war. No, indeed—had his father been there, he’d be plucked out of this torturous situation and whisked off to safety.

Oh, no, no, no, indeed! Prince Hamlin was—ideally—not to be humiliated like this! He was not to be subjected to anything upsetting! No, unless one were hoping to feel sure, swift retribution from the king! The king his father, that is, for there were several kings in attendance.

“Your Majesties,” the poor young queen finally said, and Hamlin felt her stop and curtsy with exquisite grace and fluidity in spite of her wriggling burden. His tense, clinging body dipped lightly with her, and he knew that he was doomed, for the frog princess’s crib stood only a few steps away.

“Hamlin doesn’t feel well today, I see.”

“Do forgive him, Friedrich. The boy’s tired from our traveling.”

“There’s nothing to forgive. It’s all perfectly understandable, of course. Perhaps, Elfriede, it might be best to let the child forego the blessing if he’s so tired.”

Hamlin heard the royal hostess pipe up, “Yes, I can have one of the servants prepare a room for the poor thing. He can sleep there for as long as he wishes.”

But the visiting queen thanked them profusely and insisted that her son ought not to run away from his obligations to his new friend. “Some food will bring his humor back,” she added with a sheepish laugh.

“He’ll have plenty, I assure you. And he’s so beautiful! How old is he now?”

“Four, though I’m afraid temperamentally, he’s yet to leave the crib.” 

Hamlin wept anew while those preposterous adults continued to exchange pleasantries. How could they? How dare they? Cursed princesses shouldn’t deserve this much reverence from anyone. This was cruelty in its lowest, its worst form.

He wailed again, this time flinging his arms out in a desperate effort at reaching for someone—a kind, charitable soul who’d finally—finally—take pity on him and remove him from this dreadful situation. But the nearest onlooker stood at least fifty feet away, and he was covered from head to foot in cold metal, his large, gloved hands holding a spear, all in all looking rather doubtful as a sympathizer. 

And all Hamlin could manage to glimpse through his tears were endless faces that regarded him with what appeared to be smiles of amusement—of the kind that could only be expected from terrible, heartless adults. There were also the bewildered stares from children of high birth, who clung to their parents’ hands as they watched the tortured prince get forced into paying respects to a pond-beast.

“Hamlin, will you please stop your fussing?” his mother hissed wearily once they reached the crib. “You’re embarrassing me!”

He would, if he could, voice his protests in more dignified terms than a dribbling “Nonono! Nonononononono!” But desperation afforded him not much room for a more rational dialogue with his intractable parent.

“Perhaps, Elfriede, if you were to turn him over so he can see Roderika—that might help his mood,” their hostess suggested.

Hamlin was pulled away from his mother’s drenched shoulder and was turned, still bawling, to face the crib. He felt himself dipped toward the horrid piece of furniture, felt himself forced to look down on the tiny figure that was being startled out of its sleep by his horrific noise.

“See now, darling,” Queen Elfriede half-whispered in his ear. “Princess Roderika.”

He cracked a wet eye open and found a baby. A human baby. And it lay comfortably protected under layers of blankets, pinkish and soft and rounded and utterly helpless. He stared at the little figure in stunned silence, unable to believe his eyes.

“She’s lovely, isn’t she?” his mother prodded, relief evident in her voice. She lowered him further when he reached tentatively out and gently poked a finger against Roderika’s cheek, earning himself a tiny whimper and a restless shifting under the blankets.

How could this be? He’d heard of her cursed past. For as long as he could remember in all his four years of life, tongues had wagged over the circumstances of her birth—of how Queen Franziska had happened upon a frog while she bathed—a frog that reassured her with prophetic words involving the birth of a daughter. And was it not true that such prophesies were really curses? His nurse had told him so.

Hamlin blinked through his tears, and he scowled blackly at the sleeping infant.

Lies! He’d been fed lies!

Hamlin grimaced, opened his mouth, and, oh, hell hath no fury, indeed. Gales of raging screeches from Hamlin tore through the entire court now. Wild, shrieking wails of betrayal and poured out in one smooth, endless, passionate flow. If Hamlin were king, he’d wreak vengeance on any and all who’d misled him with their tales of curses.

By the time he’d taken his place among the revelers once again, he was dismally exhausted, utterly short of breath, soaked in sweat and tears, and in absolute pain, the last round of frustrated spanking from his mother finally fulfilling its purpose in silencing him into submission. 

And perhaps it was to his benefit that the rest of the guests seemed to find his hysterical fits quite charming, though his mother looked as if she were on the verge of dying from mortification. Red-faced and barely able to hold her head high, she expressed her apologies wherever she turned, to be soothed with low murmurs and smiles from other nobles who clearly understood her pain.

“Oh, Hamlin,” she murmured as she dropped to her knees before everyone, pulling out a handkerchief to wipe his face. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but the way you behaved was appalling. Do you hear me? You’re here to represent your father and your kingdom.” She sighed, looking stricken. “I wish you weren’t so temperamental. Honestly, I don’t know where you get that from.” 

“I’m hungry, Mama,” he replied, his voice hoarse, but his mother merely frowned at him and stood up, pulling him close to her while dabbing away at her wet shoulders with the handkerchief. 

Perhaps Hamlin ought to appeal to her once she showed signs of boredom toward the proceedings, for the heavens knew how many more guests needed to present themselves to Roderika’s parents. His mother was always easy to distract when bored.

More nobles and their children stepped forward in turn and paid respects to the infant princess, the tedium of the process finally soothing him till he stood beside Queen Elfriede in a state of exquisite blasé disinterest: reddened eyes swollen and idly scanning the crowd, nose stuffed and forcing him to breathe through his mouth, renewed mind now feeding itself with thoughts of expected relief coming his way in the form of toys that would be showered on him in compensation for his agony. He stuck a thumb in his mouth and sucked, awash in tired contentment.

Yes, it was good to be the prince.

His mind now fixing itself completely on the hoped-for toys, he almost missed the tall boy walking by. Wide, dark eyes flashed irritably at him as the young prince (he carried himself like a prince, anyway) marched past—pale and haughty and seemingly too old for his age. He spoke in a murmur—three simple words that could still be heard amid the jubilant celebration.

“Spoiled, soggy brat.”
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At seven years of age, Prince Edouard felt himself a bit out of place in a celebration such as this. There were far too many adults for him to feel completely at ease, yet the object of the festivities was too infantile—literally and otherwise—for him to give it serious consideration, though he meant no offense to his new cousin. 

He sauntered up to the crib while his parents conversed happily with King Friedrich and Queen Franziska, sighing as he peered inside. He regarded the sleeping princess blandly and took note of the tiny, pinched face and the wisps of gold curls that looked so weightless around her head. 

“Tsk,” he muttered as he reached inside and gingerly felt the silky strands between his fingers. “Yellow? Why do all princesses have to have yellow hair—yellow, curly hair?”

“Oh, isn’t that lovely, Rikard?” he heard his mother say. “Edouard’s such an attentive boy. And he doesn’t need to be told twice to do something.” Indulgent pride dripped from her words, while his father grunted his agreement, and their hosts echoed Queen Clarimond’s praise with glowing terms that he couldn’t comprehend (though he was quite sure that they were excessively flattering—he recognized the tone they used anywhere).

Edouard felt all admiring eyes on him, and his boredom lifted for the moment. They seemed to be very pleased with the fact that he’d gone to see his cousin without waiting for another urging from them, so he thought to indulge them and played it up. What did he have to lose, after all? Besides, it was a profitable enough way of spending the next few tedious minutes.

He gurgled and made faces at Roderika in spite of the fact that she slept throughout his performance. He toyed with her hair, shook her tiny hands, murmured all sorts of flattering nonsense while the infant periodically flailed in her sleep as though she were desperately shooing him away.

“Oh, the boy’s simply enchanting!” 

“He always takes initiative in his obligations, you know. I can think of no other child his age who’ll do that.”

“I can tell that he’ll be very close to Roderika.”

Edouard rolled his eyes as he continued to perform, his cooing having now settled into a dull, murmured repetition of “You’d better not turn out a shrill brat like my sister,” which, he figured, sounded like an endless stream of infant talk in others’ ears. 

Roderika’s pinched features contorted further as she shifted in her crib, turning her face away from her dour cousin with an emphatic “Kaka!” which seemed to mark the end of their conversation. Edouard merely shrugged and stood up, straightened his magnificent blue-and-gold suit and turned to face his parents, who looked very, very proud.

After another brief exchange of pleasantries, they left the dais and melted back into the crowd, where Edouard’s father was immediately caught up in diplomatic conversation with foreign dignitaries, and his mother, likewise, was cornered by a group of noble friends. Edouard was left to fend for himself, but it was something he wished, for he disliked mummery in spite of his burgeoning talent at it, and preferred to be left alone with his favorite pony.

He wove his way through the colorful crowd, looking this way and that and finding nothing of any interest to fill his time before the food was served. He paused only once, when a sudden burst of terrified wailing from the front of the crowd sliced through the revelry, and he shrugged and made a face in the direction of the miscreant before moving on.

Toward the rear of the massive hall, a group of old women huddled together, immersed in a very solemn conversation. They looked out of place, Edouard couldn’t help but note, given their humbler trappings, and he wondered if they were petitioners who managed to convince the sentries to allow them inside despite the obviously exclusive celebration. 

The rest of the guests seemed to both ignore and keep their distance from the women, who had a corner all to themselves. All the same, since they were so far removed from the rest of the aristocratic crowd, they were interesting enough to engage his attention, and he walked nearer them for a more thorough observation. Edouard was even bored enough to resort to counting them, finding their number to be a nice, round twelve. Perhaps there was something significant about that point, but he didn’t care.

“Well, what do you think?” the one in a dull gray dress asked her companions.

“The king and queen are a very handsome pair,” another replied quickly, earning herself a round of emphatic nods. “And it only stands to reason that the princess will grow up to be a very beautiful young lady.”

“Does anyone know what she looks like?” a third broke in, looking quite domestic in her faded brown costume.

“I daresay she’s red-haired, like the king.”

“The queen’s got very light hair—not quite yellow, but not quite white.”

Another pressed her mouth into a firm line and said, “I say gold hair—something darker than her mother’s but most certainly lighter than her father’s.”

“What about her eyes?”

“We can’t say anything definite, seeing as how we’re not even certain about her hair.”

The gray woman wrung her hands, her weathered features flushing. “I have to have something to say to their Majesties!” she cried. “I can’t just go to them and gift the child her future appearance without specifics!”

“Unless you have another set of eyes floating above the crib, my dear, you really can’t do much of anything until you’re actually standing beside the princess,” one of her compatriots said with some impatience. “And why are you complaining? You’ve got the easier job, with all this hocus-pocus about beauty and all that, whereas I have to say something about her talents, and how do I do that with only a baby who’s no more than a few days old?”

“Hush, hush, before someone hears! You know how witches are treated hereabouts!”

The little group fell into an argument, which Edouard, for a moment, watched bemusedly. But he was a very gallant young man, and when it looked as though nothing close to a compromise was going to be reached, he stepped closer and gave one of the women’s skirts a sharp tug.

“I’ve seen the princess, and she’s got yellow, curly hair,” he said with so much authority that the whole group stood in silence before him, eyeing him in amazement.

“See?” the one who predicted gold hair crowed.

“And what of her complexion, my dear?” the gray woman prodded, her eyes lighting up. She moved toward Edouard and knelt before him.

“Light, I suppose, but her crib’s quite dark, and it was a bit hard thinking about her skin when she was making all sorts of faces at me.”

His interrogator refused to give up. “Does she look like anyone you know?”

“My sister, who’s a princess with yellow, curly hair,” he replied simply, shrugging.

“What’s your sister’s eye color, my dear?”

“Blue.” Edouard paused and frowned as his mind slowly caught up with the moment. He immediately brightened and spoke quickly. “She’s got yellow, curly hair, blue eyes, fair skin, and red lips—like a rose, some people say. Does that help?”

“It does, you marvelous creature, you!” the gray woman cried, giving him a kiss on the cheek, and she stood up, turning to face her companions while Edouard grimaced and wiped his face with his sleeve. “Has anyone anything sweet for our young friend here?”

“Agatha, you’re teaching him bad habits. You know very well that food’s going to be served soon.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” 

The woman in brown now stepped up to Edouard and asked him if his sister had any special talents. 

“No,” he said after some thought. “She annoys me, though. Doesn’t that take some talent?”

“Does she sing? Dance? Play a musical instrument?”

Edouard sighed and scratched his head. These women were a bit too demanding, he thought. “I suppose she sings, but I can’t rightly say if she sings well because I always run away when she does.”

“That’s enough, my dear, that’s enough. All princesses sing, and that’s all I need.” He was given another wet kiss, and at this point Edouard was half-afraid of ruining his clothes from all the face-cleaning he was forced to do with ten more old women eyeing him hopefully, so he excused himself from their company, citing a pair of missing monarchs he needed to find.

He moved through the crowd back in the direction where he believed he had left his parents, and he realized that the horrific shrieking from earlier on had shifted to something else entirely. Whoever the source, he seemed to have changed extreme moods from terror to fury, for the outbursts this time sounded almost war-like. 

Edouard shuddered reflexively as he endured the torturous noise, which eventually ended—almost abruptly, at that. He searched for his parents, momentarily weaving through the front of the colorful crowd. And there his gaze fell on the figure of another boy, whose red, tear-stained, and disheveled features betrayed his identity.

The Wailer (as Edouard now called him) was dressed in green and white finery, and he stood beside a tired, blushing young woman who was likely his mother. She was busily dabbing one of her shoulders with a handkerchief. And it didn’t come as a surprise to the contemptuous prince that this hysterical child was golden-haired, for he sounded too much like his sister when she didn’t get her way, and from the way the boy pinched his face as he knuckled residual tears from his eyes, he looked no differently from the baby Roderika.

Around the pair, a number of people turned and whispered among themselves, gazes shifting to the flustered young queen, their smiles turning to sneers behind her back. Some stifled laughter, some made faces, and it was very clear that they were mocking her and her overly dramatic son. 

Edouard’s curiosity was piqued, and he idly wove through the crowd, listening. Being bored out of his wits required nothing less, after all.

“Lord, she’s bold to show herself here,” someone noted.

“Indeed. I didn’t realize the princess’s blessing day was open to strumpets.”

“Oh, just look at her! She’s so common!”

“I don’t know what Reinhard was thinking, taking on a merchant’s daughter for a queen,” another huffed, outrage dripping from every word. “I mean, really? He could’ve had any well-bred and gorgeous noblewoman! I heard that every eligible princess’s family was practically throwing themselves at his feet, begging him to choose her for his wife!”

“So tawdry. Just look at the way she’s strutting around, showing off that brat of hers.”

“The boy looks so adorable, but good grief, that temper! Absolutely no discipline whatsoever! I’ll never let my children go around behaving like that!”

“Definitely a commoner’s spawn. Humph.”

Apparently this young queen, who stood alone and apart from everyone else, still blushing and mortified with her eyes now downcast, wasn’t well-liked by many. She was a commoner who got lucky in marriage? 

Edouard grimaced. No small wonder that sniffling brat of hers made such an appalling spectacle of himself. No quality, indeed. That the queen resorted to spanking and lectures in front of everyone like an ordinary mother—why, that was unheard of in a noblewoman! No aristocrat would stoop to—the heavens help him or her—such low domestic displays! That was what nurses were for!

Edouard marched past the two, taking care to catch the other boy’s gaze and meet it with one of pure disdain. He made a face, muttered a couple of choice words about spoilage and sogginess at the other child, and turned away with his nose in the air. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 3


[image: image]




There were so many kings and queens—in addition to dukes and counts, barons, and margraves, lords and knights with their wives and children—that Hamlin’s head spun. Queen Elfriede, having (rather reluctantly) earned herself some attention from other royal guests, was now spending her time talking and introducing her son, much to Hamlin’s chagrin. She should have remained alone. The two of them stood apart from everyone else for some time, which proved to be a nice, relaxing moment for Hamlin, but apparently his mother decided to reach out to other guests and be friendly with them. A terrible idea, to be sure.

Surely she wouldn’t expect him to remember every person, his or her corresponding rank, and the land over which he or she ruled. It was too much to ask, after suffering such a terrible shock earlier involving Roderika’s frog-curse. He’d already told her about being hungry, and yet she chose socialization over her own child’s starvation.

Hamlin took to ducking behind his mother’s skirts, at times using them to wipe his mouth whenever his thumb-sucking turned a little too wet and messy. His mother never noticed, and neither did anyone else, so he left the growing damp spot on her skirts alone, not bothering to tell his mother. 

“The twelve wise women, Your Majesties,” a voice announced, and much of the humming conversations from one end of the throne room to the other died to whispers.

Hamlin ran from behind his mother’s skirts, pushing his way past the crowds for a better view. He’d heard of wise women before, but he’d yet to see any, much less listen to them perform some wise magic.

To his surprise, a group of old peasant women shuffled forward, curtseying before King Friedrich and Queen Franziska and hissing incoherent words through their wrinkled mouths. Then one by one they approached the crib, bending over it and reaching in, alternately whispering and giggling as the little princess squealed and burped in their faces. 

“Oh, what a darling creature she is!” one of them declared, bending closer to the cradle and tearing a sudden shriek from the princess. The wise woman quickly straightened up, blinking, and then murmured her blessing to the now wailing baby, waving her skeletal hands about in nervous, fluttering movements.

“Now you’ve done it!” another wise woman complained as they changed places. She stared down at the crying princess, her furrowed brows darkening further. When Roderika refused to calm down, the old woman sighed and looked in the queen’s direction, for King Friedrich’s attention was currently fixed on a quiet conversation with a distinguished-looking, elderly fellow, who appeared grim as he whispered continuously in the monarch’s ear. “I think she just soiled herself, Your Majesty.” The woman’s voice echoed throughout the court.

“Oh, she’s just tired,” Queen Franziska replied with a small laugh. “She’s been lying out here on display for hours now.”

The wise woman scowled and began fanning her face. “No, Your Majesty, I’m quite sure the princess just soiled herself.”

“Dear me,” the queen said, sighing. She looked up and swept her gaze over the glittering crowd that surrounded them. “So many people still need to pay their respects, too.”

“I’m sure they can wait.” The fanning increased in its ferocity. “They must.”

Queen Franziska sighed again and looked around, worry creasing her porcelain features. “Where’s the nurse?” she demanded. 

The wise women moved around, chattering and gesticulating. The princess cried more loudly, and this time the distinctive sounds of farting and something wetter mingled with her wails. The queen’s anxiety increased, and she raised her voice in order to be heard. The king bent closer to his whispering companion—very likely a counselor—in order to hear as much as he could amid the din. The nobility lost interest in the silly little nursery moment that was unfolding before them, and they returned to their conversations. The throne room now throbbed with voices and all sorts of noise, with Roderika’s pitiful wailing being drowned out.

Hamlin shrugged and moved back into the dense throng to find his mother. 

He found her lost in conversation with a trio of nobles, and he immediately took one of her hands and waited out the time in abject boredom, yawning loudly several times in the course of infinity. 

The world spun as fatigue overtook him. Voices raised in laughter, debate, and easy conversation swelled and coalesced in an endless human hum. Hamlin yawned again and leaned heavily against his mother, and he felt himself picked up and held against a familiar warm body. His eyes slipped closed the moment he rested his head against his mother’s shoulder. 

At the very moment sleep finally claimed him, he barely took note of the cries of horror and dismay that suddenly rose up and then melted into a sea of confusion. Perhaps Roderika had vomited in someone’s face the way all babies did, unless she’d completely shat all over her crib and made the nearest guests double over and retch. He thought he heard his mother say something in shock, but it mattered little. She felt quite nice and warm under his weight, and, sighing in contentment, Hamlin faded off into sleep.

* * * *
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HAMLIN AWAKENED IN a strange room and on a massive, exquisite bed. He blinked away the remnants of sleep, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles and yawning a few times. When the haze cleared, he found himself staring at a luxurious canopy above him, dark blue velvet fabric that tumbled to the floor in a thick, rich curtain. 

“Mama?” he called out.

“She’s not here,” a voice replied. 

Hamlin struggled to sit up and looked around him. He was in a bedroom of considerable size, stone walls nearly hidden behind many pieces of furniture of dark, polished wood and rich fabric. 

“If you’re hungry, you’ll have to wait—like everyone else,” the voice continued.

Hamlin turned in the direction of the window, where a boy stood, peering out. “I’m not hungry,” he replied. Not anymore, anyway.

The other boy merely stared at him for a moment and then turned his attention back outside. He shrugged and let the conversation die away.

Hamlin crawled off the side of the bed and slid down. A minor surge of panic at the idea that his mother wasn’t anywhere near immediately dissipated, to be replaced by growing curiosity toward the other boy. He recognized him as the dark-haired snob who’d sneered at him in the throne room, but Hamlin, urged on more by simple interest than by resentment at being called a name, walked up to the other boy. Wide-eyed, he stared at the other, unabashed and even slightly amused.

“What?” the irritable creature retorted, turning to glare at him. “What are you staring at?”

“You. Do you live here?”

“I do, yes. I’m Roderika’s cousin, and this is my room—well, not my real room, but the one I’m given whenever I come to visit.”

Hamlin looked around him vaguely. “Oh.”

“Yes, ‘oh.’ You’re a guest, and I have to let you rest here while everyone takes care of the princess.”

“What’s your name?”

“Edouard. You don’t need to give me yours. I’m not interested.”

“I’m Hamlin.”

Edouard sighed and shook his head, muttering something under his breath as he looked back outside. He seemed both bored and irritated—as though being kept in his room while the rest of the castle carried on with activity ate away at him. Hamlin watched him lean against the window, crossing his arms on his chest the way adults did. He watched Edouard scowl and look impressively thoughtful at whatever it was he was observing from his bedroom. 

Hamlin also saw how tall Edouard was compared to him. The other boy cleared the window ledge without any help from smaller pieces of furniture (though he had to crane his neck in order to see whatever he was looking at outside). Hamlin hopped until he was dizzy trying to see out the window, and even then, he could only catch bits of the outside sky. 

“What’s happening out there?” he asked, panting. 

“A bonfire,” Edouard replied, and he went no further. 

Hamlin pursed his lips as he regarded the other boy. It was proving to be quite the chore, tearing answers out of this proud statue. “What bonfire?” he demanded.

At this, Edouard sighed heavily and turned to glare at Hamlin. “Where on earth were you when that cranky witch came?” he snapped. “Everyone saw what happened! Were you off crying in the corner or something?”

“What bonfire?” Hamlin repeated with greater emphasis. He hated it when people answered questions with questions. 

“A curse, you idiot! A stupid witch showed up, called everyone names, and put a curse on Roderika! Now all the spindles in the kingdom are being burned outside, and that’s what the bonfire’s all about,” Edouard said, stamping his foot. 

Hamlin blinked. Then he frowned. That didn’t make any sense. What did a spindle have to do with a princess who stank up her crib? He’d heard about spindles before—yes, from that same nurse who’d lied to him about frog princesses, curse her. Unless she’d lied to him again, how would people make yarn for clothes if spindles were now forbidden? 

“What did the witch say?”

“We’re all trying to prevent a curse from coming true, though it’s stupid because curses aren’t real,” Edouard replied, and he spoke slowly, enunciating clearly as though talking to a dribbling idiot or perhaps someone who was hard of hearing. “If you were paying attention to what happened earlier, you’d know. But you didn’t, and I’m not about to tell you the story from start to finish. You figure that one out on your own.” With another contemptuous sniff, Edouard turned and looked back outside, leaving Hamlin to stare at him, baffled as ever. 

He couldn’t understand why the other boy didn’t like him. He’d never met him before, and if anything, it was Edouard who behaved badly toward him first, walking past him in the throne room and calling him a name. That would be a dreadful breach of etiquette in Hamlin’s father’s kingdom.

For his part, Hamlin didn’t know what else to do or say, but he recognized insufferable pride when he saw it and, as a prince, he wasn’t going to stand for it. Narrowing his eyes at Edouard, who continued to ignore him, Hamlin moved closer to the other boy and stomped on Edouard’s foot, earning a loud yelp of pain. 

“You’re rude and ugly,” he retorted, watching Edouard hop around and howl, holding up his injured foot. 

Hamlin was going to turn his nose up at his antagonist and exit the room with dignity, but all plans were immediately and effectively thwarted when Edouard pounced on him, yelling and pushing him to the floor, defending his slighted honor with wildly flying hands that punched and tore at Hamlin’s clothes. 

It wasn’t until later, after being pried apart by a couple of frightened servants who’d been drawn to the room by their furious shouts and the sounds of upended chairs and stools, that Hamlin understood just how infuriating and petty Edouard was, and that the other boy wasn’t going to be his friend no matter what. 
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Chapter 4
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Edouard scowled as he watched his mother berate Hamlin’s, making a very strange picture of noble domesticity. He’d never seen two queens argue before, let alone one queen passionately scold another. Judging from the way Queen Clarimond seemed to tower over a drooping, humble Queen Elfriede, it was quite clear who was in the wrong. 

Hamlin was not in the room with them, for he’d been dragged away and shut up somewhere, awaiting punishment from his mother. Edouard expected nothing less after this savage attack on him, and his mother seemed to make that clear from the way she stared down her nose at the bowed head of blonde hair before her. Edouard, though smarting all over and gingerly rubbing his face, which felt swollen given the way Hamlin showered it with his little fist a dozen or so times over, couldn’t help but feel inordinately proud of his mother and the way she asserted her status as the victim. 

Head held high, contemptuous sneer curling her mouth, chest out, pale finger raised in warning, while Queen Elfriede stared at the floor and wrung her hands in a very unqueenly display of guilt—oh, yes, Queen Clarimond was definitely the brutalized victim here.

Edouard’s thoughts flew back to the mocking exchanges he’d heard earlier in the throne room. If any of those nobles were present to witness Queen Elfriede’s utter humiliation, they’d likely remark on the way she carried herself without a shred of dignity. Like a sad little commoner, of course. 

“Humph,” he snorted, frowning and turning away to appease himself by noting the quality of his bedroom furniture and how fine the room looked. 

The sound of soft footsteps hurrying off and the door slamming broke his concentration, and he turned to find his mother staring daggers at the door before looking back at him. 

“You behaved very admirably, Edouard,” she said. “Just like your father, you reacted quickly and defended your honor. Remember that. No one ever crosses our family and gets away with it.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“That savage little creature left his mark on you, but you’ll survive. You’re strong, aren’t you, my pet?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Good. Never be ashamed of what you did. You make me terribly proud, you know.” She paused to smile at him, lifting her chin and looking down on him when she did. Standing in a way so that she could look down on people was a habit of hers, being queen. She clasped her hands over her stomach as she drew herself up to her full height, and she was a tall woman. Edouard had to crane his neck in order to meet her gaze. 

“Thank you, Mama.”

“I’ll have the physician come up and look at you,” she said with a firm nod. “He won’t be long.” 

“I hope he doesn’t bring his leeches again.”

“He won’t. You don’t need them, though I’m sure that surly little wretch will.”

Without waiting for a word from him, she turned around and swept grandly out of his bedroom in a swish of skirts. Edouard sighed and walked toward the window to look out into the courtyard below. The bonfire still raged, with swarms of people—peasants, mostly, standing around it and watching the conflagration in awe. There was an uneven stream of people walking through the gawkers and tossing their spindles into the fire. From where he stood, Edouard managed to catch a few despairing looks from some of those gathered. Were they destroying the only source of livelihood they had?
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