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      Flowers.  The room was filled with them.  Big ones and little ones, colorful ones and heritage ones.  They were all beautiful.

      “And they’re all giving me a headache.”

      The complaint came from Verstand as she wrangled the taller flowers.  “Why will these things not keep up?”

      I strolled up to her side and grasped the tall stems.  My faint green light emanated from my hands.  “They say they want a large vase.”

      Verstand glared at them.  “There are none left.  They are all being used on the even larger flowers.”

      I leaned them up against their brethren and patted them on their heads.  “Stay there and behave.”  The flowers twitched their petals a little.

      “Plants should be outside. . .” Verstand mumbled before her eyes flickered over me.  “How are you feeling?”

      “A little tired.”

      Both eyebrows shot up.  “Only a little?”

      “Well, a lot, but at least I’m all healed.”  I stretched my arms out on either side of me and examined myself.  “And surprisingly fast.  How’s Angela?”

      “Eager to go home, but she won’t be leaving for at least a month while that wing heals.”

      My heart fell.  “I don’t think I could ever thank her.”

      Verstand chuckled.  “Give her a hare every other day and she’ll do it for you again.”  She moved over to the small table where lay a platter filled with a breakfast feast on the fine silver.  “Now you should stop fidgeting with them and come over to eat your food because it gets cold.  All the cooks poured their anima into making these little cakes as airy as possible.”

      “At this rate, I won’t long fit into any of my clothes,” I joked as I took a seat.

      “Then we’ll have some more nice ones made for you,” Verstand suggested as she poured out some tea.  “The seamstress will know your general measurements by then, anyway.”

      I paused mid-fork and blinked at her.  “Why will she have my measurements?  I still have plenty of clothes in my trunk.”

      “She’ll be coming today for the fitting.”

      My mind filled with confusion.  “What fitting?”

      “For the dress for your coronation.  Didn’t I tell you?”

      I blinked at her.  “Tell me what?”

      She put her hands on her hips and frowned.  “Did none of the other queens tell you about anything useful?”

      I shrugged.  “They told me about the lake?”

      She rolled her eyes.  “Of course they would.”  She threw up her hands and shook her head.  “At least the ceremony takes place at the lake.”

      “But what ceremony?” I persisted as I skewered an innocent sausage.  “Wasn’t I coronated when I signed the contract?”

      “That is the private binding.  The public must see you, and so you’ll be shown to the whole city in a few days.  Everyone will be there to take a look at you.”

      Numae preserve me.  My fork clattered onto my plate, and my mouth fell open.

      Verstand did a double-take at me, and her eyebrows crashed down.  “What’s that look for?  Haven’t you been in front of a whole bunch of people before?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat.  “H-how many people live in the capital?”

      “Twenty-five thousand people, but of course, there will be others coming from all over the kingdom to see you.”  My heart sank into my stomach, leaving me no room for the food.  I pushed my plate away.  Verstand’s frowning eyes flickered between the platter and me.  “There’s nothing to worry about.  You won’t even need to say anything more than a few lines of gratitude to the people, and then you’ll be crowned.  The goldsmith will be here tomorrow for that fitting.”

      A crown.  A gown.  A coronation.

      Verstand’s heavy hand on my shoulder shook me from my shock.  I looked up to find her smiling down at me.  “You’ll be fine, and I dare say you’ll be the second prettiest queen he’s ever had.”

      A snort escaped me.  “Behind Bojana?”

      She puffed out her chest a little and lifted her chin.  “No, me.”

      My jaw hit the floor.  I looked over the older woman who stood before me.  There was a sharp look in her eyes, but I had trouble imagining her adorned in queenly attire.

      Some of the steam escaped from her chest.  “Why such a look?”

      “I just, well, when did you marry him?”

      “I’ll have you know I was the first to marry him shortly after he built the palace.”

      A realization slowly dawned on me.  “Then you. . .you’re the oldest queen?  The one who didn’t have to sign the contract?”

      She folded her arms over her chest and grinned.  “Quite correct.”  She eyed me with a curious look.  “Did you think Marcus would entrust the choosing of his queens to just anyone?”

      I shrugged.  “I knew he must have trusted you a lot, but to send a queen to fetch a queen?  Where’s your room?”

      “Well, truth be told, I’m a little retired from those duties, and I live on the second floor of the east wing away from the squabbling.”  She pushed my plate closer to me.  “You should eat while you listen.”

      “But why did you retire?  How old are you?  Why did you marry him?  Do you-” The last question had been blurted out in the long line of inquiries.

      Her eyes twinkled at me.  “Do I love him?”

      I sank into my seat.  “I. . .I just wanted to know about you.”

      She dropped into the seat opposite me and sighed.  “I suppose you would be curious about the first queen, wouldn’t you?  And why he didn’t stop at me?”

      I squirmed in my chair.  “If. . .if that isn’t a painful memory.”

      She threw her head back and laughed.  “Painful?  Quite the contrary.  You see, I didn’t love him, so I encouraged him to search out other brides.”

      I blinked at her.  “Then you. . .you’re the one who had him start collecting us?”

      Verstand set her clasped hands on the table and sighed.  “For good and ill, yes.  Bojana was the first, and was fortunately not my fault.  She truly was a matter of convenience over substance.”

      “Why did you stop being a queen?”

      She gestured down at herself.  “Would I look proper beside that handsome young dragon king?”

      I shrugged.  “You look great.”

      “For my age, you mean.”  A heavy sigh escaped her.  “The trouble with me is that I’m human, and even his gift won’t allow me to live forever.”

      “Gift?”

      “The gift of the contract.  It grants long life to those races who aren’t long-lived.”  She leaned forward, and a smile played across her lips.  “You do recall when he married Bojana, don’t you?”

      My mind scoured my memories.  “A. . .a century ago?”

      She nodded.  “Most humans scarcely live longer than seventy, and here I am at more than twice that age.”

      “What does the contract do for those like me who are long-lived?”

      “Absolutely nothing.”  She laughed at my drooping face.  “It’s to even things out among the beauties.”

      “I see. . .” I murmured as I picked up my fork.  I didn’t eat the sausage, but rather slid it across the plate.

      She leaned closer to me.  “You have something on your mind.  Out with it.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out.  “Was Darius in love with you?  Is that why he married you?”

      She fell back against her seat and furrowed her brow.  “Now that’s a question I can’t answer because I don’t know.  I know he liked me as a friend, and my family was rather wealthy, so I helped fill his Vault with some very precious items.”

      “Vault?”

      She rolled her eyes.  “You have been told absolutely nothing, haven’t you?  I’ll have to scold those friends of yours for showing you everything and telling you nothing.”  It was at that moment a knock came from the door.  Bessy jumped to her feet.  “That should be the seamstress.  Now we’ll get you looking like a real queen.”
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      Darius stood at one of the windows on the upper floor of his chambers with his hands clasped behind his back.  Bookcases loomed on either side of him, and the large room at his back was shrouded in shadows that the bright sun didn’t touch.  The morning dew had dried on the grass, and beyond the reaches of his estate, the city he had founded so long ago was bustling with visitors and citizens alike.

      And yet his thoughts lay not on the streets before him, but on the room at the top of the tower close at hand.

      “Your Majesty?”

      He didn’t even stir at the sudden voice.  “What is it, Praesel?”

      “I have informed the council of the matter with Prixia.  They wish to convene at once.”

      “Tell them they may meet me tonight.”

      “I will do so.”

      “What news of Jolivet?”

      “Bystry says he couldn’t trace his movements from the time of his disappearance to when he arrived at the palace that night.”  Praesel studied his lord with a sharp eye.  “Do you suspect he meant to distract us while those fiends tried to make off with Queen Elina?”

      Tullia crossed his arms over his chest.  “I’m not sure.  Jolivet could have received a scriptum message somewhere else validating his claims, but it would be highly unusual for his government to send the message somewhere else.”

      “Jolivet put in a note through the scriptum this morning requesting a permanent post here as the official trade ambassador.  They will undoubtedly grant it to keep an eye on what we know.”

      Tullia tightened his grip with his hands.  “I see.  I may visit the docks myself soon to inquire about the troubles.”

      Praesel’s eyebrows shot up.  “You, Your Majesty?  Why not send someone else?”

      “There’s no more pressing issue in my kingdom than this trade deal, which would guarantee an outlet for all the goods,” Tullia pointed out.  “I couldn’t entrust such a task to anyone but myself, and there is the cloak.”

      “You would go after the coronation?”

      There was something in the minister’s tone that caught the king’s attention, and Tullia turned his face to his old friend.  “I’ve attended most of the others.  Why should I not be there for this one?”

      “I thought perhaps this one would be of special significance for you,” Praesel mused as he studied his monarch with a careful eye.  “She has been in quite some danger, after all.  Perhaps you would be putting both your lives at risk with such a public ceremony with you both in attendance.”

      “All the more that I should be by her side,” Tullia countered as he completely turned to face his adviser.  “Our foes never attempted anything unless they believed she was unprotected.  I will perform that protection.”  He perked up, and his eyes flickered to the left.  “Speaking of the coronation, has the dressmaker arrived?”

      “About thirty minutes ago, but what does that have to do with anything?”

      A sly smile slipped onto his lips, and he jerked his head over his shoulder in the direction of the secret tower passage.  “If you’ll excuse me, I must see that my bride looks her best for the coronation.”

      The corners of Praesel’s lips twitched upward.  “You show a great deal of care toward this particular bride, Your Majesty.”

      “She has had a great many harrowing experiences since I chose her,” Tullia pointed out as he strolled toward the secret passage.  “It’s only right that I should try to make up for those by being as attentive a husband as I can.”

      “I’m sure,” came the dry response.

      “I’ll speak with you about the arrangements and the meeting after my visit,” Tullia promised.

      The king slipped through the secret passage, and Praesel waited for the bookcase to shut before he let out a heavy sigh.  “Why must you choose this time of all to fall for one of your wives?”

      Tullia hurried through the passages and up the stairs to the highest floor.  A faint murmur of voices alerted him to be silent, and he crept up to the peephole that pointed into the bedroom of his bride.

      Elina stood in the center of the room on a short stool.  She was attired in only her underwear and midriff-revealing corset.  The lack of clothing accentuated the smooth curves of her pale skin.

      Tullia felt a longing in his loins that he regretfully tamped down.  Elina wasn’t alone in her dressing.  The seamstress and Verstand encircled her like two predators judging her tastiness.  He saw no issue with the outfit, at least in the confines of the bedroom.  The room itself, however, resembled an exploded rainbow, littered as it was with fabrics of all sizes, colors, and textures.  A huge black bag sat in the middle of the mess, its gaping maw open and revealing an exterior as bottomless as his moat.

      “You’re sure you can’t get enough of the silken fibers in time for the coronation?” Verstand questioned her partner in crime.

      The seamstress was a woman even shorter and more shriveled than the old queen.  She wore a plain long skirt and blouse, and her long gray hair was bundled up into a bun atop her head.  Her wizened old hands twitched at the problem laid before her.

      “Of course I’m sure.  Those stingy wharf rats won’t ship any more of the fabric in until the trade deal is signed.”

      Tullia’s eyebrows crashed down.  This was the first he’d heard of problems arising from the port shipments.

      Verstand folded her arms over her chest and sighed.  “Then I suppose nothing can be done for it.  You’ll have to wear the silk fabric from our own fields.”

      “I’m sure that will be just fine,” Elina assured her as she looked down at herself.  “It’s only for one day, after all.  I doubt anyone will notice.”

      The old seamstress wrinkled her nose.  “Of course people will notice.  The shimmer isn’t as impressive to behold, and the white is less pure.”  She plucked two pieces of white fabric from the floor and held them up.  The seamstress rubbed her thumbs against the fabrics.  “See?  One wrinkles more, too.”

      Tullia leaned in closer, and a board beneath him creaked like a church mouse.  He froze, waiting to see if any one of them would notice.

      Verstand shut her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.  “When would you need the fabric by to be able to make the dress from that fabric?”

      The seamstress stroked her chin, causing the lesser quality fabric to crinkle beneath her whiskered skin.  “With only three days to spare and all my hands on it, I could have it done on the morning of the coronation, provided it was still at sunset.”

      “Then I’ll see what I can do,” Verstand promised her as she turned her focus to Elina.  “You may put your clothes back on.”

      Elina hopped off the stool and began her dressing while the two ladies tossed the fabric back into the bottomless bag.  Only the dresses that belonged to the elf maiden remained on the floor.

      The work was done in short order, and the seamstress turned to the pair with her bag in hand.  “Should I start work on the dress or wait?”

      “Wait,” Verstand instructed her as she glanced out one of the windows.  Tullia couldn’t help but notice her eyes lingered on his hiding spot for a moment.  “I’ll see what I can do about the trade barrier.”

      The seamstress nodded and shuffled from the room.

      Verstand turned to her remaining companion.  “I’ll clean up the rest of the clothes.  You run along and enjoy the nice day with the other queens.”

      Elina bit her lower lip.  “Are you sure?  I wouldn’t mind helping-”

      Verstand grabbed her shoulders and spun her around so the young queen faced the door.  “I couldn’t be more sure in my life, now shoo.  Off you go.”

      Verstand pushed Elina out the bedroom door and slammed the portal shut behind her.  The room echoed with the loud slam, and then a tense silence fell.  The old woman still faced the entrance as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      “So you’re curious enough about your bride to use the secret passage to spy on her.”

      Tullia stood and tapped the back of his knuckles against the wall.  A faint wisp of blue magic burst out from under his hand, and the wall slid out and to the side.  He stepped into the room with a bemused smile on his lips.  “I only sought to see how the preparations were progressing.”

      “If you want to help out with the coronation, then you have time to help me arrange the entertainment for that night.  There are over two hundred applicants, and I have to screen all of them over the next day.”

      “Your keen eye would be satisfactory without me.”

      She scoffed.  “A terrible lie, even for you.”  She plucked a dress from the floor and pursed her lips.  The old maiden shook it in his direction.  “If you truly want to help with the coronation, you’ll focus on the trade deal.  You heard Lady Wefan.  We can’t get the best fabric until you’ve solved that issue, and I imagine others in the kingdom are having the same issue.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Tullia promised as he stepped back into the secret passage.  The wall shut between them.

      Verstand sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Will he ever grow up?”
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      “Elina!”

      The shout came as I descended the stairs on the third floor.  Bianca rushed over to me with Hilda and Farah trailing behind.  A basket hung over one of Hilda’s arms, and I made out the ends of a pair of rose clippers sticking out from the container.

      My exuberant friend latched onto one of my arms and smiled up at me.  “Are you going out on the town, too?”

      “I hadn’t really thought about it.”  Or even considered doing it I thought to myself as memories of my previous visit flashed across my mind.  “I thought maybe I’d take a walk over the grounds.  I haven’t even seen the lake.”

      “We can take you there now,” Farah offered.

      Hilda frowned at her and tapped the basket over her arm.  “Not until after I’ve had a chance to look at the flowerbeds out front.  They’re just getting into their best blooms, and I’d like some for my chambers.”

      “We can swing by the front of the palace first,” Farah spoke up as she smiled at her compatriots.  “I’m sure the rest of the grounds will wait for us for that long.”

      “Then let’s hurry!” Bianca pleaded as she pulled me down the stairs.

      With Bianca’s persistence, we soon reached the bottom floor.  I was disappointed to find Bojana outside her chambers and surrounded by her usual half dozen cronies.  She stretched her neck up to see over their heads, and a crooked smile slipped onto her lips.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the coming queen herself.  How did the fitting go?  Did Lady Wefan mention that I had the smallest waist out of everyone?”

      “She didn’t mention you at all,” I quipped as I didn’t break my stride.  My lack of slowing meant I was dragging Bianca instead of the other way around.  “If you’ll excuse us, we have a day to enjoy.”

      “You’d better enjoy it!” Jana shouted after me as I led my troupe into the long east wing hall.  “You’ll find your coronation night to be a disappointment like the rest of us!”

      Curiosity tickled my mind, but I didn’t give her so much as a side glance.  To my friends, however, I gave my full attention and interrogated them halfway down the hall.  “What was she talking about with the coronation night?”

      Bianca wagged her eyebrows at me.  “The king claims the night of the coronation for himself.”

      A faint blush accented my cheeks.  “Then I. . .he. . .we-?”

      Bianca burst out laughing, and the sound was loud enough to make some of the civil servants peek out from their offices.  One of them was Lord Praesel himself.  He frowned and pressed a finger to his lips.

      Bianca shrank beneath the silent reprimand.  “Sorry.  Sorry, everyone.”  The bureaucrats slunk back into their offices, though not before giving the loud queen a few dark looks.

      “When are you going to learn that these halls aren’t the woods?” Hilda hissed at her.

      “I said I was sorry. . .” Bianca mumbled.

      Hilda nodded at me.  “You need to apologize to Elina, too.  She probably thinks you were laughing at her.”

      Bianca tightened her grip on my arm and shook her head.  “I wasn’t!  I did the same thing when I learned about the coronation night!  That’s what I was laughing at!”

      I smiled and patted her arm.  “It’s alright.  I don’t think you could ever laugh at someone.”

      Bianca stared into the distance and tapped her chin with one finger.  “I don’t know.  I think I could laugh at Jana.”

      “There’s nothing for you to worry about, anyway,” Hilda mused as she fingered the handle of her basket.  A heavy sigh escaped her, and she shook her head.  “He demands the night, but he never does anything with it.”

      I blinked at her.  “Never?”

      “These are arranged marriages,” Farah reminded us all with a faint smile.  “And he is different from us.  Perhaps he only claims the night to allow us to save face with our people.  After all, an unconsummated marriage is seen as illegitimate among many people.”

      “Or perhaps he isn’t capable of such intimate love,” Hilda suggested.

      I recalled Darius’ and my meeting in my bedroom where he had pressed against me.  The blush returned to my cheeks.

      Bianca nudged my side with her elbow.  “See?  There’s nothing to worry about.  You’ll be able to eat all night and go to bed without having to worry about anything.”

      I smiled back at her.  “I’m sure you’re right.”

      My friends and I strolled out the front doors, and I immediately noticed a commotion from the main gates.  Tension raced up and down my body as I thought back to those men in black.

      Bianca narrowed her sharp, elven eyes in that direction.  “Somebody’s trying to force their way past the guards.”

      Hilda wrinkled her nose.  “Then we should steer clear of that so the guards can do their job.”

      It was at that moment that a bright blue cloud of smoke exploded at the gate.  We all jumped at the loud popping noise that accompanied the explosion.

      “We’re under attack!” Hilda screeched as she latched onto Farah’s arm.

      The older queen smiled down at her.  “I’m sure any attackers would try to make their entrance less spectacular.”

      “Or pretty,” Bianca added as she admired the sparkling mist.

      I couldn’t help but feel a little bit of trepidation at the thought of the palace coming under attack.  My mind wandered to my recent adventures with the men in black.  Then again, the brilliant blue wasn’t their style.

      However, it was the style of a short, slightly pudgy man who shot out of the cloud.  He wore a black cape that flapped behind him, and his scarlet-red vest and black pants covered the rest of his person.  The man wore a broad-brimmed hat atop his balding head, with a few scruffs of black hair being the remnants of his youth.  His dark shoes skidded across the gravel driveway, and his bulging eyes were fixated on us.

      “My Queens!” he shouted as he waved his free hand above his head.  “Mercy!  I plead mercy!”

      Farah stepped to the forefront of our little group, and the man threw himself at her feet.  He wrapped his arms around her legs in a hug that nearly toppled her.  She was forced to latch onto the crown of his hat to keep herself from falling atop him.

      Hilda marched up behind him and looped her arms around his waist.  She gave a great tug backward, but he remained stuck to her.  “Get off her, you scoundrel!”

      The man shut his eyes and tightened his grip.  “Mercy!  Please have mercy!”

      “Let go!” Hilda insisted as she gave another great heave.

      Farah yelped as she nearly tumbled forward over her captor and friend.  “Enough!  Both of you!”

      The man’s eyes flew open, and he lifted those pleading orbs up to her.  “Mercy on me, my queen!  I only wish an audience with you!”

      The guards rushed up, and two of them grabbed an arm apiece.  They pried the man loose, and Hilda was forced to retreat as they dragged him off Farah.  He thrashed in their hold, and his cape flapped about him.  There was something in his eyes that caught my attention.

      “Wait a moment,” I spoke up as I stepped forward.

      The guards paused, and one of them frowned.  “I’m very sorry, Queen Elina, but we must remove this trespasser.”

      “I’d just like to know who he is and why he’s here,” I replied.

      “I merely wish an audience with you, Queen Elina, so that I may show you my skills!” the man pleaded as he strained against the hold of his captors.  “Let me prove to you I can perform as well as the others in your coronation!”

      I lifted an eyebrow at Farah.  “Perform during my coronation?”

      “The night is filled with festivities, including performances by musicians and other talented artists.”

      “And the Great Lucas Laetus is one of those artists!” the man swore.

      Bianca’s face lit up, and she stabbed a finger at him.  “I know you!  You perform all those magic tricks for the children at the pier, don’t you?”

      Laetus bowed his head, and his hat flopped about.  “I do, Your Majesty, and I only learned about the signups for the coronation after the due date.”

      “What do you want us to do with him, Your Majesty?” the lead guard spoke up.

      “We’ll take care of him,” I assured the soldier.
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      The soldiers released him, and he fell like a sack of potatoes onto the ground.  Laetus stood and brushed himself off as the guards reluctantly retreated to the gate.  “Thank you for doing your duty, kind gentlemen!  You are quite spry!”  The guards didn’t give him so much as a glance.  The man shrugged off their indifference and turned to us.  He crossed an arm over his chest and swept into a low bow.  “Thank you for hearing me out, Your Majesties.  You don’t know how much I appreciate this.”

      Bianca leaped at him and clapped her hands together in front of her.  “Will you please make those adorable mist animals?”

      He stretched himself to his full height and cleared his throat.  “I thought perhaps I would perform more impressive magic for the coronation of Her Majesty.”

      Bianca’s face fell, so Hilda stepped up to him.  Her sharp eyes studied the man with suspicion.  “What do you want to do?”

      Laetus’ eyes flickered to and fro, and he pressed a finger to his lips.  “I prefer to do this away from prying eyes.”

      The corners of Farah’s lips twitched, but she stepped to the side and swept an arm toward the rear of the palace grounds.  “The rear of the imperial hill is quite safe from prying eyes.”

      Laetus stoically nodded.  “That would do nicely.  If you kind ladies would lead the way, I will gladly follow.”

      Farah led the way, and Bianca, once more her perky self, sidled up to our guest.  Hilda and I brought up the rear.

      Bianca scooted close to our guest and looked over his flashy attire.  “Is it true that your cape came from a secret treasure from an island above the northern coast of Prixia?”

      He grabbed one edge and wrapped it around himself.  “I would rather not say.”

      “But it can do magic itself, right?”

      Laetus swept an arm down his person.  “Everything I’m wearing is capable of performing some magic.”

      Bianca’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open.  “Even your underwear?”

      Hilda choked on her spittle.  “B-Bianca!”

      “He said everything!”

      Laetus cleared his throat.  “Again, I would rather not say.”

      “You’ll have to prove your worth to Queen Elina before we take your word for it,” Farah warned him.

      Fear flashed across his face, and some of his bravado fled.  He shrank down a few inches and bobbed his head.  “O-of course!  I’ll prove to you that I would be a worthy addition to your coronation!”

      While Bianca continued badgering him with questions, I turned to my companion.  “What kind of performances were played at your coronation?”

      She wrinkled her nose.  “I chose not to have them.  They would have spoiled the solemn evening.”  Her eyes fell on Bianca’s back.  “Besides, Bianca’s came just before mine, and she had more than enough to entertain the city for a month.”

      “And it was a great month, too!” Bianca chimed in as she flashed us a grin over her shoulder.  “The children were so happy!”

      “But not their parents, who couldn’t get them to stop eating all the sugary treats being passed out by the vendors who came for the festival,” Hilda countered.  She looked down at her empty basket and sighed.  “And here I am without a single flower.”

      “I can grow you some nice ones,” I offered.

      Her face perked up.  “Would you?  I didn’t want to ask for fear your powers wouldn’t be up to the task, but there are some in the rear garden that I had hoped to add to my chambers some time.”

      A smile stretched across my face.  “I think my powers can muster a few flowers blooming.”

      “Then you have Bianca beat,” Hilda mused as she cast her annoyed eyes at her friend.  She leaned in close and lowered her voice to a whisper.  “She can barely get a flower to bloom, and even then, the petals often slam shut almost immediately.”

      “Is it my fault the Nemusians have such a talent for growing things?” Bianca countered as she frowned back at us.  “We Silvans are perfectly fine with letting the forests grow as they will.”

      “That’s a good way to say your magic isn’t quite up to the challenge,” Hilda countered.

      “Everyone knows the Nemusians have a gift not seen in other elves!” Bianca shot back as she looked over her friend.  “And it’s one the humans could hardly dream about!”

      “What magic do you propose to show us, Mr. Laetus?” Farah interrupted them.

      He winked at her.  “You’ll find out as soon as we reach your secret spot.”

      We reached the back of the palace, and Farah paused at the top where the yard sloped gently down to the far-off lake.  Her eyes scanned the myriad of trees, grasses, and flower beds that dotted the paradise.  “I believe the safest spot would be-”

      “The king’s personal flower garden!” Bianca spoke up.

      All the other queens save for myself stared at her in a mixture of horror and disbelief.

      She withered beneath our looks.  “What?  It’s the most private place on the grounds.  Well, aside from his room.”

      Hilda smacked her with the basket.  “You know we’re not allowed there!”

      “I don’t think he’d mind.”  All eyes now fell on me.  I sheepishly smiled at him.  “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      “It is private,” Bianca agreed.

      Hilda shot her a glare.  “Don’t lead Elina astray with your stupidity.”

      Farah studied me with a soft but deep look in her eyes.  She cocked her head to one side and smiled.  “I think we should trust Elina.”

      Hilda lifted an eyebrow at her old friend.  “You sound really certain.”

      “That’s because Elina is very certain.  Besides, what harm could befall some enjoyable magic tricks?”

      I wish I had known as we tromped down the hill and into the woodland path.  Bianca took a deep breath of the air and sighed.  “This always reminds me of home.”

      “Has it been a long time since you visited?” I asked her.

      She shrugged.  “Only a decade, but I really should go back sometime soon.  Mother will be very eager to see the newest fashion trends in the capital.”  Her eyes perked up and she leaped at me, crashing through Hilda and Laetus to do so.  “Perhaps you’d like to go with me!  Silvania isn’t far from your home!  You could see your old kingdom!”

      I tried to hide the fear that her suggestion brought on.  “I’d like to see your home.  I didn’t get much of a chance to see it as I drove through to Nemusia.”

      “Then it’s a deal!” she shouted as she skipped by my side.  “We’ll go together after the coronation!”

      Hilda raised her empty basket over her head and stalked toward her companion.  “Not if I get a hold of you first.”

      Bianca shrieked more out of amusement than fear, and she raced ahead of us.  Hilda took chase, and both of them swept past Farah.  She grinned and shook her head.  “Those two are very unique.”

      Laetus’ eyes flickered over the woods, and he fingered one end of his cape in his hands.  “Are you quite sure that I would be allowed here?  I wouldn’t wish to incur the wrath of the king.”

      “The king isn’t so cruel as to throw you out when you’re our guest,” Farah assured him.

      We reached the lovely clearing, and I stopped at the opening to admire the blooming flowers.  The half dozen neat rows of roses stood before me, three on either side of the path.  The roses were of different sizes, and the flowers in full bloom represented all the colors of nature.  Their myriad colors twinkled at me like starlight in the soft rays of the sun that managed to glide down through the trees overhead.  The smaller plants waved in a gentle breeze like old friends greeting me.

      The only thing missing was the hunched figure at the purple rose bush.  I almost regretted that he wasn’t there, but he might have spoiled the fun, or at least might have harshly scolded the pair who raced about the rows of roses.

      “Stay still so I can hit you!” Hilda snapped at her prey.

      The ‘rabbit’ wasn’t cooperating.  “Put down the basket and I’ll stop!”

      “Alright, you two,” Farah scolded the pair as she strolled up to the flowers and admired their beauty.  “The king wouldn’t like it if you broke a branch.”

      The mention of the monarch made the participants of the chase freeze.  Their eyes darted to the beautiful flowers and some of the color drained from their faces.  Hilda lowered her weapon, and Bianca clapped her raucous arms against her sides.

      Farah turned to our guest and clasped her hands in front of her.  “Now then, what do you have to show us?”
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      Laetus stretched himself to his full height and cleared his throat.  “Ladies and, well, ladies, may I present to you the magic of the ancients, as mastered by myself.”

      He reached into his cape and threw his hand out.  Sparkles sprinkled the air with their dazzling light, and many formed themselves into dancing animals.  The creatures danced around us, throwing their manes and opening their mouths in silent roars.  The rest of the sparkles shone like starlight and zipped around the flowers like speeding carriages.

      He clapped his hands and the creatures vanished.  The man put his fisted hands on his hips and puffed out his chest.  “What do you think?”

      Hilda hung her basket over one arm and set her other hand on her hip.  “Entertaining for children, but not for the masses who will attend the coronation.  Every lord and lady in the realm will be there, and many others from other kingdoms.”

      The corners of Laetus’ lips trembled.  “Yes, well, I’ve only just begun.  See this!”

      He cut the air in front of him with his cape, and mist poured out from under his cloak.  The deep purple fog flowed over the whole of the garden and swirled around us.  I couldn’t help but laugh as the air tickled my bare skin.  I yelped when I felt the mist lift me off the ground.  The others were likewise lifted off their feet.  We were sent into the twirling mist and spun around in a magical circle that lifted us higher and higher.

      “What’s this?” Hilda shrieked as she flailed about in the invisible arms of the magic.  “Let me down!”

      “But this is so much fun!” Bianca shouted as she twirled in a circle, sending her spinning faster than the magic.  “Whee!”

      “Stop that!” Hilda snapped at her as she clapped a hand over her mouth.  Her muffled words floated through her hand.  “You’re making me sick just watching you!”

      Bianca laughed.  “Come on, Hildy!  How many people can say they can fly?”

      “The king, for one, and he was meant to because he has wings!” she snapped.

      My eyebrows shot up.  “Wings?”

      “A magnificent pair,” Farah told me as she floated close.  She appeared to be some ethereal being with the bright fog floating around her.  “You may see them at the coronation if he sees fit to show off his full splendor.  He has done so in the past.”

      A smile spread across my lips.  “That makes me feel better about the coronation.”

      “Nervous?”

      “More than a little.”

      “You’ll be fine,” she assured me as she glided in a gentle circle, her arms outstretched around her.  Her eyes sparkled at me.  “I look forward to seeing your beauty set before the whole of the kingdom to admire.”

      I swallowed hard.  “All the kingdom. . .”

      Her eyes flickered up at something above me.  “For now, enjoy the view.”

      I followed her gaze and beheld the approaching trees.  They shivered beneath the ghosting mist.  I reached up and brushed my fingers against the leaves of the trees.

      The magic began to fade, and I was disappointed when my feet touched ground.

      Laetus scooted up to us, and his worried eyes flickered over our group.  “What do you think?”

      “Very impressive,” Farah complimented him as she stepped onto the ground.

      “But how many people can you lift?” Hilda questioned him as she sauntered up to the magician.
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