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Queen Hetid had been proposed to four hundred and fifty-six times by fifty-seven different men over the last two centuries. The frequency of her marriage proposals had become a joke to some suitors, while others were seriously pursuing her. One serious suitor was Lord Tarquin Netherwood, who pushed a cart full of red roses into the queen's audience chamber. Hetid suppressed a groan at the sight of him. The dandy's bright yellow suit and slicked-back hair would have been enough to draw out a groan in some people, but Hetid had more than one reason to lament his arrival. Lord Netherwood was responsible for at least fifty of her four hundred and fifty-six marriage proposals.

“My goodness!” Hetid exclaimed. “How many roses did you bring this time, Lord Netherwood?”

“Two hundred and forty, my lady,” answered a bowing Lord Netherwood. “That's twenty dozen roses, just for you. As lovely as they are, they still pale in comparison to your beauty.”

“You're too kind.” Hetid detected some flatness in her voice, so she tried to alter it. She wanted to sound a bit more excited to see him, even though the sight of him filled her with dread. Yet another proposal was surely on the way. “I didn't realize you were coming today.”

“I wanted to surprise you,” Lord Netherwood said. “It has been too long since I've basked in the splendor of your glorious, incomparable face.”

Queen Hetid heard such compliments often. She was famous for being a peerless beauty, adored by the masses. Secretly, Hetid thought the adulation was tiresome. She didn't think she was special, nor did she deserve her pedestal.

When Lord Netherwood sank to one knee, Hetid choked back another groan. Here it comes, she warned herself. Despite being proposed to hundreds of times, she was never prepared for the next one. Each proposal put her in the uncomfortable position of having to decline.

“Your Majesty... Queen Hetid... my darling...” Lord Netherwood laid a hand over his heart as he started his speech. “I am sure you are already aware of this, but I adore you above all others. You are the monarch of my heart, the occupier of my thoughts, and the possessor of my soul. If you searched this world for another two hundred years, you would never find anyone who loves you as much as I do. I worship you. I need you. Please, if you would consider my offer of marriage, I would be most grateful.”

Hetid's head collapsed between her shoulders. She hated to disappoint him. “I'm sorry, my lord, but my answer is the same as ever.”

“Really?” A squeak slipped out of Lord Netherwood's throat. “But... I assumed you changed your stance on marriage because you accepted King Fared's proposal?”

“I am not totally averse to the idea of marriage,” Hetid told him. “And yes, I accepted Fared's proposal, but that doesn't mean I'll be overeager to accept the next one that comes along. Additionally, I am the one who ended my engagement to Fared, so—”

Lord Netherwood interrupted, “Why is he so special? Why would you accept him and not me? Is it because he's a king and I'm just a minor lord in the north?”

“Fared was a prince when he proposed to me... not that it matters. My decision to marry him had nothing to do with titles,” Hetid said. “Also, this conversation is pointless, since I am no longer engaged, and Fared is married to someone else.”

Lord Netherwood dragged both hands through his long blonde hair. His distress was reflected by an exaggerated frown. He stayed on his knees and cradled his stomach, as if the queen had plunged a dagger into his belly.

“I'm very sorry,” Hetid apologized again. “I know you were hoping for a different answer.”

“You're damn right I was!” he suddenly snapped at her. In the two years since his last visit, Hetid forgot what it was like to get a proposal from Tarquin. His sorrow always turned to rage before he stormed out of the room. “Curse you, Hetid! Seriously, I genuinely curse you! I hope you fall in love with the one and only man who doesn't want you! I curse you with unrequited love!”

“Surely such words aren't necessary, my lord?”

He shook his fist and shouted, “You think you're so special? You're not! You think every man wants you and every woman wants to be you. Well, you're wrong. You can look down your nose at me all you want, but you're no better than I am, and you're no better than any of the ladies who swoon for me daily!”

“Daily, is it?” Hetid made eye contact with one of her guards and gave him a nod. “If I'm not special, why waste your time with me? You should return to your horde of swooning ladies and bless them with your presence.”

Two of Hetid's guards stepped forward to escort the raving nobleman from the audience chamber. Hetid's shoulders relaxed when he was gone. She had no interest in being on the receiving end of his senseless rants.

“I'm sorry, Your Majesty,” one of the guards apologized. “You shouldn't have to tolerate that sort of behavior.”

“It's alright. I'm getting used to it.” Hetid took a deep breath and ran her hands over her skirt, smoothing away a wrinkle in the material. “You can bring in the next visitor.”

Hetid recognized her next guest, and it was a girl, thank goodness. She carried two gowns—one green and one silver. The silver one was particularly eye-catching to Hetid, as it almost matched her hair.

“Amberlyn!” Hetid greeted her seamstress with a broadening smile. “You finished the dresses? How lovely!”

“Are they to your liking, Your Majesty?” Amberlyn asked.

“They both look beautiful. You have my gratitude.”

Hetid rose from her throne and closed the gap between the seamstress and herself. She wanted to see Amberlyn's work up close, to admire the details. She touched the dark lace on the green dress and ran a finger along the soft silk of the silver dress. Amberlyn's designs were always top notch.

“Which dress are you going to wear to Nils and Samaira's wedding?” Amberlyn asked.

“I don't know. I feel drawn to the silver one, but... do you think it looks too much like a bridal gown?” Hetid asked.

The seamstress shook her head and said, “I don't think so.”

Hetid took the silver dress and held it up to her body. “What do you think?” she asked. “Will it look good on me?”

“Anything would look good on you, Your Majesty. You are the perfect canvas for any article of clothing,” said the seamstress. “Admittedly, though, I think the silver dress will look especially lovely on you.”

“Take both dresses to my bedchamber, if you would. And thank you, once again, for your beautiful work.”

Hetid handed the dress to her seamstress and returned to her throne, where she awaited her next visitor. This time, it was a human man, and his face was only vaguely familiar. His hair was ginger, possibly strawberry blonde, and while he didn't have a full beard, he hadn't shaved for quite some time. His leather eye patch was easily the most familiar thing about him. Hadn't she met a man with one eye before?

“Hello, Your Majesty,” the human greeted her. “You look every bit as beautiful as I remember.”

“As you... remember,” Hetid repeated in a whisper. His words confirmed what she already knew: she had seen him before, but she couldn't place his face. “I'm sorry, but... where have I seen you before?”

“I attended the war council with Prince Fared,” the man said. “My name is Noah Kidd. Until recently, I was a privateer, commissioned by King Nils. Unfortunately, my contract with him is at an end, and now I'm seeking... other work.”

“Noah Kidd.” Hetid's eyes narrowed as she recited the name. “Why does that sound so familiar?”

“Before I was a privateer for Nils, I was a famous pirate. Or... maybe notorious is the better word,” Noah said. “I never attacked you, though. I mostly targeted King Gammel... who was also at the war council, oddly enough. I wonder if he recognized me?”

“You sound a bit too proud of yourself, Mr. Kidd,” Hetid noted. “Do you not regret your days as a pirate?”

“No.” Noah chuckled at her question. “Should I?”

“Well... yes. Piracy is illegal. You robbed people. You hurt people. You don't think those are regrettable actions?”

“Not particularly,” Noah answered with a shrug. “I only robbed people who made themselves easy to rob, and I hurt people who deserved it.”

“And you get to be the judge of that?” Hetid's head shook with disgust, and her nose was stuck in a sneer. “This is why monarchs exist... to protect the people from blackguards like you!”

“Well, I can think of one way you can protect the people from a blackguard like me,” Noah said. “You can hire me. Make me a privateer, like Nils did. If I'm working for you, I won't have a reason to return to my wicked, wicked ways.”

“I have to wonder... why is your contract with Nils at an end?” Hetid asked. “As I recall, he held you in high regard... high enough that he invited you to Fared's war meeting.”

Noah started his answer with a snort. “It's that fiance of his. She doesn't like me. She never did. She thinks I was rude to her once. In truth, I was only being honest.”

“I like Samaira very much. I consider her a friend. Please, don't speak ill of her.” Hetid's arms crossed. She had already made up her mind about Noah Kidd—she didn't like him either. She had no bias against humans, as some elves did. Her issue was with his attitude. He was too relaxed and too remorseless.

Noah continued, “When I met Samaira, she was a girl with a terminal illness, trying to make a man fall in love with her. I thought she was being cruel, and I told her so. She was intentionally trying to break a man's heart, and Nils fell into her trap.”

“Trap?” Hetid's voice went sharp as she repeated the word. “Samaira is a wonderful, sweet girl, and Nils is lucky to have her!”

“So you say. But she'll break his heart one day.”

“I think it's very noble of Nils to marry her!” Hetid argued. “They're a lovely couple. She makes him happy. She—”

Noah interrupted, “Are you trying to convince yourself, or are you trying to convince me?”

Hetid turned away from him. She couldn't bear to see his smug expression a moment longer. “Please, if you would, leave my audience chamber. I have no desire to hire you as my privateer. I'm sorry, Mr. Kidd.”
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