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ACT ONE

Chapter One
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When I got engaged to Demetrius, I didn’t know he was an enchanted Prince who turned into a bird every night.

It’s not the sort of question you think to ask. 

However, the chattering crowd lining the entrance to the Lorzionne Resplendent seemed to think differently as they peered at the three of us entering — me, Demetrius, and Cressida, his soon-to-be wife.

The sound of conversation lessened slightly as we stepped into the theatre, fading to a dull roar as the lift to the royal box cut us off from the crowd. The box was shielded from the hall’s noise by a curtain, which Demetrius held open for Cressida and me.

Yet the moment we stepped into the box, there was a rush of air as what seemed like every person in the theatre turned toward us. I would’ve thought they’d be sick of staring at the three of us by now. We’d been in Lorzionne for ten days already. 

I didn’t know what to do with my face. Should I smile? I should probably smile? 

I couldn’t make my face move. 

Cressida bent close enough to me I could smell the drifting citrus of her perfume, her brown eyes kind. “Why don’t we sit? I want to read my program before it starts.” 

I was grateful for the excuse to ignore the audience, until I noticed Demetrius staring at the box’s seats with dismay. I stifled a sigh. 

“We should go,” he said. “We can come back once the overture starts and the lights go down, so they won’t see us —”

“And have everyone speculate on what the three of us were arguing about in the lift for so long we were late for Act One?” I asked. 

Demetrius frowned, his eyes flicking toward the theatregoers hanging on every moment, and straightened both of his cuffs unnecessarily. “I’m sorry, Susan. I thought people might have gotten over —”

“Demetrius,” I interrupted, “maybe we should just watch the show?” I hoped the rest of the audience had the same idea. Or would they stare at us the whole time? 

The box contained four seats, arranged on a slight diagonal to ensure they all had a good view of the stage. It became painfully clear none of us had any idea where to sit. If Cressida chose one of the end seats, she’d be implying Demetrius should sit beside her, with me on his other side. But if she chose one of the center seats, Demetrius and I would be on either side of her. 

Both options would fuel the fascinated crowd’s gossip. Was Cressida avoiding me, her soon-to-be husband’s unfortunate former fiancée, or was she placing herself between us, a bulwark against whatever lingering feelings I clutched tight to my heart despite the dissolution of my ties to him? 

I was so sick of all this. I plunked myself down in one of the outermost seats and forced myself to stare at the curtain-shrouded stage. Let the other two figure it out. 

The Lorzionne Resplendent had been renovated more recently than our local theatre back in Shalken City. The front edge of the box we sat in was lined with mage panels glowing softly with night power, though with the recognizable singed scent of dragon magic lingering in the mix. Infused with naturally-occurring magic, they could easily be replaced by the local ensorceller when they ran out. Similar panels were set into the walls and backs of the seats, illuminating the house. 

After a moment, Cressida swept around the seats’ edges and settled herself down next to me, murmuring for Demetrius to sit on her other side and then saying something else to him that I couldn’t hear. 

“I’m really looking forward to this.” 

I turned to find Cressida leaning toward me, her posture weirdly exaggerated. Until one corner of her mouth quirked upward and I realized she was performing. 

“Let them see,” she said without disarranging her smile, “that we’re not about to feud over a man.” 

I smiled back before I knew I was going to, relief washing away some of the tension in my shoulders and neck. “Exactly.” 

Ever since the night Cressida was magically compelled to walk into my house, where she broke the curse on Demetrius, my life had been an unending parade of weirdness. Knowing Cressida felt the same awkwardness I did was a small thing, but it was nice. 

She held my eyes another moment, as if making sure I was all right, then turned her attention to her program. Past her, Demetrius’s hands were tight on the armrests of his chair. He looked over Cressida to me, poised for yet another apology, but I looked away before he had the chance, already wishing I’d caught that train back to Shalken City instead of coming here with them. 

The orchestra’s discordant tuning suddenly converged into a group-wide search for the same note, and the tap of the conductor’s baton on their music stand filled the space so well I suspected the baton was linked to the theatre’s mage panels. The room’s conversation swirled away into silence. 

I couldn’t help myself. I looked at the audience again. More than half the necks were still craned toward us. Were they even going to watch the musical? The price I’d seen on our tickets had been surprisingly high, even for box seats. I wasn’t sure if Demetrius and Cressida strictly had to pay for their tickets, but they’d probably at least paid for mine. 

Like most musicals, this one was doing a tour of several theatres while the creative team continued making changes and perfecting the piece. The show’s final stop would be at one of the six Key Theatres, the loci of theatrical magic. The theatrical magic exerted on productions there was so strong that once premiered, a show couldn’t be changed. The music, lyrics, choreography, everything, all crystallized forever.

The curtains, both on the stage and surrounding the boxes, were stitched with threads of mage panel material, small streaks of deep gray against the curtains’ rich sapphire fabric. 

Cressida’s hands stilled halfway through her perusal of her program. “Did you know about this?”

Demetrius leaned to read the page she indicated. 

His jaw dropped.

When watching a show I’d never seen before, I normally preferred not to look at my program until intermission, to avoid knowing what was to come. But now, as the lights dimmed, I flipped my program open to the page that still transfixed Cressida. 

My Heart Soars, beamed the curling script of the logo I’d glimpsed before, emblazoned above the theatre’s entrance in gleaming night magic panels. Here in the program, I discovered there was also a subtitle.

Cressida read aloud, disbelievingly.

The true and historical tale of the enchanted Prince Demetrius and the brave Princess Cressida.

“The what?!” I hissed. 

“Not actually a princess until we get married,” Cressida said, as if hoping the fact might change what was written in the program. “Would ‘the brave librarian Cressida’ have been so difficult?” 

Demetrius met my eyes as the theatre went dark. Apparently terror and confusion were all that we needed to bridge the awkwardness of recent days. 

I sat back in my seat, wondering how much of a problem I’d cause if I walked out. 

The sapphire-colored curtain hiding the stage whisked open as the overture began. 

The opening number was the meeting of “Prince Demetrius” and “Princess Cressida.” It was a charming encounter involving a busy street full of vendors and a comedic harmonized argument between two minor characters about the price of peppers. There was significantly more high kicking than I’d ever noticed in the streets of Lorzionne, and I was pretty sure Demetrius didn’t shop for his own fish. Yet somehow through all the chaos two actors met, coincidentally reaching for the same aquatic delicacy.

The bouncy orchestration diminished to a bare strain of violin as the ensemble departed and the two lead actors locked eyes.

Beautiful bird puppets soared across the stage and I stifled a groan as the two sang a song about being “All A-Flutter When I Look At You.” 

I glanced sideways. Demetrius looked horrified. Cressida muttered, “We met in the lobby of this building after a matinee!”

As the number ended to the applause of everyone but the three of us, a tower stage left rose halfway up the proscenium’s height and the music shifted into a minor key. A figure became visible in the tower’s window, proclaiming “So shall the Prince be cursed!” as the Princess shrieked in dismay and the Prince was dragged offstage by ensemble members costumed in rich umbers and reds that I guessed were supposed to represent magic itself. 

The curse caster, as the tower’s occupant was revealed to be, explained to the Princess how the curse might be broken. The Princess nodded firmly and bolted offstage. 

To my extreme dismay, the play continued. The curse took hold and the Prince sang a number called “All I Wish is to Soar” as he was wrenched into a bird form and forced to fly away from his home and any chance of being near to his love. 

In a song staged far downstage, probably to allow for a major scene change, the curse caster returned. She lamented her fate as the one who cast curses but had no true love of her own to rescue from a curse. The choreography involved various colors and smokes rising from cauldrons as she distributed ingredients among them. 

The audience loved her, and I found myself clapping as furiously as anyone else. She was fantastic. 

With the set now changed, the Princess set off on a rousing number about rescuing her true love. The actor twirled around and behind a quartet of conveniently stationed ensemble members, and when she was visible again her light green dress had turned into a plush jacket and trousers edged in teal and gray around the cuffs, with a matching scarf. Then she was off again, set pieces and chorus members alike galloping into motion around her. 

Pieces of scenery and painted backdrops cycled behind her, as the ensuing verses depicted her encounters with a talking fox, a talking mouse, and a vaguely mammalian costume that had seen better days. Each of the animals, conveniently, gave her a magical item small enough to keep with her. 

When Cressida showed up at my house, she’d been utterly exhausted, and looked like it. She certainly had not been bouncing up and down while singing to the local wildlife. 

The end of these shenanigans brought about a reprise of a theme heard earlier in the show, now expanded into a fully realized song about the Princess’ resolve. She arrived at a towering edifice that mimicked the design on the show poster. The music swelled, and a silhouetted figure appeared behind the scrim, cackling with menace. A final key change up and frantically pirouetting ensemble members heralded the end of Act One. 

My nose was in my program before the lights were back up for intermission. A few pages in, beyond the ads for local businesses, the performers’ bios, and a history of the Lorzionne Resplendent, there was a listing of musical numbers, along with who sang them and the location they took place. 

In the middle of the page, at the end of Act One, “The Princess Cressida arrives at Castle Shalken, five days later.” 

“Five days?” I asked. “Five?” I read it again, seeing that Act Two began at, yes, the castle which presumably was where the Princess would break the curse. “Cressida, you were traveling for months!” I wasn’t even ready to grapple with “castle” yet. 

The playwright hadn’t bothered changing anyone’s name, but here she’d found need to invent. 

You didn’t casually stroll from Lorzionne to my home in Shalken City in five days. You maybe managed it in that time if the train schedules worked in your favor. 

Cressida’s breaking of Demetrius’s curse had triggered the spell to bring us all back to his home at the Lorzionne palace, but she’d had no such option while she’d been looking for him, and had arrived with the general air of underfed, unwashed exhaustion that was inescapable under such circumstances. 

Cressida nodded, opened her mouth, closed it again, then said, “What was the last animal supposed to be?”

All I could do was shrug. 

“When I was a bird,” Demetrius’s voice was distant, “was I as... shiny, as that costume is?” 

I sympathized with the lingering pain in his words. When he’d been cursed, he’d lost much of his memory, and no one was sure if all of it had come back to him. 

I still wasn’t sure how much of the Demetrius I’d first met had been the real him. I likely never would be. 

Cressida pursed her lips. “No. You were more... sparkly.” She looked to me for confirmation.

I nodded, grateful to avoid the unpleasant thought that had started taking root in my mind, and added “But I couldn’t see myself in your feathers, like you could with that costume. Wonder what show they repurposed it from.”

“If I hadn’t been exhausted from traveling,” Cressida shot a glare at the stage, “and desperate to break a curse which had already gone fully off the rails, I probably would have thought you were beautiful. As it is, I’m still catching up on the work that piled up while I was gone.” Cressida worked in the library at the University of Lorzionne. 

There were meant to have been helpful magical guideposts along Cressida’s journey that would’ve led her to where Demetrius, in bird form, was being held by the curse caster who’d been hired to manage the job. None of which had gone the way it was meant to.

Unfortunately the thought from earlier flowered at top speed. I kept reading the program. “Huh.” 

“Susan?” Cressida asked carefully. 

Castle Shalken.

I stared numbly at the stage, the drawn curtains occasionally rippling with the movement of cast or crew members behind them. 

Of course, the “true and historical” bit of the title was a lie. Real life didn’t slot neatly into the musical theatre medium without a lot of revision. But at the same time, I’d never expected... this.

I’d never wanted to make things complicated for the two of them. 

“Let’s go to the lounge,” Demetrius said, an uncomfortable flush blotching his pale skin. He’d stood up, and now hovered like he wasn’t sure if he should have. “Get a drink?” 

Cressida took one of his hands, and his shoulders lowered slightly. “Let’s,” she said, her voice determined. “Susan?”

I nodded, because I wasn’t sure what else to do, and followed them out of the box. If I stayed, the people staring up at me would just keep staring. 

The lift brought us to the lounge located between the level of the private boxes and the ground floor. The lounge’s walls were concealed by plush silver curtains that matched the silvery shade of the bar. Theatre employees were stationed at the various stairs and lift entrances, their blue and gray uniforms recalling the proscenium curtain, beside small tables displaying souvenir programs and posters. I couldn’t escape that logo. 

True and historical. 

But it wasn’t!

Cressida raised her brows and I realized she’d asked me a question I hadn’t caught over my rumination. I mumbled assent to whatever she’d asked. She smiled at the bartender, ordering for all three of us. Some choreography with ingredients and cocktail shakers followed, as complicated as anything we’d seen on stage, and then Cressida gently placed a thin-stemmed glass between my hands. The liquid was a translucent green that reminded me of the dress the Princess in the musical wore, with a delicate curl of orange rind perched on the rim. I immediately took a sip, wincing slightly at the sharp herbal taste. It was, however, a good distraction, so then I took another. It also proved stronger than anything I’d had to drink the whole time I’d been at the Lorzionne palace. For reasons I hadn’t been able to discern, the dinners there tended to be accompanied by a liquid that had perhaps once in the past sat next to a bottle of wine and dreamed of what might have been. 

A slim man sauntered toward us from the other end of the bar, trailing two others behind him. The inquisitive, sly looks on their faces prompted me to take another sip of my drink. Why hadn’t I considered applying alcohol to the problem before now? It was certainly doing more immediate good than the Lorzionne palace functionaries droning about previous instances of curse-induced engagement.

The newcomer bowed to Demetrius. “Prince.”

Demetrius inclined his head slightly, the space between his eyebrows creasing. “Adrian.” His voice was guarded. “I could have sworn I heard you proclaim you were never going to suffer through another, what was it, ‘deadly boring curse musical’?”

“It did take some convincing,” Adrian said, his voice conspiratorial, “after that slew of revivals we had last season. Haven’t we all heard enough variations on the ‘I’m just a seventh son who can’t get cursed’ song for several lifetimes?” He smiled. “And you must be Cressida!” 

Considering the newspapers had been screeching about us since we got here, I believed absolutely none of his purported surprise. 

Cressida gave him the smile I’d seen enough times now to know was a kind of armor. She was no happier than I was about the attention all this nonsense was getting. 

“And...” Adrian hesitated, glancing back to his cronies as if in search of an answer before fixing his eyes on me. “I don’t believe we’ve met?” 

My fingers tightened, the liquid sloshing in my glass. “Susan Posay.”

A look of glee crossed his face before he hid it. “It’s so good of you to be so understanding of their true love!”

I sighed. I’d heard so many variations on this statement in the last few days, it barely registered anymore. “I’m sure you’ve seen the papers. I’m perfectly happy Demetrius and Cressida get to be together.”

“Oh.” Adrian leaned in closer as if hoping for subtlety, though without lowering his voice at all. In my peripheral vision I noticed everyone in the room was watching us now, not bothering to hide their interest. When she noticed me noticing, the bartender winced, and vigorously applied herself to the cocktail shaker in her hands. 

The clattering ice seemed to be inside my own skull. 

“I’m sure it’s untrue,” Adrian continued, as if paying me a compliment. 

“What?” There were so many things untrue about this musical I wasn’t sure which one he meant. 

How long did that ice really need to be shaken for? 

“That you’re trying to take Demetrius for everything he’s worth! That you’ll keep certain... stories to yourself if you’re paid well enough.” He raised his eyebrows meaningfully as his cronies snickered. 

Demetrius blushed, looking at his feet and then at me. 

My face warmed too, but I took another sip of my drink, feeling suddenly buoyed by my outrage at the musical and the liquor’s strength. I gave Demetrius a look he’d seen before, when I had been about to tell my cousin Bellona that Demetrius and I were engaged. 

“If I didn’t know better,” I said to Adrian, “I’d say this was the jealousy of someone who’s never been under a curse of his own!” I pursed my lips in mock sympathy. “Too far from a throne? Or did your family just not want to bother wasting everyone’s time?” 

I hadn’t realized nostrils could flare quite so widely. Adrian’s friends gasped as if I’d thrown his family crest on the ground and tap-danced on it.

“We need to get back.” Cressida’s tone suggested this was nonnegotiable. “I’d hate to miss the entr’acte!”

I tipped back the rest of my drink right before Cressida wound one arm through Demetrius’s and the other arm through mine, hauling us back to the lift. 

“Thank you!” I said to Cressida as the door closed. Recalling what I’d said to Adrian, I cringed slightly. “Is he someone I shouldn’t have insulted?” 

Demetrius let out a sound that might have been either a gasp or a laugh. “Adrian failed a curse quest last year!” he hissed. “His true love finally had to rescue herself, and she was so upset she broke up with him. You’re the first one who dared to mention it in front of him!”

Shared laughter spun through all three of us as we exited the lift, and the bell signaling intermission’s end rang out. “I didn’t know!” I protested, which made us laugh all the harder as we reentered the box. Cressida clamped a hand over her mouth as her eyes started watering, and Demetrius turned so his back was to the box’s railing, meaning his eyes locked onto mine —

We both froze, our laughter vanishing. 

It was the first time since the curse breaking that things were like they used to be between us: friendly. 

Demetrius and I had been friends. In theory we still were. Then why was this so difficult?

I broke the gaze, dropping into my seat. The lights dimmed, taking all my previous buoyancy with them. 

I didn’t want to goad random snobs. I simply wanted someone to listen to me and believe me when I told them the truth about the curse. 

At least this musical would be over soon, and then I could go home. 
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Chapter Two
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Several hours before watching a musical purportedly about ourselves, Demetrius and I had been in the Lorzionne palace library. 

“Now,” droned the dour functionary seated across from us, “we require the final signatures.” He bobbed his head respectfully to Demetrius, then shoved a piece of paper in front of me. 

“Thank you,” I said, waiting until the functionary finally looked at me. “I appreciate your help.” I didn’t want deference, but the man had barely acknowledged me during this whole process. 

The palace library was shaped like a series of shells, rounded and arranged so that each curve held a portrait of a previous ruler. I imagined generations of Lorzionne’s young rulers sitting here like pearls in an oyster, being smothered in expectations by all those long-dead relatives gazing at them. The functionary straightened his stack of papers, every rustle laden with impatience. I looked at the document he’d given me. 

Nothing I read there surprised me. I was agreeing to give up any possible claim to the Lorzionne crown’s wealth or prestige, such as they were, and any descendants I might eventually have would likewise have no such claims. 

We’d been over this. Repeatedly. 

The pen provided to me was topped with a small orange stone. The color reminded me of Demetrius’s feathers, the one time I’d seen him in his bird form. 

I signed away a page’s worth of things I didn’t think I cared about, and shoved the page back across the table. The functionary visibly relaxed. 

Demetrius inscribed his own name, which took longer because of all the titles affixed to it. My name was much simpler: Susan Posay of Shalken City, associate manager of Posay Theatrical Costumes. Which I’d be returning to as soon as they let me out of this library. 

I resisted the urge to look at Demetrius. He’d been kept busy since returning, what with the catching up on everything that had occurred during his unexpectedly long absence and also with the memory specialist Flavia had called in. Judging by his obvious distress and the fact that nothing had been mentioned to me, I guessed the memory mage’s claims they could bridge the gap in Demetrius’s memory between being in Lorzionne and arriving in Shalken City had proved overly optimistic. 

Other than his numerous apologies, Demetrius and I had barely spoken in days, not since —

I started laughing before I could stop myself, the sound echoing strangely against the various shell shapes of the room. I pressed my lips together as my voice echoed off the walls, the eyes of Demetrius’s ancestors boring into me as if assessing the suitability of my component parts for building materials. 

Not since Demetrius’s true love, Cressida, broke his curse and stopped him from transforming into a bird every night.

The functionary looked as if I’d done no more than he expected of me, as he decorated the page with an intricate stamp he’d taken from a lacquered case. “So it is decreed, that you, Susan Posay, shall forfeit all position and possession that might ever have come to you through marriage to Prince Demetrius of Lorzionne, such engagement and theoretical marriage now being perpetually null and void.”

Demetrius’s shoulders sagged, like every loop of his signature had cost him hours of strain. Was I being unkind? I’d been reminded numerous times that this situation wasn’t his fault. 

Well, maybe it wasn’t. But reminders that it wasn’t my fault either had been awfully thin on the ground. 

Maybe the severing of our engagement should have slashed at my heart like a sword. The relationship now reduced to unfortunate circumstances in the palace archives. 

Except it didn’t. I’d never loved him romantically. I’d hardly known him well enough to love, but I did care about him. 

Demetrius cleared his throat. “We should leave.”

“We really should,” I agreed.

We rose, only to bottleneck between the table and the door. He gestured for me to go first. 

Cressida hovered near the library entrance, her hands laced together. She wore an elegant purple blouse, her favorite color beautiful against the light brown of her skin. She looked concerned, but smiled at seeing Demetrius. His hands went to her shoulders but she kissed him quickly, squeezed his hands, then pulled away from him to block my escape. 

“Susan,” she said, firmly.

“Cressida?” We’d first met when magic brought her into my house, and I felt like an intruder in the Lorzionne palace where she now lived with Demetrius. 

Demetrius placed one elbow in his opposite palm and his face squarely in his propped-up hand. 

I couldn’t blame Cressida for any of this either, but she seemed worried that was exactly what I was doing. 

“Will you come to the theatre with us tonight?” she asked, relaxing minutely. “It’s the last performance of the newest touring production, and it’s supposed to be quite good. Aline Wethershall and Sabrina Chidori wrote the score!”

“Ah,” I said, my usual enthusiasm for that writing team’s work dampened by the circumstances, “well, there’s a train to Shalken City leaving tonight and—”

“We’re formally announcing our engagement a few hours before the performance,” she continued, her smile faltering as the awkwardness threatened to strangle us both. “And if you were to be seen there with us afterwards...”

Oh. 

This wasn’t just an invitation to the theatre. This was the most high-profile place the two of them would be seen together since returning from Shalken City. If I were there too, the former fiancée now graciously stepping aside and blessing their union of undying true love... it would look very good for them. 

“She shouldn’t have to do this,” Demetrius said tiredly. “Susan, get your train, I’ll cover the fare. Let us know if you need anything?” 

He was absolutely right that I shouldn’t have to do this. 

“Would it help?” I asked, shoving my objections back down. Demetrius opened his mouth but I looked at Cressida. 

“Yes,” she said plainly. “I’ll understand if you say no, but yes, it would help.” 

I sighed, then said, “You know how much I love a musical.” 

––––––––
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The entr’acte, as usual, was an instrumental medley of all the big numbers from Act One intermingled with hints of those numbers to come in the second half. I found myself sympathizing with the grumpy-sounding trombone when it recalled the number in which the townsfolk sang various theories about what variety of curse the missing Prince might be under. 

There was absolutely no reason for Cressida and me to be enemies, and she seemed to want that as little as I did. But the rest of the world seemed determined to shove this awkwardness between us because of Demetrius. 

Panels throughout the theatre had dimmed as the entr’acte began, shimmering faintly to indicate they were linking to any sensory aids patrons wore.

The entr’acte came to a triumphant close, and the conductor turned to give a slight bow. We all applauded dutifully, and the curtain whisked open. 

Second acts were usually shorter than first ones. Once this was over... well, I didn’t have a whole lot to look forward to, beyond Bellona’s inevitable harangue when I got home. But even that would be better than life in the eye of this bizarre storm. 

“Susan.” Demetrius angled himself across the back of Cressida’s seat, his voice low under the applause. “I want to say again—”

“Getting cursed wasn’t your fault. I don’t blame you,” I snapped without looking at him. He meant well but I was so tired of saying this. 

It wasn’t a lie. I didn’t blame him. But that didn’t keep this enforced proximity to him and all the resulting attention from being a nightmare. 

“Do you want to leave?” Cressida asked quietly, and I had the feeling she wouldn’t argue if I said yes, even though she was concerned about how it would look.

But I shook my head. I didn’t want her to pity me. I wanted pity even less than I wanted this lie playing out on the stage before us. 

This might have been easier in different surroundings that weren’t engineered to reinforce the truth. Demetrius was the Prince of Lorzionne, and he’d only ever been whatever he was to me because of the same curse that turned him into a bird at night. Nothing he, Cressida, or I did was ever going to change that. 

Despite his genuine guilt and apologies, I knew Demetrius was happy now. It would have been nice to think we’d maintain our previous friendship, but every moment I’d spent here had made me less and less willing to fight for it. Not that he was helping things much. In a way I understood — it had to be awkward to totally forget the love of your life and end up with someone else until the original love came back and revealed what had happened. 

But there’d been a lot of “had to be” involving Demetrius and Cressida. I wanted to set some terms of my own, but I wasn’t even sure what those terms should be about. 

I didn’t want Demetrius to abandon Cressida and marry me instead. I didn’t want anything from Demetrius, except for him to not have ensnared me in all this in the first place. 

Any hopes I’d had of this musical providing a pleasant distraction soon proved as pathetic as that weird animal costume from Act One. 

Act Two began with the Princess arriving at “Castle Shalken” and sneaking into the kitchens in a thoroughly bedraggled state that still somehow managed to make her look stunning. She was given shelter and food by a chorus of domestic staff who sang of the terrible storm outside and the even more terrible state of working for the villain, who’d apparently gotten bulk discounts on velvet and candles when furnishing her abode. 

This evil creature had apparently not only captured the bird-Prince, but also convinced him to marry her. 

On stage, the Princess crept toward the room where the Prince slept, her choreography designed to avoid all the magical traps the villain had infused into her home. 

The Princess leapt daintily over an inexplicable pit in the ground, before she was confronted by the actor playing the villain, accompanied by a minor-key frisson of cello and bass, dramatically flaring lights, and even more dramatic eye makeup. “Susan Posay!” she exclaimed.

I sat bolt upright in my seat. Flipping frantically through my program, I was dismayed to see that the villain was listed as “Susan Posay, Despoiler of Lorzionne.”

It was startling, to look at someone who was supposed to be me. Given the distance between our seats and the stage, I couldn’t tell how much resemblance there really was, though the actor and I both had fair skin and the parts of her wig that weren’t sparkly were a similar brown shade to my own hair. 

Her gown was a striking confection of aubergine-colored fabric and glitter, with a wide skirt and sleeves twice the length of her arms. I was so bewildered by the whole thing, I couldn’t help laughing. I’d never wear a dress like that unless I was the only one available to model one of our costumes for a client. How would I get anything done with that much sleeve? 

But my laughter didn’t last long. 

Because then the actor playing me had a musical number. One which quickly grew to include the entire ensemble. 

In tap shoes. 

My neck and back started aching like I’d been carrying heavy boxes around all day. I shifted in my chair, suspecting I was stiff from sitting, but it only got worse.

Why did I hurt so much? 


True love will never win!



The villain belted out the final phrase, arms flung out to either side of herself, as the company’s taps resounded in a final concussion against the stage. 

The rest of the act was a pointed, painful experience. Immediately after the villain’s song, the curtain fell, and in front of it, alone in an isolated spotlight, the Princess sang a lament. Two verses in, she was joined by a truly absurd quantity of maids and cooks and butlers who provided neat harmonies. The villain — “I” — said various ominous and cruel things, sequestering the Prince deeper and deeper within her fortress.

The Prince, frightened and noble and belting for all he was worth, sang his own lament as he soared through the night sky (depicted by graceful ensemble members in cloud costumes) in his bird form.

Though separated, the two lovers sang a duet, their two numbers perfectly weaving in and out of one another as if they’d been designed to. Which of course they had. The plot was nonsense, but that didn’t mean the writing team hadn’t put a lot of hard work into it.

This duet was, in fact, a rather good song... I squinted at my program to find the name of the duet.

“Song of Love Undying.”

Great. 

The Princess, desperate to break the Prince’s curse, conveniently discovered that the gifts from the talking animals in Act One were a magical candle that illuminated the fortress’ traps, a compass that would point the way to the Prince despite any illusion, and a knife that was the sole blade capable of both cutting through the evil magic cursing the Prince and piercing the villain’s heart. 

Eventually, having battled her way through assorted baleful obstacles, the Princess faced... me.

Every evil word coming out of the villain’s mouth seemed directed toward our box, and I imagined the lines reaching around my neck like a noose. 

The audience’s yearning for her defeat was a palpable force. Of course it was. She was awful, and cruel, and committed to stamping out every vestige of love in the world. She knew the Prince was cursed, and planned to take advantage of this to make him marry her.

She’d told us so herself earlier in the act, in a tap number that had permanently skewed my feelings on the shuffle ball change. 

I noticed Cressida watching me, her hands rising as if worried she’d need to hold me back from... what? Throwing myself over the edge in despair? Stomping out of the box and straight to the nearest newspaper to give them my side of the story? 

She shouldn’t have worried. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything but watch. It wasn’t because I was horrified by what I was watching, though I was. It was because of how much the pain had intensified, seeping though my arms and midsection. I vaguely wondered if I was getting sick. 

The audience gasped when the Princess sliced through the Prince’s curse with the enchanted knife. My head pounded, full of an uncomfortably empty, buzzy feeling. 

Until the Princess struck at the villain with the knife. The light effects coalesced in bursts of searingly bright reds and violets around the villain as a knife-sharp pain stabbed through my chest. 

I gasped, falling forward until my upper arms hit the railing at the front of the box. My neck and spine burned as I flailed, trying to make everything stop. It felt like something was trying to drag me out of my seat and send me toppling out of the box and into the audience below. The bar of the railing ground into my shoulder, spiking pain down my arms, and a sensation like claws grabbed at me, pulling in every direction at once. The show was so loud I couldn’t hear myself, but suddenly Demetrius and Cressida were at my sides, pulling me back from the box’s edge. Vibrations of their panicked voices reached me. 

The scene finished, capped off by applause louder than any the show had already gotten that night. Demetrius pulled me back into my seat, his hands firm on my shoulders. Cressida knelt in front of me, her eyes searching frantically. I realized I was sobbing from the pain. 

The finale played out in a distant haze as I tried to collect myself, shrinking into the seat and hoping it would spirit me away from all this. 

“I’m not sad,” I gasped out through stinging tears. “I hurt.”

There was a terrible sensation intermingled with the pain, urging me wordlessly to forget everything in the world but how much I hurt and who was responsible for it...

Other figures were in the box then, but my vision was blurry from tears and I couldn’t focus on their forms. Someone picked me up and we were moving out of the box, back into the lift and down. 

The lobby gleamed with too many mirrors, all showing me myself being carried by Demetrius’s guards. 

Why wouldn’t the hurt stop? What was happening to me? 

Outside, I sucked in lungfuls of night air, grateful for the coolness slightly neutralizing the pain. I’d never been so aware of every individual bone in my body. 

The guards heaved me into Demetrius’s carriage about as gently as one could heave a person, laying me flat on one of the benches. Demetrius and Cressida clustered on the bench opposite. Both bent close to me, murmuring frantic things I couldn’t understand. 

I didn’t realize the carriage was even moving until a clock chimed an emphatic midnight and I realized we’d drawn up in front of the palace. 

It had been midnight in my house when Cressida broke Demetrius’s curse. 

I managed to sit up, but kept my arms wrapped around myself in a desperate attempt to stop the unending sense that my bones were trying to pull away from each another. 

Demetrius was out of the coach before it had stopped moving. “Get a doctor immediately! And Flavia!” 

A uniformed figure ran inside as Demetrius and Cressida took me by either arm to lead me out of the carriage. I hissed at their touch but when they let go I swayed, falling back to catch myself on the outside of the carriage. I let them help me inside. 

My muscles were as tired as if I’d done every dance routine in that musical three times over. 

That musical...

I heard voices through the thickness of my thoughts. 

“What has she eaten or drunk?” one demanded. 

“We all had the same drinks at intermission.” Cressida, sure and composed as ever. “I saw them poured from the same bottles.”

The idea that Cressida could have poisoned my drink when she handed it to me flitted through my mind, but I refused to consider it. That was the kind of melodramatic nonsense the newspapers wanted people to believe about us. But what about the bartender, or someone I hadn’t noticed using magic? Could Adrian have taken my insult much harder than I realized? Was the pain’s cessation a sign that the poison or spell was working through its course?

My thoughts scurried over themselves like wriggling insects. Who would want to do this? I’d signed away any advantage my nullified engagement to Demetrius might have ever given me. I wasn’t... I laughed, a sick sound that scraped my throat. I wasn’t engaged to an enchanted Prince anymore. 

Had someone tried to hurt Demetrius or Cressida and gotten me instead? 

Was this how my part in things ended, as yet another unintended consequence of their love story? 
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Chapter Three
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I didn’t get engaged to Demetrius because I was in love with him. I didn’t even get engaged to him because he was in love with me. We got engaged because it had seemed like the sensible choice. 

Demetrius had wandered into the center of Shalken City one early morning the previous winter, a well-dressed and clueless man in apparent distress. A party of people from Amberhall’s, already up and working to produce the bakery’s famous lavender scones for the day, had approached him, rolling pins ready on the off chance he proved violent. 

He admitted he didn’t know where or who he was, but he did have a sapphire ring he was willing to trade for a place to stay while he got his bearings. 

Helen Amberhall is a successful bakery owner, a good judge of character, and a better judge of jewels. She agreed to let him rent the extra room behind the bakery on the condition he’d be thrown out the moment he caused trouble. 

A few days later, I’d stopped into the warm, wonderfully-scented confines of Amberhall’s to pick up scones on my way to see my best friend, Marian. Her shoe store had recently lost its best client, because the children of the nearby Baroness had broken the dancing curse they’d been under and they no longer needed so many shoes. 

“What are you up to today?” Helen Amberhall asked as she put together my order.

“Trying to cheer Marian a bit.”

Helen grimaced in sympathy. Everyone had seen the Baroness’ functionary constantly visiting Marian’s shop and emerging laden with replacement dancing slippers, until suddenly the visits stopped.

“Then I’ve got a shipment of new costume pieces to get through. Bellona bought a bunch of stock from a theatre trying to clear out its costume shop, but of course she’s left it to me and the clerks to organize.” My cousin Bellona ran our family’s costume business, and did most of the traveling around to deliver and collect costume pieces.

Helen paused before handing me my bag. “You want some help?” 

Before I could answer, Demetrius came down the stairs into the bakery. 

“You mentioned wanting to be useful?” she called to him. 

He looked briefly surprised, then nodded, giving me a polite smile. “Um, yes, please. I’m feeling a bit... at sea, here, what with...” He made a gesture that somehow encompassed his own unheralded arrival and mysterious past. 

“Well, we’ve plenty of hands in the kitchen right now, but sounds like Susan could use help?” 

He agreed, and I gave him the office’s address and a time to show up, glad enough to have extra help sorting through the boxes of headdresses and belts and who knew what else. 

That afternoon, as we grouped costume pieces by time period and condition, and sneezed at the dusty boxes, Demetrius and I discovered we had similar senses of humor. While it was odd talking to someone who knew so little about his own history, he seemed kind and considerate. 

The next time I’d gone to Amberhall’s, I’d started to ask about their new lodger, until I stopped because I didn’t know what I was really asking.

Helen had smiled at me as she packaged my scones. “He seems a good sort, that one.” I’d been relieved.

It wasn’t until later I realized there were eyes on Demetrius and me whenever we spoke, eyes that seemed to have made an assumption about us. It didn’t help that Demetrius’s mysterious arrival was on everyone’s lips. 

Along with the sapphire ring, he’d also had a letter with him. A letter congratulating “Sir Demetrius” on his purchase of a new home, which the writer imagined would be a wonderful fit for Demetrius, his siblings, and their parents. An employee from the letter-writer’s office would await the family party at the new home, though unfortunately the location of this new home wasn’t mentioned, nor was the location the family was moving from. 

Yet repeated readings of the letter still hadn’t returned any of Demetrius’s memories to him. 

Two days after I heard about the letter, the wreck of a carriage was discovered at the edge of the nearby forest, having seemingly suffered a magical failure that reduced it to little more than rubble. The indomitable embers of rumor became a full conflagration. 

There were no bodies in the carriage. According to rumor, this was because the corpses had been dragged off by animals. Unless it had all been engineered by a mysterious wicked magician who’d waylaid the conveyance in a brutal ice spell. Or unless one member of the family had enacted a long-brewing scheme of revenge on the rest of their relatives. Perhaps the “house” of the letter was actually a lair, and Demetrius a mage of terrifying strength who’d sacrificed the carriage’s other occupants in his quest for power!

These were all things earnestly relayed to me by people who I’d once thought were perfectly reasonable. The story took over our part of town. 

We had asked our local representative from the Order of Ensorcellers, Theodore Rorsiek, to have a look at the wreckage, so as to quash speculation and give Demetrius some much-needed information. Theodore had immediately cast a stasis spell on the whole site. “I have an entire city to take care of. Dealing with this is not a high priority. I will get to it when I get to it,” he had insisted, and then marched off in a huff.

Uncertain details aside, Demetrius was no longer just a handsome, friendly stranger in town. He was a handsome, friendly stranger whose wealth almost certainly consisted of more than a single sapphire ring. I swear, for some people the “evil mage” rumor made him that more attractive. 

I didn’t mention any of that when I spent time with him, which had become surprisingly often. He’d gotten into a habit of helping out at Amberhall’s when they needed an extra set of hands, or at the costume business office, though Bellona always seemed suspicious of him without giving me a reason why. One day, I asked if he wanted to use my extra ticket to that afternoon’s matinee of In Love For a Spell, at the Shalken City Effulgent Theatre, which included a few historical costumes Bellona had sourced for them. And then all through that winter we ended up continuing to attend matinees together, and sometimes taking walks together after he helped the bakery through the morning rush. I’d intended to introduce Demetrius to Marian, but lately she’d been out of town a lot, trying to find a buyer for all the custom dance slippers she’d made specifically for the Baroness who now refused to buy them. 

Demetrius confessed to feeling guilty that he couldn’t remember what had happened, or even who had been in the carriage with him. The next afternoon, as we were leaving the theatre, we passed Theodore storming his way toward the train station dragging a barely closed suitcase. I tried to ask him what was wrong, but he just shouted something about “what the Order made him put up with,” then shoved past us.

The Order of Ensorcellers responded tersely to the message I sent via song bird the next day, informing us that a new representative would be sent to Shalken City when one became available and there was no need to make repeated requests. Representatives in neighboring locales would assist with our mage panel needs, but were unable to take on any other work. Work like analyzing the evidence from the carriage wreck. Yes, I asked specifically. 

It was unsure when, if ever, Demetrius would learn what really happened to his family. 

At the same time, my cousin was getting on my nerves. While Bellona had kept me on at the business just like she promised my parents, she loved to cut me out of decisions by claiming I was eventually going to leave Shalken City and disappoint her. Which I’d at first thought was Bellona being Bellona, until I realized she kept inviting Eustace Gruncel over for dinner. 

Eustace Gruncel was the son of the head of the local fabric guild. The moment I’d realized why Bellona kept extolling my strengths to him, I’d glared at her so hard that she’d paused mid-sentence to give me a disapproving look before carrying on. 

After enough separate instances of Eustace conveniently showing up for dinner and the city matchmakers stalking Demetrius in an attempt to figure out his preferences, he and I agreed to get engaged to get everyone off our backs. Let Bellona get her discounts from the fabric guild some other way. 

I wasn’t sure if a romantic relationship was a thing I wanted, or if so with whom, and a discussion with Demetrius revealed he was similarly unsure. But we were comfortable with one another, which seemed to put us ahead of plenty of relationships I’d seen, so we decided we’d be engaged. Whether or not we’d actually get married, we could decide later, but this would get people to leave us alone. 

At the time, it had made sense. 

Demetrius moved into my house, which had been my parents’ house until they’d left the business to Bellona and retired to renovate a formerly cursed vineyard several weeks’ travel away. He and I slept in separate rooms. I barely realized that I never saw him after sunset, and if I did I assumed he’d either gone to sleep or wanted to be somewhere other than where I happened to be. It never occurred to me that he was turning into a bird with every nightfall and roaming the countryside in the sad throes of a curse. 

Said roaming turned out to be the reason Cressida eventually found him. Among the many things that had gone wrong with the curse was the total lack of guidance for her. No helpful talking animals or conveniently appearing paths, no contact from the curse caster. She’d been reduced to traveling everywhere she could and asking about Demetrius, while also trying to conceal who she was actually looking for. News of the Prince of Lorzionne’s curse malfunctioning was not going to have any good consequences. 

A few days before she arrived, Cressida had happened to be walking under a full moon when a bird had passed by. A feather had fallen, and something about the feather had clicked in her mind. She’d tried explaining it to me several times, but always lapsed dreamily into staring at Demetrius. Eventually I’d filed that lack of clarity under the larger category of “things I don’t understand about curses.” 

Before all of this, I’d never thought about curses much. 

I was never drawn to magic when I was younger, certainly not more than I was drawn to the theatrical world linked to my parents’ business, and so had never pursued any studies in it. The closest I’d come was watching what happened to Marian when the orders from the Baroness stopped. Even then, my role was as fellow commiserator and bringer of scones. 

Until Cressida arrived. 

Cressida broke Demetrius’s curse at midnight. It wasn’t even out of a sense for the dramatic. That was simply when she got there. 
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