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Chapter One

 


“This way!” Genevieve cried
out as she and Malaya ran down the hall at full speed, pursued by
their tutor. Malaya might have been a princess, and Genevieve only
a wash girl, but the two seven-year-olds were inseparable friends
and partners in crime. With Malaya’s status, and Genevieve’s
growing knowledge of the castle’s hidden secrets, the two were
unstoppable.

“In here!” Genevieve pushed
a painting aside, revealing a hole in the bricks of the great
hall—a hidden passage.

“When did you find this
one?” Malaya asked excitedly, crawling inside.

“Just yesterday.” Genevieve
pushed the painting back into place behind her, just as the tutor
came running by. She could hear him shouting, and the two girls
giggled.

Their friendship wasn’t exactly a
secret—Genevieve was the only other child Malaya’s age living in
the castle, so their bond had been unavoidable, but the mix of
classes was frowned upon. As a result, the two girls often hid
themselves away, especially during lesson time.

“Come on, this leads up over
the ballroom.”

They climbed the narrow staircase until they
reached the ceiling. There was a hole where the chandelier hung,
and they could look down easily without being seen.

“It’s great because I can
spy on parties,” Genevieve grinned. The girl was a skinny mess of
freckles and brown hair. Scrapes covered her knees and her nose was
smudged with dirt.

“I wish you could come to
the parties,” Malaya said. She had a plump figure and lighter and
tamer hair than her friend.

There was no denying their class
differences, but when they were like this—both dresses covered in
dust and cobwebs, faces flushed with happiness—they felt no
difference.

“Well, whenever you’re down
there, dancing and meeting fancy people, you can glance up at the
ceiling and give me a little wave.”

Their spying was interrupted by an urgent
voice. They looked down to see a squire running across the
ballroom. “Your majesty!” he called.

“It’s dad!” Malaya giggled,
pointing out the king.

“Sire,” the squire sounded
frightened, “there’s a disturbance in the north!”

They watched as the king and squire both
hurried out of the room.

“What’s going on?” Genevieve
wondered.

“My balcony faces north,
let’s go look.”

They both stood and hurried off, eager to be
part of the action.

Outside, it was a beautiful summer day, a
breeze swept over them as the girls stepped out onto the balcony
from Malaya’s bedroom. Down below they could see that the king and
several knights had lined up, fully armored.

In the distance, they could clearly see the
snow-capped mountains of the north. They provided a beautiful view,
but at that moment, they looked ominous and bleak as a large storm
cloud formed over them. The girls could hear the distant rumble of
thunder.

“What’s wrong?” Genevieve
asked. “It’s just a storm.”

“Dad’s afraid of the
Northern Mountain,” Malaya said, “he talks about it a lot with his
advisors, and sometimes he looks at it through his
telescope.”

“Why? What’s out
there?”

Malaya shrugged.

There was a shout from below, and the
knights mounted their horses, riding off towards the storm. The
king watched them go, then returned to the castle.

Genevieve watched as well, curiosity
growing, but her thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the
door.

“Malaya, are you in there?”
the tutor’s voice demanded.

Genevieve didn’t waste any time. She ran to
Malaya’s wardrobe and slipped inside. Behind the rows of clothes
there was yet another passage, which led outside to the stables.
This was Genevieve’s favorite secret, because it allowed her to not
only sneak into Malaya’s room for playtime, but to secretly attend
lessons. Genevieve would sit comfortably amongst the coats and
dresses, listening and following along. She even kept a slate and
chalk in the passage.

Genevieve was used to secrecy. As a baby her
mother, a laundry woman, had kept her hidden until she was five and
old enough to work. Shadowy corners, nooks and crannies, and hidden
passages were in her blood, and Genevieve never felt more
comfortable and in control than when she was safely hidden, able to
spy and sneak.

The tutor entered the room and scolded
Malaya as she sat down to resume the class.

“If you run off again, I
will inform your father and have you locked—”

“Sir,” Malaya interrupted,
“could I ask you a history question?”

Genevieve peeked through the cracked
wardrobe door. The tutor gave Malaya an exasperated look.

“No, really!” Malaya said,
“I want to know about the Northern Mountain. Why did father send
knights there just now?”

Genevieve put her ear to the crack, eager to
know as well.

“It’s more hearsay than
history, but your father takes it seriously, so I suppose an
overview wouldn’t hurt,” the tutor said, “there was a kingdom in
the north, until it was overthrown by a revolution. The royal
family was killed, but there is a rumor that the prince survived
in…an unexpected way…”
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The young prince ran, heart hammering, sweat
rolling in the heat of the flames. The castle was burning, and his
mother’s screams still echoed in his ears.

Run.

Run.

The peasants from the nearby village were
attacking, revolting. They attacked the castle while everyone slept
and started the fire. His mother had pulled him from his bed,
urging him to get out and hide. He didn’t even have time for
shoes.

He snuck through the servants’ halls, trying
to find an exit. In the kitchen, he finally found a door leading
outside, but shouting stopped him from continuing his run. Gasping
for air, the prince looked through the crack of the door.

He saw his parents, the king and queen,
kneeling in the snow, surrounded by rebels. To the young prince,
they looked like monsters, skinny from starvation, covered in
animal fur to protect them from the hard winter that had plagued
their mountain-top kingdom for months.

His parents told him food was in short
supply from the long winter, and there was disease spreading
through the villages. They said the villagers were becoming
restless and angry. He never understood how angry they truly
were.

The people were screaming at his parents,
accusing them of hiding food, living in luxury while they starved.
He saw a broad man march through the snow towards them, carrying an
ax. He reached the king and queen and raised the weapon over his
head.

A hand came down on the prince’s face and
pulled him away from the door. The prince cried out in fear, but
looking up, saw his royal knight standing over him, looking haggard
and holding a bloody sword.

“Mom and dad—”

“Shh,” the knight warned,
“I’m sorry my prince…I’m sorry. I have to get you out of
here.”

He took the prince’s arm and led him back
through the castle, toward the rear gates. Outside a storm was
raging, the blizzard filled the air with snow, making it difficult
to breathe.

There was a shout. Somehow, the villagers
had spotted them.

The prince desperately looked to his guard.
The knight squeezed his shoulder, and the boy felt the fear in his
grip.

“Run my prince, run.” The
knight stepped forward and raised his sword like a throwing knife.
He was the strongest knight they had, and a force to fear against
challengers, but tonight, against the mob, he seemed as helpless as
the prince felt. He heaved his sword with a mighty throw. It
cartwheeled through the air. The blade impaled the chest of an
oncoming villager.

“Run!” The knight ordered.
He charged forward to meet the mob. The prince went the opposite
way, running for the trees where he might be able to
hide.

His hands and feet were numb. The wind was
on his skin like the lashing of a whip. His tears were turning to
ice on his cheeks. The prince realized that even if he was able to
hide, he wouldn’t survive this night.

When he reached the tree line, a figure
stepped out of the shadows, its features hidden by the burning fire
behind them. To the prince, it just seemed another monster.

He felt a sharp pain in his chest as the
figure struck him. The prince placed his hands over the pain, and
brought them back, finding blood. He stumbled away, and the figure
left him.

The prince wandered into the trees, walking
deep into the forest until his legs collapsed beneath him. He hit
the ground, and immediately felt the snow begin to build up over
him, burying him.

Then it felt as if something was there with
him. Some creature inspecting him. Perhaps it was a wolf looking
for a meal, or death coming to lead him away. The prince closed his
eyes, not caring.

Do you wish to live?
a voice asked.

“Yes.”

To take revenge?

“Yes.”

The ice seemed to be inside him, crawling in
through his wound, into his blood, stopping it from flowing out of
his body.

How badly do you want this?

“With all my
heart.”

Then, his heart stopped beating.
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“I’m not sure whether the
next part is true,” the tutor said, “but survivors have sworn it.
They say that the prince rose from the snow like a body out of a
grave. He came out of the woods, skin like ice, his eyes like
frost. They said his wound was open, but no blood flowed from
it.

“He approached the rebels,
and they say that ice flowed from his hands, that the storm raged
where he ordered it. He put out the fire and killed those who
weren’t able to run away. When they came back the next day, they
said they found the frozen bodies of the rebels scattered
throughout the mountain. The castle still stood, but every door and
window was frozen shut, barricaded in ice.

“The winter continued,
lasting through the spring, and even into summer. The villagers
abandoned their homes, leaving the mountain. They say it is never
without snow, and when a storm arrives, it means that the prince
has become angry again. Anyone who tries to approach the castle is
attacked, or meets their end on the frozen tundra.”

Malaya’s mouth had fallen open. Genevieve
gripped her chalk.

“People say the Frozen
Prince is still there, cursed, forced to live in a frozen
hell.”

The chalk snapped in Genevieve’s tightening
grip. The tutor glanced toward the wardrobe. Malaya quickly brought
his attention back to the story.

“Is it true? Is that why
father is so vigilant?”

“I don’t know if the Frozen
Prince is real, but there have been other strange stories since the
incident. There are caravans that go to the castle, but the drivers
have no idea who the supplies are for. They said that a toymaker in
a nearby town disappeared from his shop, and they found it filled
with melting snow. And then, not long after, a witch had been
broken out of jail, they found the bars of her cell frozen and
shattered into ice.”

“Did the Frozen Prince take
them?”

“That’s what the stories
say. Your father keeps a wary eye on the mountain now, that’s why
he sent knights to investigate the storm. I’m not one to indulge in
fantasy, but, well…”

The tutor walked across the room and opened
the curtains. They could see the mountain from the window. The
beautiful summer day was now covered with cloud, and from those
clouds, snow was falling, a thick layer covering the summer
foliage.
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When the lesson was over, the girls took
advantage of the strange weather to play outside. After a vigorous
snowball fight, they both collapsed and made snow angels, staring
up at the sky.

“Do you think the story
about the Frozen Prince is true?” Genevieve asked.

“I hope not, it’s so
scary.”

“What do you think cursed
him?”

“What do you
mean?”

“The tutor said that the
prince had been cursed, well, curses are put on someone by
something else, like an evil witch. So, who cursed the
prince?”

Malaya shuddered, “I don’t want to think
about it. It’s such a sad story, I don’t know what I would do if
something happened to my mom and dad.”

“Yeah.”

“You okay, Gen?”

“Yeah.”

“I have to go inside
now.”

“Can’t you play a little
longer?”

“Sorry, I have to be on time
for dinner. See you tomorrow.” Malaya left, but Genevieve remained,
staring at the sky until tears filled her eyes.

When she finally went inside she retreated
to the laundry, where the day’s laundry waited. She stirred huge
barrels of boiling water full of linen, then pulled the clothes out
and ran them through a laundry press, using all her strength to
turn the mechanism. Finally, she hung everything up to dry. When
she was done, her hair was frizzled from the humidity, her back
hurt from having to stand on a stool to hang the laundry, and her
hands were red and wrinkled. She opened a small window and stuck
her face out, thankful for the cold air. She wiped her tears and
finally called it a night.

In the servants’ quarters, Genevieve brought
her mother a cup of water. Usually they shared the bed, but Hanna
had fallen sick, so Genevieve slept in the laundry, or fell asleep
on the floor, holding her mother’s hand.

“Hi, mom. Do you feel
better?”

“So much better, I’ll be up
in no time,” Hanna said, smothering a cough. She drank the water
and forced a smile.

“I did all the
laundry.”

“You did? Oh, my sweet girl,
thank you. I’m sorry you have to do so much work, but I can’t let
anyone know I’m sick. Might get in trouble.”

Genevieve crawled into bed and rested her
head on Hanna’s lap. Hanna stroked her hair.

“Honey, I think that…it’s
time you met your father.”

“I’m fine, mom. I can take
care of myself. And you.”

“I know you’re strong, but I
might not always be around, and if that happens I want you to find
him.”

A tear escaped Genevieve’s eye, and she held
onto Hanna tightly.

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”
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A few days later, Genevieve stood at her
mother’s grave. A few of the servants had attended the funeral but
were now gone. One tried to get her to come inside and eat, but
Genevieve ignored them.

Genevieve stood there alone until the sun
was completely gone.

“Gen, your father loved me
very much,”
echoes of their last conversation played in
Genevieve’s head. She finally turned away from the grave and headed
back to the castle. “But we were unwed,
and I was young and scared. I want you to find him. He will help
you.”

A party was taking place that night.
Genevieve entered the secret passage that led to the ceiling above
the ballroom, and laid down flat to look through the chandelier
hole to view the festivities. Around the glow of the chandelier she
could see lords and ladies dancing, twirling below her. At the
other end of the room tables were arranged in a horseshoe where
people ate mountains of food.

In the middle of that horseshoe was the
jester.

He juggled flaming torches while the men
roared and laughed. One threw a goblet of wine at him, and the
alcohol caught fire, burning his face and sleeve, but the Jester
never dropped a torch. He threw them in the air, backflipped, and
caught each one, blowing them out as they landed in his palm.
Everyone cheered.

Genevieve waited until the party finally
ended. In the wee hours of morning, before the last drunken lord
stumbled off to bed, only then did she leave the secret passage and
make her way down.

She found the Jester sitting cross-legged on
a table, eating an apple. He removed his hat with a jingle of
bells, and held a wet cloth to his singed face. Genevieve
approached quietly, walking up behind him.

“They don’t take kindly to
beggars you know,” the Jester said, not turning. Genevieve stopped.
“Course, you might not be a beggar at all, might just be this silly
fool, talking to himself. You’re probably just my imagination, and
I know my imagination doesn’t eat sweet rolls, like that one over
there.”

Genevieve noted the pastry sitting
nearby.

“But what do I know?” The
Jester shrugged and finished his apple.

“I’m not a beggar. I work
here.”

The Jester finally turned around, looking at
her for the first time.

“Oh?”

“My mom wanted me to find
you.”

“…and who is your
mom?”

“Hanna.”

The Jester stared at her in some shock for a
moment. He turned and stood up, approaching her.

“How old are
you?”

“Seven.”

The jester stopped in front of her, staring
in disbelief.

“My mom told me to find you
if…” Genevieve stammered, “she said you were my…” she choked,
unable to hold the tears back. The Jester went to his knees and
hugged her tightly. Genevieve returned the hug with vigor, sobbing
into his shoulder.

“It-it’s okay,” he said
uncertainly, “I’m here. I’m here…”

Once Genevieve calmed down, the Jester took
her outside, bringing the sweet roll with them. He showed her a
plank bridge over the moat that the servants had built to sneak out
at night. They sat on the bridge and ate the sweet roll
together.

“You mother used to sneak
out at night to see me. I loved her very much. I didn’t understand
why she broke it off between us, but now I see she was trying to
hide you.”

Genevieve chewed the sweet roll, not
answering.

“I’m sorry for your loss,
Genevieve. If I had known—”

“Will you teach me?”
Genevieve cut him off.

“Teach you what?”

“The trick with the torches
and the dancing.”

“You want to learn to
juggle?”

Genevieve nodded. She tore off three bits of
pastry and tried to juggle them as she had seen the Jester do, but
they easily fell into the water.

“It’s pretty tricky. Start
with something simple first.” The Jester reached into his knapsack
and pulled out two red balls. “Practice with just two first, and
then I’ll show you how to do three.”

Genevieve smiled. The Jester smiled
back.
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They made a routine of meeting each other
whenever they could. Genevieve was busy during the day, washing and
sneaking lessons during Malaya’s tutoring, but despite being
exhausted, she would meet the Jester at night and they would
juggle, do cartwheels, summersaults, anything that the Jester could
teach. Sometimes they would make a campfire and the Jester would
play his lute while Genevieve danced.

When Malaya started taking dance lessons she
would teach the steps to Genevieve and they would practice together
in the grass. Sometimes Genevieve danced in the laundry, twirling a
broom as her partner. She longed to be part of the balls and have a
real dance someday.

The Jester was pleased to hear about her
lessons, and urged her to continue as she got older, insisting that
she would be able to use her education to become a handmaiden or
lady in waiting.

“I don’t want you to be
stuck here washing clothes like your mom,” he insisted, “if I had
known about you, I would have taken you both away from this place.
As your father it’s my job to make sure you get a proper life, and
a good husband.”

Genevieve didn’t mind either way. She had
grown strong from laundry work and acrobatics, and she surpassed
Malaya in lessons. Her hair was thick and long, and her freckles
accentuated her brown eyes. She wasn’t sure what kind of life she
could have, but for the time she was happy to have her father and
her friends.

After they celebrated their eighteenth
birthdays, Malaya was told it was time to find a suitor.

“Oh, Gen! It’s terrible! I
can’t take this!” Malaya threw herself on her bed dramatically.
Genevieve laughed. She had snuck up the secret passage from the
stables so that they could gossip and visit before the daily chores
began.

“Stay calm, little drama
queen-to-be.”

“I’m scared, Gen. The
suitors are coming today. What if they’re all terrible? What if I
don’t like any of them?”
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