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      High Prince Leo of Stella sat down at the large circular table. It was rare for them to eat breakfast in the dining hall of the castle, but the rest of his twelve siblings arrived last night at the behest of his sister, Candace, who had an announcement. Of course, he knew what the announcement would be, they all did, but he played dumb anyway. This would be the first grandchild for his father, and so it warranted a special breakfast.

      Bright yellow lights hung from the ceiling, and the floor glowed white. Light flowed from nearly every surface, as the darkness could be suffocating. Thank the stars for magic. Leo looked around the noisy table. Over the last few years, the number of people around the table had grown. When they were children, there were only twelve of them, plus his father and his father’s wife. Now, couples were starting to emerge. Three of his older siblings were married, and others had steady relationships. At seventeen, Leo had had a relationship or two, but at the moment he was free. Which was a lonely place to be when his favorite sister was about to announce that she was pregnant. Where in the depths were Ari and Sage? They would keep him entertained. But they were always late.

      Candace caught his eye, and he smiled at her. She practically glowed. She wore her deep black hair swept up in a twist. He hadn’t seen her wear it down since she got married.

      He missed having her around. They were the only two siblings who shared the same mother, and that created a special bond between them. But now Candace was a lower queen and had too many responsibilities to come home often.

      A hand thumped him on the shoulder, and his eldest brother, Ari, collapsed into the armchair to Leo’s right. He sat with his leg flung over the armrest, his blue hair hanging in his eyes. To Leo’s left, his sister Sage sat down, flicking her rainbow-colored hair over her shoulder. She had deep purple bloodshot eyes. She yawned and put her head on the table.

      “Late night?” Leo asked.

      Sage nodded into her arms. “Has she announced that she’s been knocked up yet?”

      Ari straightened in his chair and poured himself a glass of juice. “She can’t be knocked up if she’s married.”

      “She’s only been married for a month. My guess is she’s a few months along. That’s knocked up,” Sage said, sitting up and rubbing her forehead. “Remind me to never drink again.”

      Ari laughed. “You say that every time we go out. The last time I reminded you, you punched me.” He turned his attention to Leo. “How come you didn’t come out with us last night? I sent you a few messages.”

      “I turned off my disc. I wanted to spend some time with Candace. She won’t be here long.”

      “Right,” said Sage. “You just don’t like to party. Maybe you should go live in Sol.”

      Leo snorted into his glass of orange juice. “If I have to live in Sol, you two are coming with me.”

      “They’d kick us out so fast. Ugh, what did I do to my hair?” Sage asked, examining the multi-colored locks. She squeezed her eyes shut, and it returned to the brilliant violet she usually rocked. She dug into her pocket, took out a small bottle, and downed it.

      Before Leo could ask what it was, Candace stood, and the whole table fell silent, except for Sage, who was giggling. Candace glared at Sage, and Leo squeezed her knee. She covered her mouth and tried to stifle the giggles. The small bottle clinked next to her plate, and he picked it up. The label said “Giggle.”

      “That’s not nice,” Leo hissed at her. “Taking this potion right now. You’re going to ruin the announcement.” As the tenth child, Sage got away with more than the rest of them, but sometimes she took things too far. This wasn’t fair to Candace.

      “Sorry.” She giggled. “I thought it was Sober. My head is killing me. For what it’s worth, the giggling isn’t helping.”

      Candace cleared her throat as the door creaked opened. Every head in the room turned.

      An old woman hobbled in. She was large with a pale weather-beaten face, and she wore a bulging tattered coat. An earthy odor emanated from her. She crept slowly to the table and then plucked an apple from a bowl. She took a bite and spit it out, revealing gray teeth.

      “Blech, those taste much better in Sol. I need to remember to eat before I come next time.” She looked around the table. Her blue eyes pierced Leo’s, and he shivered.

      The entire table sat in shocked silence. No one moved. Leo had heard the stories about the Old Mother who gave horrible prophecies that required someone to make a great sacrifice. He didn’t know anyone who had actually met her. He assumed the rumors were simply scary stories kids told each other.

      The old woman cackled and pointed to Candace. Leo’s stomach clenched. Not now. Not her. He pushed his chair back, ready to help Candace if she needed it. He crept around the table and made his way toward her.

      “A prophecy I have for you. The vipers grow restless. They long for the blood you deny, and they are changing. If the kingdoms of Stella and Sol are not joined by that child’s first birthday, then he will die,” said the Old Mother.

      She stared at each of them in turn, making eye contact. “And he will not be the last. The union must be strong. You must prove to the earth that Stella and Sol will be forever joined, or the vipers will eat you all.”

      With a poof and a cloud of dust, she disappeared from their midst. Not a sound was heard in the room except Sage’s giggling.
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      Screams filled the little house in the middle of the slave village. Zwaantie pushed her white blonde hair out of her eyes and held Mrs. Bakker’s hand, making exaggerated breathing motions in the hopes that maybe Mrs. Bakker would copy her and make the birth easier.

      Instead, Mrs. Bakker let out another ear-piercing scream and crushed Zwaantie’s fingers. Zwaantie’s slave, Luna, wiped a white cloth on Mrs. Bakker’s forehead. The room was stifling with the wood stove burning. Wilma, the midwife, said it helped the mothers, but Zwaantie thought it just made them hot and irritable. Mrs. Bakker opened her bright blue eyes and stared at Zwaantie.

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” Mrs. Bakker said in between breaths. Zwaantie sighed. She supposed being addressed like that would be the story of her life, as it had for all of her sixteen years, even if she was just trying to do her job.

      “Please, call me Zwaantie.”

      Don’t ask for such disrespectful things. No one should call you anything but Your Highness.

      Zwaantie nearly rolled her eyes at the Voice, but then she’d get another reprimand. The Voice was always scolding her and everyone else for silly things they said or did. Thank Sol it could not read thoughts. It was a constant chatter in everyone’s heads, reminding them of the rules. Solites learned at a young age to tune out all but the most forceful of the words, or they’d never be able to think.

      Zwaantie’s mother often reminded her that she should be grateful for the Voice, or else their kingdom would be in chaos all the time. God spoke to them through the Voice so they would always know the right thing to do.

      Mrs. Bakker struggled to speak. “Of course, Princess Zwaantie.”

      Solites believed in hard work, and so even as the crown princess, she was not allowed to sit around and be pampered. If she became queen, she wouldn’t be able to perform her midwife duties as often since she’d have to attend to the affairs of the kingdom. She hoped that by some miraculous surprise, she wouldn’t have to take the throne, because what Zwaantie wanted most in the world was to be normal.

      It was unusual for a member of the royal family to pick such a job since it was so demanding. Her younger brother, Raaf, had chosen to learn how to cook. Her father was a master archer, and Mother was a seamstress. Mother had hesitated when Zwaantie declared she wanted to work with the midwife. But after Zwaantie batted her baby blues, Mother gave in. Zwaantie abhorred royal things, so she chose a job that got her as far from the castle as possible. If Mother had refused, her second choice would have been farming.

      For the most part Zwaantie loved her job, except she hated wearing the brown dress. All her dresses covered her body from neck to foot, but the brown dresses always seemed more suffocating. They were tighter in the chest and arms so loose fabric didn’t interfere with any medical procedures.

      “One more big push. You can do this.” Wilma gave Mrs. Bakker a wide toothy smile, but it didn’t do any good. Mrs. Bakker bore down, her face twisted in pain. She let out another scream and then collapsed. Zwaantie dropped her hand and rushed to see the baby, her favorite part. She left Luna to attend to Mrs. Bakker.

      Wilma sat on a low stool and cleaned out the mouth of the tiny boy with inch wide gold bands tight on his wrists and ankles. Those bands marked him as a slave and would grow with him. Wilma rubbed his back, but he let out no cry, his body a deep purple.

      “Quick, grab the bottle of Breathe.”

      Zwaantie spun around to the wood table and dug into Wilma’s leather bag, her chest tightening. The Voice blabbered about the immorality of potions, but she ignored it. In the four years she’d been working with Wilma, she’d never seen a baby or mother die, but they did sometimes. She tossed aside Nopain and Bloodstop and finally found Breathe.

      Abomination, the Voice said forcefully. Although the Voice abhorred magic, it wouldn’t stop her from using the potions. She tuned out its chattering even though it’d gotten loud, unstopped the bottle, and handed it to Wilma, who tipped the contents into the baby’s mouth. As soon as the liquid hit his throat, he sucked in a deep breath and let out a cry.

      The knot in Zwaantie’s chest loosened. They were out of the woods. She collapsed against the table, relief flooding her body. Wilma wiped the baby down, wrapped him in white cloth, and handed him to his mother, who took him with shaking arms.

      As Mrs. Bakker nursed her baby, Wilma observed the girls cleaning up. Zwaantie had become fast friends with Wilma when she started her training. Zwaantie wasn’t sure how old Wilma was—probably older than her grandmother, but Wilma had an answer for every question Zwaantie ever asked. She loved that because Mother often used the dreaded phrase: “Because I said so.” Plus, Wilma never treated her like a princess, and yelled at both her and Luna equally. Working with Wilma was the only time that Zwaantie felt like a normal person.

      Zwaantie was still learning, and she found the work incredibly rewarding. She’d never delivered a baby without Wilma present, but she felt she was ready. She was about to tell Wilma as such, but a knock came from the door. Luna rushed to answer it. The rusty hinges squeaked as she cracked it open.

      “Come in,” she said, stepping back and opening the door. Luna had a wide smile on her face that told Zwaantie only one person could be on the other side.

      Sure enough, Pieter ducked as he stepped into the doorway, his sandy blonde head nearly grazing the ceiling of the tiny home.

      “The king has called for you,” he said with a nod to Zwaantie.

      “Tell him I’m working.”

      You will go to your father. That is non-negotiable.

      Zwaantie sighed. They were always summoning her for dumb things, like what color they should use to decorate the grand hall or what to feed the lower kings and queens. Quite frankly, Zwaantie didn’t care. But the Voice would keep talking until she did what he commanded. She thought about arguing, but then she’d have to open her mouth. Zwaantie often spoke aloud to the Voice, but she only did that when no one else was around because she thought it looked weird when people walked down the street talking to themselves. Everyone knew they were arguing with the Voice, but Zwaantie didn’t want people to see her doing it.

      “Pieter, wait. Luna and I will come. Wilma, will you be okay?”

      Wilma gave her a knowing grin. “Yes. I’m going to stay here tonight and make sure there are no other complications. Tell your mother we need more medicine. That was my last bottle of Breathe.”

      “I will, but I don’t think there is a whole lot she can do.”

      “The mage wagon should’ve been here weeks ago.” Wilma wrung her hands together. They relied on those potions and had no way to produce them on their own, and it wasn’t like they could go over to Stella and get them. Potions were the only kind of magic allowed in Sol, though the Voice still discouraged it.

      “I’ll see if she can have a guard wait by the crossing, intercept a carriage, and send a message that we need medicines.” It was the most she could do. Someday she would be queen, and she used to think that meant she’d be able to change things in her kingdom, but the more she learned, the more she realized that there was so much out of her control. She didn’t want that job or the responsibility.

      Pieter held the door as Zwaantie and Luna walked out into the cool morning. Zwaantie flipped up her hood so that no one would recognize her. Their shoes clip-clopped along the cobblestones, breaking the silence. Tiny houses with thatched roofs lined the road, packed tight next to one another. Slaves went to work as soon as the day broke, so even by mid-morning, there were hardly any people around, save a few guards who watched from the shadows. Pieter stayed close to Luna, and Zwaantie saw them brush hands a few times.

      “You know, you are allowed to hold hands,” Zwaantie said.

      A deep blush formed on Luna’s face as Pieter intertwined his fingers with hers. Zwaantie let out a sigh and dropped back a few steps. They were adorable. Luna’s caramel skin stood out against Pieter’s pale skin, but they seemed to fit so well together. The bands on both of their wrists flashed in the sunlight. All slaves had four bands. One on each wrist and ankle. By the time they were fully grown, the bands were about three inches wide and fit snug against their skin. They never came off.

      When they were ten, Zwaantie asked Luna if the bands hurt. Luna replied that she barely felt them, but she didn’t like the way people looked at her because of them. Being a slave was a stigma Zwaantie wouldn’t want.

      Though, in some ways, she envied Luna. Pieter had been Luna’s choice. No one had told her who she had to marry.

      Zwaantie had a choice as well, but her pool was smaller. As heir to the throne of Sol, she’d have to marry a lower prince. The problem was she didn’t like any of them. There were only four, well five. But the prince from Zonnes didn’t count because he was only four years old. Zwaantie was glad he was the only one who lived in the capital city, or she’d have obnoxious princes at her door every day. As it was, she still had to see the other four lower princes once a month. The lower kingdoms of Ghrain, Sonnenschein, Haul, and Slonce were each at least a day’s carriage ride from Zonnes, where Zwaantie lived in the high castle.

      The princes were yet another reason to not become queen. Every day she found another one, but most centered around the fact that she wasn’t a leader. Not by a long shot. She did what others told her. Except for the Voice. She disobeyed it as often as she could get away with because she was so tired of its incessant chattering and never ending lectures, but she didn’t think that was a sign of leadership.

      Thankfully her mother hadn’t brought up the dreaded “m” word yet. Zwaantie had until her brother took his position as Grand Chancellor. Because Mother said that when Raaf returned, she would have to prepare to take the throne. Which, roughly translated, meant getting married. As much as she missed Raaf, she hoped he had to train for a long time.

      Four years ago, the grand chancellor had declared that his time was at an end, and Father chose Raaf to replace him. Raaf was only eleven at the time, but Zwaantie knew he was glad to get the position. Next to the king and queen, the grand chancellor held the most power. He spoke to the Voice on behalf of the people and controlled the guards.

      She should’ve told her mother and father she didn’t want to be queen when they chose Raaf to be grand chancellor. Maybe if she’d spoken up then, Raaf would be preparing to become king instead.

      Who knew how long it took to train the grand chancellor. At least ten years. Maybe even longer. Was anyone ever ready to face God?

      A hooded man pushed past Zwaantie and grabbed Luna’s wrist. Pieter shoved him away, and Zwaantie rushed to her side.

      “How dare you touch my slave.” Zwaantie glowered at the man. She caught sight of his dark face and took a step back. He was from Stella.

      “You don’t belong here,” the man growled at Luna. “Certainly not with those slave bands. Come with me. I will bring you home.”

      Zwaantie stepped in between them. “Let her go.”

      The man shoved her, and she nearly lost her balance. “This is none of your business.”

      Zwaantie stalked to him and lowered her hood. Two guards came running as she knew they would when they recognized her. She hated being reminded that without her royal title she was nothing. She couldn’t even protect her friends without using her status. She was pathetic.

      “Is there a problem, Your Highness?” one guard asked, glaring at the man. The other guard pushed the man against the wall of the nearest house. “Filthy Stellan, what are you doing in our land?”

      Zwaantie needed to play this carefully. She didn’t like the way the man talked to Luna, but this was the first Stellan she’d seen in weeks, and they needed medicine. Curse the stars. She should’ve stayed hooded. She could’ve talked to the man without having him fear her. Now she was steps away from getting him arrested. She never thought before she acted.

      “No, no problem. I apologize if I alarmed you,” Zwaantie said.

      The guard released the man, and he shook out his arms, his black eyes trained on the guards.

      “I could have you arrested,” Zwaantie said. “But I won’t. We are nearly out of medicine. Please return to your kingdom and let the traders know we will pay handsomely for any they bring.”

      The man narrowed his eyes at her. “What’s in it for me?”

      Zwaantie bristled. Stellans never did anything unless they got something in return. Everything about them was barbaric and uncultured. That was what happened when there was no Voice. If this man had been a Solite, he’d have jumped to help Zwaantie.

      “One month of merchant food.” Stellans never took anything for payment except food.

      “Two.”

      Zwaantie rolled her eyes. “Fine, two. Hurry, please.”

      She addressed the guards in full princess mode. “Would you please make sure this man is given two months’ worth of merchant food and is escorted to the border?”

      “Of course, Your Highness.”

      Zwaantie waited until the man was out of sight before they continued on their walk. She let out a breath and replaced her hood. She’d think twice before she showed her face next time. Crime was rare in Sol, and Zwaantie had never had to use guards before.

      Pieter held tightly to Luna’s hand. The words the man spoke bothered Zwaantie. Luna had been with her for so long that she often forgot Luna didn’t belong in Sol. She was from Stella.

      “You don’t want to go back, do you?” Zwaantie asked, scared that maybe her best friend and slave was unhappy here.

      Luna gave her a smile. “No, of course not. I barely remember Stella.”

      “How could he have gotten you through the wall anyway? The Voice wouldn’t let you go,” Pieter said.

      Solites were forbidden to cross the border, and once Luna’s mother signed the slave contract, Luna became a Solite, at the age of four.

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. This is my home. I have no desire to return to the dark.” She clung to Pieter and looped her other arm through Zwaantie’s. “Besides, I wouldn’t have you two there.”

      As they exited the tiny village, the castle came into view, winking in the sunlight. Its spires reached high into the sky. It was the grandest building in Sol. A smaller castle sat off to the side for the lower king and queen of Zonnes. A handful of fields with an occasional farmhouse separated the slave village from the castle. Merchant homes were on the other side of the castle.

      They strolled along the road in the middle of the fields, watching the animals graze. Zwaantie loved the farms, in spite of the smell. They were the lifeblood of their kingdom. Maybe in another life, she could’ve been a farmer’s wife. She’d like that. It was simple and rewarding.

      Just before Zwaantie entered the door of the castle, she closed her eyes and turned her face to the sun, letting it warm her face. Thank Sol she’d been born here, where it never got dark, instead of Stella, where the sun never shone.
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      They hiked up the long winding stairs to the king’s chambers. Pieter pushed the door open, but there was no one there. Luna’s mother, Ariel, came running down the hall, her shoes clattering on the floor.

      Ariel stopped short in front of them, breathing hard, and she put her hand on the hard stone surface of the wall to balance herself. “What took you so long? Everyone has already gone outside.”

      “Why?” Zwaantie asked, confused.

      Ariel clapped her hands together. “Your brother is returning. Come, they should be here soon.”

      Luna’s face broke out into a wide smile, but Zwaantie’s stomach fell. Her brother was coming home. His training was over, and that could only mean one thing for Zwaantie. Marriage.

      They followed Ariel down the long hall. Zwaantie dawdled on purpose. She wasn’t ready for this. She paid close attention to the portraits that hung on the walls. Normally she raced by them, but today she noticed how the children always smiled but the kings and queens did not. They bore the weight of the kingdom on their shoulders. The last portrait was of her grandparents and her father as a child. Zwaantie had never seen him smile like that. She barely knew him. Mother spent time with her and Raaf, but Father always was too busy. She didn’t want to do that to her own children. Ariel held the door open and waved to Zwaantie.

      “Quickly, child, they’ll be here soon.”

      Luna and Pieter stood directly behind Ariel, waiting for Zwaantie. She sighed, gathered her skirt so as not to catch it on the door, and stepped out into the sunlight.

      She blinked against the bright light. Her eyes adjusted, and she stared out over fields and villages in the distance. Soon this would all be hers.

      Zwaantie’s mother and father stood near the top of the outer stairs, holding hands. Zwaantie was a spitting image of her mother, with the same blue-green eyes, long blonde hair, and heart-shaped face. Father was tall and broad, with graying hair and a perpetual scowl. Zwaantie took her place next to her mother. Their slaves stood a few steps behind them. Mother nodded to Zwaantie, a small smile playing on her lips. Zwaantie supposed she was excited as her only son was coming home. A son she hadn’t seen in four years.

      Zwaantie bounced on her toes, the nerves finally getting to her. She hadn’t seen her brother in so long. Would they still be friends? His letters had gotten sparse in the last year or so.

      “Would you be still? You’re acting like a child.” Mother gave Zwaantie a disapproving glare. Zwaantie stilled. Otherwise, the Voice would tell her off, but she was having trouble not fidgeting.

      Zwaantie didn’t understand how Mother could be so calm. They hadn’t seen Raaf in four years. He’d sent letters of course, but beyond that, she’d had no contact with him. She missed him like crazy. He was her best friend. Had he changed much, or was he still her Raaf?

      Her dread at his return dissipated a bit. Raaf was coming home. She couldn’t wait to hear about his training, and she could tell him about her work with Wilma. Plus, she had to fill him in on all the princesses. If she had to get married, then so did he. She wanted him to marry Princess Cornelia from Haul. She was loads better than Princess Luus here in Zonnes.

      The sound of horses clip-clopping on the drive came just before the carriage rounded the corner. Four white horses pulled the bright yellow carriage, and Zwaantie squealed.

      Hush. Behave like a princess.

      Zwaantie sobered. Stupid Voice. She had to listen to it. She had no choice, but it was a real killjoy sometimes.

      Okay, all the time.

      Zwaantie folded her hands in front of her like she was trained and stood with her head tall and an impassive expression on her face. But the Voice couldn’t stop the racing of her heart. Luna brushed at something on Zwaantie’s shoulder and smoothed her hair. Zwaantie figured she was having trouble staying still as well.

      The carriage came to a stop, and Zwaantie had to restrain herself from running down and ripping the door open. She waited impatiently for the footslave to open the door.

      Raaf came out first. He’d grown about a foot, and he’d cut his hair. He used to wear it long, because Mother loved the rich red color. But now it sat just below his ears. His face was stony, which was unusual. When they were kids, the smile never left his face.

      “Mother, may I go greet him?”

      Mother nodded. Zwaantie took slow steps so not to appear too eager, but she was sure the huge grin on her face would give her away. Luna kept herself so close that if Zwaantie were to misstep, Luna would bump into her.

      Raaf moved away from the carriage.

      Zwaantie beamed at him. “Welcome back.”

      “Thank you. Have you been well?” His voice had dropped at least three octaves. He no longer sounded like her Raaf. She bounced in front of him, itching to give him a hug, but knowing that would be inappropriate.

      “I’ve missed you. We need to catch up tonight. I want to hear about your training.” She spoke louder than normal and way too fast. But she couldn’t help herself. Raaf was home.

      He frowned. “I can’t tell you anything. I’m sorry.”

      Another figure emerged from the carriage, and Luna lost her composure.

      “Phoenix,” she squealed and threw herself at him, nearly knocking her brother over. They were from Stella and much more affectionate. Zwaantie didn’t even hug her own mother and was sure the Voice was chastising them, but they didn’t seem all that bothered. Phoenix held her tight, and Zwaantie studied him.

      When they were children, the four of them were inseparable. They played in the woods on the castle grounds together as if they were all siblings. The only difference was the bright gold bands Phoenix and Luna had on their wrists and ankles that marked them as slaves. That and their deep caramel-colored skin.

      Zwaantie never realized what that meant until she was older. There were hundreds of slaves in the castle. Almost all of them were pale Solites. Stellans were rare in Sol, and most were traders who hurried back to Stella the first chance they got. As far as Zwaantie knew, Luna and her family were the only Stellan slaves in Sol.

      The year Zwaantie turned twelve, Raaf went off to train in some secret location in the middle of the mountains, and Phoenix went as his personal slave. It was natural for Luna to become Zwaantie’s slave. She and Luna were like sisters, and she was sure Raaf and Phoenix had a similar relationship even though Phoenix was a few years older. Zwaantie didn’t see how they couldn’t, being trapped in the middle of nowhere with no company except stuffy old chancellors and a few guards.

      Unlike Raaf, Phoenix had a huge grin on his face that would charm the stockings off most girls.

      He’d changed as well. His black hair had grown and fell in loose curls to his shoulders. His face was no longer pointy and sharp, but had matured into a strong jaw.

      He let go of Luna and bowed to Zwaantie, and she couldn’t help but notice his wide shoulders and the muscles that moved under his gray linen shirt.

      His dark eyes sparkled. “Princess, it is good to see you.”

      Zwaantie’s chest tingled as she appraised him. She was expecting children to return, but instead they became men. Extremely good looking, in Phoenix’s case.

      Phoenix had always been exotic, but she’d never thought of him much different from her brother. She had no business thinking of him now. He was Luna’s brother and a slave.

      But with his deep piercing eyes, full lips, and caramel colored skin, he was stunning.

      Luna beamed at him. “I can’t believe you came back. Just in time too.”

      His eyes danced as he looked down at her. “Just in time for what?”

      She pouted and swatted him. “You got my letters. Don’t play dumb.”

      “Well, my baby sister isn’t getting married until I approve, and I have less than twenty-four hours to give you my blessing. Where is this Pieter you’ve been going on about?”

      “Standing behind the king. You’ll have to wait until tonight to talk to him, but I’m sure you’ll love him.”

      Phoenix glanced at Mother and Father. “He’s awfully tall.”

      “So?” Luna asked with a frown.

      “Nothing. Just an observation.”

      Raaf still hadn’t said much. Zwaantie looked at him cautiously. She was jealous of the easiness of Luna and Phoenix. Even if she and Raaf had never been affectionate, they had been extremely close, but now Raaf seemed uncomfortable. Slaves bustled about hauling trunks off the carriage. The horses snorted and stomped their feet.

      “Would you like to have tea in my rooms and catch up?” Zwaantie asked him.

      He shook his head. “No, we have work to do. Tomorrow I become grand chancellor. Come, Phoenix.”

      Phoenix gave Luna a sad smile and followed Raaf up the stairs. Raaf stopped for just moment and greeted Mother and Father, but then he swept into the castle.

      Luna looped her arm through Zwaantie’s and laid her head on Zwaantie’s shoulder. “I can’t believe they’re back. I’m so happy.”

      Zwaantie kept her eyes on Mother and Father. They had their faces close together and appeared to be discussing something in earnest, but were smiling.

      A sinking feeling fell in Zwaantie’s stomach. She wasn’t happy. Not at all. Raaf was no longer himself. This was what happened when people grew up. Mother would start asking when Zwaantie was ready to take her crown. One that she could only take on in marriage.

      Mother glanced up and glared at them, and Luna moved away from Zwaantie.

      “Sorry,” Luna whispered. She shouldn’t have had her head on Zwaantie’s shoulder.

      Mother spun around and clomped into the castle. Zwaantie waited until she was out of sight. There was nothing wrong with Luna having her head on Zwaantie’s shoulder, but Mother thought it was inappropriate. She wondered how long it would be before the Voice would start yelling at them for that too. It seemed like anytime Mother thought something was wrong, the Voice suddenly did as well.

      “It’s okay. Let’s go inside and see what we can find to do with ourselves,” Zwaantie said.
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      Zwaantie was having trouble mustering up excitement. Two of her favorite people were hitting huge milestones, and she should be thrilled for them. In some ways she was. But in other ways, she felt like they were moving on without her. Plus, they were both getting what they wanted. Zwaantie never would. Because what she wanted was to not be royal.

      She woke up late, which was normal. Her curtains were still shut, blocking out the bright light. She’d given Luna the morning off. Usually by the time she got out of bed, Luna had her room tidied and a bath drawn.

      She sat up and stretched. Zwaantie liked her room, decorated like the summer sky. Her quilt was bright yellow, and her bed had sky blue hangings. Soft green rugs adorned her floor.

      She slipped on her morning shoes and padded her way across to her closet where she fingered the dresses, trying to find one she could put on herself. They were all styled the same. Solid colors with long, flowing sleeves. Sometimes they were shaped to fit the body, but they mostly felt like giant tents. The loose dresses were easier to put on than the fitted ones, especially with the slip and petticoat underneath. The fitted dresses had far too many strings for Zwaantie to do them on her own. She wasn’t used to doing this by herself, but she wasn’t about to let Luna work on her wedding day. The door flung open, and Luna burst in, breathing heavily.

      “I’m so sorry, Your Highness. I know what a big day this is for you.”

      Zwaantie put her hands on her hips and frowned. “I told you not to come. It’s your wedding day.”

      That is not your place to tell her.

      Luna gave her a sad smile and closed the door. “Sit down. I’ll find your dress. I know you told me not to come in, but the Voice forbids it. We don’t get days off.”

      “But you’re getting married. The Voice needs to get a life.”

      Watch your words.

      Zwaantie rolled her eyes.

      And your actions.

      The Voice was obnoxious. Always bossing her around. And everyone else too, but she was only annoyed when it bossed her. And her slave. It wasn’t fair to Luna. She should be able to relax and prepare for her own wedding.

      Zwaantie sat and watched Luna flip through the rainbow of dresses. “Find one that will match your colors at your wedding.”

      “You’re still coming?” Luna furrowed her brow.

      “I wouldn’t miss it. You’re my best friend.” Plus, this was the one opportunity she had to grant her best friend a gift. If it were up to her, Luna would live in the castle with Zwaantie, like a princess, but like she was so rudely reminded, the Voice wouldn’t allow slaves to live like that. But anytime a member of the royal family attended a wedding, a gift was given. The bride and groom could ask for anything under the royal member’s jurisdiction. Kings and queens rarely attended weddings because the risk of the couple asking for something too big was there. But princes and princesses didn’t have as much to lose.

      “What about Raaf?” Luna asked.

      “His ceremony should be long over by this afternoon. I’ll make sure Phoenix can come too. I’d try for Ariel, but you know how my mother is. She’ll never let her go. Now what color will best match your wedding?”

      “You mean, the gray I’m wearing?”

      Zwaantie scowled. She’d told Luna to pick out one of her old dresses weeks ago.

      “You’re not getting married in gray.” Luna was pretty good at following Zwaantie’s instructions. She had to be. If not, the Voice would give her a thorough telling off.

      Luna lowered her eyes. “I tried, Your Highness. I did. But every time I went to put on one to see how it would look, the Voice intervened.”

      “What did it say? Don’t steal the princess’s dresses? It must have heard me tell you to take it.”

      “No, it didn’t say anything about stealing. It told me that I was not allowed to wear anything but gray. Colors are above me.”

      Zwaantie clenched her fists. When she was queen, she’d have words with Raaf about what was and what wasn’t allowed. Especially with the slaves. A day off now and then and the ability to choose their own clothes should be allowed. After Raaf became grand chancellor, he would be the only one who could influence the Voice. Though Zwaantie had no idea if the Voice would listen to him or not.

      “Fine. But you will take my ribbons for your hair and pick a few flowers out of the queen’s garden. That’s an order. You tell the Voice you’ll be disobeying me if you don’t.”

      You cannot tell her to disobey the Voice. Ribbons and flowers are fine, though.

      Luna gave a small smile and nodded. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      Luna pulled out a purple dress. “This will look striking at the ceremony this morning.”

      “I think you’re right. Purple is very royal, isn’t it?”

      Luna helped Zwaantie into the dress, did up the laces in the back, and then brushed out Zwaantie’s long blonde hair.

      “Are you nervous?” Zwaantie asked. She couldn’t imagine what it was like to be getting married, though soon she’d be marrying too. There was absolutely no one she wanted to marry. Her mind strayed to the way Phoenix’s face lit up when he saw Luna. She could handle waking up to a smile like that. He was a slave though, and marriage to him would be forbidden.

      “A little. But mostly I’m happy. Pieter is going to make a good husband.”

      Zwaantie shuddered. “Seventeen seems too young to get married.”

      Luna tugged at Zwaantie’s hair and gave her a grin in the mirror. “I’m only a year older than you. Careful, I’ll bet the queen will be looking for your husband soon.”

      Zwaantie shook her head violently, and her braid went flying. “I told Mother that I wasn’t ready last month when she tried to sit me next to one of the lower princes at dinner.” Now that Raaf was home, Mother would be even more insufferable. Zwaantie was too young. She had to find a way to stall her mother.

      “Your mother was married at fifteen. She probably thinks you’re long overdue.”

      “She was deeply in love.” Zwaantie hoped her mother would let her marry for love. Mother had been a merchant’s daughter. Father was the high prince and fell in love with her on sight. The problem was that she wasn’t ready to start the search now.

      “I hope so. For your sake. Love is pretty amazing.” Luna’s eyes got that dreamy look she had every time she talked about Pieter. Zwaantie wanted that. She wouldn’t settle for anything less, and she certainly didn’t want to think about it for at least another two years. Maybe even longer. Mother and Father could still rule for a few years. Surely she didn’t literally mean as soon as Raaf returned. Maybe she could talk her mother into letting her wait.

      Luna fixed the braid, and Zwaantie spun around. “Okay, you’ve done your duties with me today. You don’t need to do anything else. Go home and get ready for your wedding. I’ll see you just after noon.”

      Luna nodded. “You don’t have to come. Really.”

      “Of course I do. You’re my best friend.”

      Luna gripped her hands. “Thank you.”

      Luna slipped on her shoes and clip-clopped out the door. Another slave appeared in Zwaantie’s doorway only seconds later.

      “You’re needed in the great hall, Your Highness.”

      Zwaantie hurried out of the room. Her steps were loud, but then so were all the rest of those bustling about. Zwaantie saw people from all the lower kingdoms. The lower prince of Haul chatted with Princess Luus. Good, maybe he’d marry her, and he’d be off the table. She glanced around for Princess Cornelia to reintroduce her to Raaf, but couldn’t find her.

      Apparently, a new chancellor was a big deal. Though, Zwaantie thought, this was dumb. Everyone knew the Grand Chancellor had no real power. He was a face; that was all. Someone who let people think they actually had a choice. Someone to advocate for them with the Voice. But the Voice did whatever it wanted anyway.

      The Voice did more than just scold. For small indiscretions, it would shame, and for larger ones, it would create physical pain. Most times the pain went away on its own. Bad things still happened on occasion because the Voice had no warning that the person was going to steal or lie. They would confess to their local chancellor when the pain got bad enough, and he gave their name to the grand chancellor, who would plead for the poor soul’s sanity with the Voice. Sometimes the Voice listened, and sometimes it did not. Zwaantie had never done anything bad enough to have to confess. Which was good because now she’d have to confess to her brother. She didn’t want him knowing the things she’d done. Though she had thought about doing bad things from time to time.

      Zwaantie entered the grand hall from the back of the room. Sunlight streamed through the glass on the ceiling. Large white banners with the symbol of the sun hung from rafters. Zwaantie wove her way through the throng of people to the front. Most didn’t even notice her, thank the stars. Because if they did, she’d have to make awkward conversation and submit to their fake bows and suck ups.

      She climbed the stairs to the thrones. Mother and Father were already seated. She gave a quick curtsey to both and then took her seat in the smaller throne next to Mother.

      “There are a lot of people,” Zwaantie said.

      “A new grand chancellor is an exciting time. We’re so proud of your brother. He’s really stepping into his role. You could learn a thing or two from him.”

      Zwaantie rolled her eyes.

      Stop that.

      Now that Raaf was back, Zwaantie would have to endure the constant comparisons. She was quite aware that her parents wished Raaf had been born first. Then he could be king. Which meant she would’ve been free to do what she wanted since chancellors were all men. Her life would’ve been easier. There would’ve been no expectations.

      “Yes, Raaf will do an excellent job. Where is he anyway?” He’d barely said a word to her since he arrived home yesterday. He was at dinner, but spent most of the time talking to Mother and Father about boring politics.

      “A few last-minute ceremonies. What they do out here is simply for show. The real act of passing on the chancellor’s staff is done in private.”

      “Well, maybe the Old Mother will come and spice things up.”

      Mother gasped, and Father shook his head at her.

      Do not speak of such things.

      Zwaantie gave them a cheeky grin. She made the same comment every time there was a ceremony of sorts. The Old Mother was a legend who everyone feared. Zwaantie had never met her or even met someone who had, but the legend was that she would show up at grand events and make a terrifying prophecy that could only be avoided if someone made a great sacrifice. Luna told her they had the Old Mother legends in Stella as well. Zwaantie supposed that was why she was so fascinated with the stories. They crossed the borders.

      A hand came down on her shoulder. “Nice color, Zwaantie.”

      Zwaantie smiled at her brother. He was handsome with his own purple robes. His face had relaxed. Maybe he had just been nervous about today and would turn back into her Raaf after this.

      She looked to Phoenix and gave him a small smile. He returned it, and her heart fluttered. She let out a breath. His smile was going to be the end of her. She focused on Raaf.

      “You ready?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I hope so. This is just a formality.”

      He moved past her, his stony face back, bowed to his parents, and took his seat. Phoenix stood behind him. Pieter stepped through a door and stood behind her father.

      “What’s Pieter doing here?” she hissed to her mother.

      “He’s your father’s slave. Why wouldn’t he be here?” Mother cocked her head at Zwaantie like she couldn’t understand why Zwaantie would even think such a thing. Zwaantie often sent Luna home early or gave her breaks during the day, but Mother never did the same for Ariel. She had that poor woman working from the time the gray skies cleared until thirty minutes before everyone had to be locked in their rooms.

      “He’s getting married today. He should have the day off.”

      Mother shook her head. “Your father will release him after the ceremony.”

      Zwaantie frowned. “And then he’ll be back for dinner, right?”

      “Of course. All the lower kings are here. Your father needs help dressing for dinner, and he needs a slave to attend to him during the meal.”

      Zwaantie had meant the question sarcastically. She couldn’t believe her father expected Pieter to come back. She supposed if he had many personal slaves like the lower kings and queens, it wouldn’t be an issue, but Mother and Father always thought that was too extravagant.

      “Can’t someone else attend to him tonight? Maybe Phoenix.”

      “Phoenix will be busy with your brother. Don’t be silly. They’re slaves, dear. They understand. This is their life.”

      Normally Zwaantie didn’t have issues with the slave system. It was set up so people didn’t starve, and for the most part, the slaves were treated well, but times like this she didn’t understand why they couldn’t even give them a small break. The system was implemented a few hundred years before. Zwaantie didn’t know how it even started.

      Her father stood, and the room hushed. With his broad shoulders and brilliant red robes, no one could mistake him for anyone other than the king. Zwaantie always admired the way he led the people. He was beloved. She would not be. She didn’t know how to be a good queen.

      He held his arms wide and gave the crowd a smile he reserved for his kingdom. Every eye in the room was on him. Zwaantie stared into the crowd. Every color imaginable was represented. Clothes in Sol only came in solid colors. Royalty chose whatever they wanted. Nobility wore every color but purple. Merchants were not allowed to wear red. Peasants wore only yellow and blue. Slaves wore gray.

      “Welcome to Zonnes on this glorious occasion,” Father said. “It isn’t often we get to see the chancellor staff passed on. The last time was when I was but a child. I’m more than pleased to see this honor bestowed upon my son. Thanks be to Sol.”

      “Thanks be to Sol,” Zwaantie and the rest of the crowd repeated.

      Father took his seat and the current grand chancellor stepped in front of them. He wore bright white robes and carried a large golden staff.

      “Sol has been good to us and the Voice benevolent.”

      Mother nudged her. She’d zoned out, and now Raaf held the staff, and they were all standing. Stars. What had she missed?

      She brought her hands together to clap for him with the rest of the crowd. Most people had smiles on their faces, and she supposed she should be happy for him too, but this was just one more thing that would take him away from her.
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      Zwaantie hated mingling. She never said the right thing, and she hated talking about the affairs of the kingdom. Just once she’d like one of the princes to ask if she’d read his favorite story or ask about the babies she delivered.

      She was much happier just hanging out with Luna. Plus, at things like this, she always felt like people were just talking to her because she was the future queen. She never voiced her thoughts out loud. That would be rude.

      She glanced at the glass ceiling. The sun was nearly at high noon. She searched the crowd and found Father. Pieter still hovered behind him.

      “Father,” she asked, interrupting his conversation with the lower king of Sonnenschein.

      You shouldn’t interrupt.

      “Yes, dear?” He gave her his full attention. That meant he didn’t like the conversation he was currently in, because this was rare.

      “Pieter is getting married at noon. Don’t you think you should let him go?”

      Impertinent girl. Do not talk to your father that way. A small pain flashed across her head.

      Father pursed his lips and cocked his head. Then he raised his eyebrows. “Uh, yes. I forgot. Pieter, you may go. Be in my rooms by five to help me dress.”

      Pieter bowed to Father. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Behind Father’s head, Pieter mouthed “Thank you” to Zwaantie and disappeared. One boy rescued. Now she had to rescue another. She’d be lucky to get to the wedding on time. She found Raaf deep in conversation with the previous chancellor. Zwaantie tapped him on the shoulder, the earlier chastisement for interrupting still stinging.

      He turned to her and gave a forced smile. “Hello, dear sister. What can I do for you?”

      The old chancellor leaned on his walking stick. His face was wrinkled, and his eyes sunk so far back that they nearly disappeared. No wonder he was ready to give it up. She hoped the position wouldn’t be as hard on Raaf.

      “I’m going to Luna’s wedding.”

      “Thank you for letting me know. I’ll see you at dinner.”

      Zwaantie frowned. “I think you should come with me.”

      He glanced down at her. “Why? It’s a slave wedding. I’ve got better things to do.” This was not like him at all. What was going on?

      “Because she was your friend too.”

      Raaf sighed. “She was my playmate when we were children. Honestly, Mother should’ve known better than that.”

      Zwaantie clenched her fists. She wasn’t going to win this one. “Well, I’ll take Phoenix with me then. He’ll be back in time to help you dress for dinner.”

      Raaf glared at her. “No, you won’t. I need Phoenix.”

      Zwaantie’s voice rose a couple of notches. “Why the dark would you do that? He’s her brother. He needs to attend her wedding.” She stomped her foot. This was ridiculous.

      Calm down.

      She seethed. Now the Voice wouldn’t even let her be angry.

      “Careful with your speech, Zwaantie. Someone might think you grew up on the streets of Stella. I need my slave. He’s not coming with you. You better go if you want to get there on time.”

      “Fishbrain,” Zwaantie muttered under breath.

      That was not appropriate. A small pain flashed across her forehead, but it was worth it.

      Raaf grabbed her arm. “You will not use that foul Stellan language in my presence again. I am the grand chancellor, and you will treat me as such.”

      Zwaantie ripped her arm out of his grip. “I thought you were my brother.”

      His eyes flickered, and for a second, she saw remorse. Good. Maybe he needed to be reminded.

      She stomped away and didn’t breathe again until she hit the hallway. She squeezed her eyes shut for a second. What was wrong with Raaf? He was not the same person who went off to train. She couldn’t think about that right now because she had a wedding to attend and couldn’t be late.

      She raced to her room and grabbed her green cloak. Merchants wore green cloaks, so she wouldn’t stand out. She didn’t want to ruin Luna’s wedding by turning the attention on herself. Having the crown princess at a slave wedding would make everyone forget who was getting married.

      The air outside was getting cooler. Fall was on its way. Zwaantie loved the leaves changing color and the nicer temperatures. Plus, the mage wagons came over from Stella. That was her favorite thing. They came twice a year and brought new potions, but they also always had fun magic, things that weren’t technically allowed in Sol; yet, they somehow got away with.

      She made her way through the fields to the slave village. The chapel stood in the middle of the little neighborhood. Zwaantie had never been in this one before.

      She stepped inside and was surprised to hear the sound of laughter. Though the royal chapel was brighter, it was always a quiet, peaceful place—laughter was forbidden. Plus, slaves were normally somber and quiet. Luna wasn’t when she was around Zwaantie, but that was only when they were alone. Everyone in the pews was engaged in conversations with those around them. The atmosphere was happy, in spite of the dull gray color that permeated the room. From the clothes they wore to the bare rough stone walls.

      Zwaantie looked to the tinted window in the ceiling, and stared at the sun. Windows were perched over the top of the chapel, so no matter what time of day, you could find the sun. You could generally tell what time it was by what window the sun was in. It was high noon, so the sun was in the north window.

      “Sol be with me,” she muttered and closed her eyes, as was custom when one looked at the sun.

      Zwaantie took her place in the back of the chapel and sat, her hood on. She already stood out as everyone else was wearing gray, but no one said anything to her.

      The sounds in the chapel died, and Zwaantie turned. Pieter and Luna stood at the back holding hands, a ribbon tied around their wrists. It was a brilliant blue and was striking against the gold bands. Zwaantie rose, and as Luna passed her, she smiled.

      The minister stood in front of the tiny crowd and turned his face to the sun.

      He recited the wedding sermon, and Zwaantie watched Pieter and Luna. Pieter had only been at the castle for a year, but he and Luna had eyes for each other from the moment he showed up. She and Luna had many giggles in the evening when Luna would tell stories of her courtship. Zwaantie wasn’t surprised a month ago when Luna declared she was getting married. Zwaantie had hoped Luna wouldn’t rush things, but such was the way in Sol. When her mother decided that Zwaantie should get married, her own courtship would be only three or four months.

      The ceremony was short, and at the end, Pieter kissed Luna. Zwaantie felt a small pang of jealousy. No man had ever looked at her that way. Would she ever find love like that?

      Zwaantie followed the crowd out of the chapel and waited behind others to congratulate the couple. She lowered her hood, revealing herself. Immediately everyone dropped to the ground and pressed their faces to the dirty street. Zwaantie grabbed both Pieter and Luna before they could bow as well. She hadn’t wanted to reveal herself, but if a royal gift was to be given, it had to be public.

      “Stay,” she said to Luna and Pieter.

      Luna took a deep breath and made no move, so Zwaantie let her go. Pieter nodded as well.

      The rest of the crowd was still prostrate on the ground. She wouldn’t be able to convince them to stand. No matter how much she pleaded. The Voice was stronger than her command.

      “As is custom, when a member of the royal family attends a wedding, you are allowed to ask for a royal gift. What do you wish from me?”

      Luna opened her mouth and closed it again. “It is possible…” She frowned. Then she squeezed Pieter’s hand. “Your choice.”

      He cocked his head for a moment. “We’d like our own home so we don’t have to share with my family.”

      “It is done. I’ll speak with the housing master when I return to the castle. Now, I must go and let you attend to your festivities. Congratulations.”

      Zwaantie was troubled. Luna was about to ask for something, but didn’t. Zwaantie wanted to know what that was and why she didn’t ask for it.
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      Zwaantie was almost to the palace’s back door when she ran right into Phoenix. He bowed deeply, his black curls falling into his face. Zwaantie had the sudden desire to brush them away.

      “Forgive me, Your Highness. I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      Zwaantie waited for him to come out of the bow and meet her gaze. His eyes were beautiful. “It’s okay. Where are you going in such a hurry?”

      “I was hoping to make it to the wedding. If you’re heading back, I’m guessing it’s over.”

      “It is. I’m sorry. But if you hurry, you can probably catch some of the after party.” She didn’t stay because no one would relax around her. It wouldn’t be fair to Pieter and Luna. She imagined their parties were much more fun than the royal ones. Stars, she hated being a princess.

      He creased his thick eyebrows. “What after party?”

      “All weddings have parties, right?”

      “Not slave weddings. We don’t have time. There is a reason it was held during the noon hour. A lot of slaves get lunch then. Most of them are probably back to work by now.”

      Zwaantie wasn’t sure what to think of that revelation. “Well, since you couldn’t attend the wedding, would you like to go for a walk with me?” Zwaantie was missing her youth. Her brother was now the grand chancellor, and her best friend was married. Phoenix was the only one left who had no other responsibilities, other than serve her brother. Soon he would be the only one.

      He hesitated for a moment. Then a tentative smile spread across his lips. “Sure.”

      They followed the path to the queen’s garden. The flowers smelled heavenly. Birds played in the fountains, and butterflies fluttered around her head.

      “I’m sorry you had to miss your sister’s wedding.”

      He shrugged. “I knew it was a possibility. I’ll congratulate her tonight after dinner.”

      “How did you get away from Raaf?” Raaf’d been such a turd about letting him go, and now here he was.

      “He said he had things to discuss with the old chancellor in private, so I left. That happened a lot when he was training. I hung out with the guards quite a bit. As long as I’m in time to help him dress for dinner, he won’t miss me.”

      Phoenix smiled at her, and Zwaantie was again struck by the fact that he was no longer a boy. Working out with the guards must’ve been how his muscles developed. He looked at her, his dark eyes sparkling, and her heart skipped a beat. She dropped her eyes, embarrassed at her thoughts.

      “Now that Luna’s married, will you be next?” she asked, hoping for a reason to deflect her feelings.

      He laughed. “Oh, no. Not even close.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not ready for that.”

      She could completely relate. They came to a fork in the path. One route led deeper into the garden and the other to the woods. “Do you ever miss the times when we were kids, running around in the woods?”

      He gave a small laugh. “You and Raaf would get in such trouble when you came back covered in dirt and grass.”

      Zwaantie chuckled. “And somehow you and Luna didn’t.”

      “Our mother didn’t care.”

      Zwaantie played with the petals on a pink rose. “I miss it. I miss being kids. I don’t like how everyone is growing up.”

      Phoenix shoved his hands into his pockets. “I know. Raaf and I were close until we left for his training. He doesn’t even talk to me anymore.”

      “Me either.”

      Zwaantie’s heart swelled with the unfairness of it all. Life was moving too fast. She looked out past the flowers and saw the pond they used to play by.

      “Let’s be kids again,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Meet me by the rock after dinner. Let’s play tag in the woods. Just one last time.”

      Phoenix frowned. “Zwaantie, we’re not kids anymore.”

      She took a couple of steps closer to him. He held his breath, and his eyes bore deep into hers. She wondered what kind of effect she was having on him. “I know. But we can pretend. Just for one night. Please?”

      He let out his breath. “As long as Raaf lets me go at a reasonable hour.”

      She squealed. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun. It almost makes dinner with the lower kings and queens bearable.”

      Phoenix shook his head. “Not quite.”

      He left her in the garden a few minutes later, and she wandered by a fountain, deep in thought.

      Earlier today, her mother made sure she talked to at least two of the lower princes. Zwaantie cringed at the idea of even considering a life with them. Phoenix though, just the thought of spending time with him made her giddy. That was probably because she was just excited to play again. Though her thoughts were not on how they used to play, but about how he looked at her so seriously.

      She shook away the thought of his beautiful face. He was a slave. She made her way to the castle and found the housing office.

      The squat housing master greeted her. “How can I help you, Your Highness?”

      “I granted a gift at a slave wedding this afternoon. Luna and Pieter would like their own house. Can you make that happen?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you. Please outfit it with the best furniture, the kind you would use in the castle, and fill the cupboards with the finest dishes and linens. Also, fill the pantry and icebox with food. Can you do that before this evening?”

      The housemaster looked skeptical, but he gave a tight smile. “Of course, Your Highness.” Zwaantie knew that was short timing, but she’d seen her mother ask for more, and they always pulled through.

      “Thank you. You can deliver the key to my room during dinner.”

      Zwaantie didn’t know what Luna really wanted to ask her for, but she’d make sure her gift was the best she could give.

      Zwaantie had several hours before dinner, so she slipped out the side door and down the rocky path to Wilma’s cottage. She didn’t bother knocking. By now this was practically Zwaantie’s second home.

      She found Wilma in the tiny kitchen washing herbs in a large ceramic pot. She marched into the kitchen, and Wilma turned.

      “I thought I heard you. Did you ask your mother about the medicines?”

      Zwaantie leaned on the counter and inhaled the scent of basil and lavender. Wilma’s house always smelled amazing.

      “No, but I met a Stellan and paid him two months of merchant food to send someone as soon as possible.”

      Wilma dropped the lavender into the water. “Two months? That seems steep.”

      “We need the medicine. I’m hoping that by overpaying he’ll be honest about it.”

      Stellans couldn’t produce food because they had no sun, so they traded their magic for food. It worked well and provided Sol medicine and other things that made life easier.

      Zwaantie didn’t want to lose the sun, but she often wondered what it was like on the other side of the wall. Most Solites wouldn’t even dream of wanting to see Stella. Almost all the stories of the Stellans painted them as barbarians, but Zwaantie had Phoenix and Luna, so she was more curious than horrified.

      “How was the ceremony?” Wilma asked.

      “Raaf or Luna?”

      Wilma shook out the lavender, sending water everywhere. “Both.”

      “I enjoyed the wedding more. Raaf seems different.” Zwaantie fiddled with a spoon.

      Wilma brought her bowl of herbs to the table. “How do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. He’s barely said anything to me. I was looking forward to having my brother again.”

      Wilma handed her several stems of basil. “Pull the leaves off these and put them in the bowl.”

      Wilma preached that the best medicine for the mind was work. Zwaantie should’ve known that if she came here whining, Wilma would put her to work. She did as she was told though because if she stayed long enough, Wilma’s advice would be worth it.

      “I’ve known both of you since you were babies. Raaf’s always looked up to you. When he left, you were children. Do you remember how he cried?”

      Zwaantie did. It was the only time she’d seen him do so. He could barely say goodbye to her. She’d been bawling too, but that wasn’t so unusual for her at the time. She was better at controlling her emotions now.

      “That’s what I don’t get. Shouldn’t he be more excited to see me?”

      “You’re not kids anymore. He knows you’re about to become queen. When that happens, he’ll have to answer to you. That’s not easy for someone who was once your best friend.”

      Zwaantie accidentally shredded a few leaves. Wilma growled at her and handed her another stem. “Try not to ruin these. I don’t have an unlimited supply.”

      “Sorry. I still want him to be my best friend, but he seems so distant.”

      “Have you talked to him in private or only while your parents are around?”

      “Only when Mother and Father are there.”

      “Try getting him alone. I bet you’ll be surprised by how much he missed you too.”

      “Maybe.” Zwaantie wanted Wilma to be right, but she wasn’t sure. Raaf felt so far away. She wasn’t comfortable with all this change. Adulthood was being forced on her, and she wasn’t ready.
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      Luna returned before Zwaantie had to get ready for dinner. Zwaantie protested, but Luna reminded her that Pieter was working anyway, so there was no reason for her not to attend to Zwaantie. On the way to dinner, Mother caught up with them in the hallway.

      “Tonight you will be seated next to the prince of Sonnenschein.”

      Zwaantie groaned.

      Stop that. She’s your mother. You will listen to her.

      “Yes, Mother.” Zwaantie wrung her hands. “Is this necessary? I’m not ready to think of marriage. Especially not with Vache. He’s horrible.”

      Mother sighed, but her eyes softened. “I know. Like it or not, the time has come. I know it’s scary, but this is just the beginning. Your brother is grand chancellor. It’s time for you to start exploring your options. Sonnenschein is a good city and the largest outside of ours. They know what it takes to run a large kingdom. He’s smart, and he’d be a good match for you. Be charming.”

      Zwaantie rolled her eyes.

      Stop being disrespectful.

      “Yes, Mother.” It was easy for her to suggest him. She wouldn’t have to look at him every day. He looked like a cow. She and Luna followed Mother to the dining room.

      Several tables had been set up in the room in a u-shape so that all could see the king and queen. People sat on the outer edges and slaves served from the other side. Zwaantie took her place next to the cow-man, and he smiled at her. Vache had huge green eyes, wide nostrils, and a fuzzy white patch on his cheek. He was maybe a year or two older than her.

      “Crown Princess Zwaantie, it’s a pleasure to sit with you.” His voice was surprisingly high for a young man his size. Zwaantie had forgotten how annoying it was.

      This was going to be a long night. He and his father always made their view of her intelligence clear when they attended the monthly meetings. Vache wanted to be high king and didn’t give a piggy’s teat about her. Of the four possibilities, he was on the bottom of the list, but the most eager to make a match.

      The prince tugged at his collar and adjusted the vest that strained against his girth. They must eat a lot more in Sonnenschein than those in the capital city. Zwaantie had to admit, though, the best cakes and cookies come from Sonnenschein.

      Vache spoke again, startling her once more with the high pitch. “You have a lovely home.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, irritated. He’d been to her home dozens of times. Surely he could come up with a better conversation starter.

      A serving slave stood before her. “Wine or water?”

      “Wine, please.” There was no way she would get through the evening tonight on water. The wine was weak, but it relaxed her all the same.

      Vache cleared his throat. And then began talking. He talked for the next two hours. Even when his mouth was full, he was jabbering on about something. Watching cattle graze was more exciting than listening to him. There was no way in the dark sky she would marry this prince.

      Zwaantie looked around the room so she wouldn’t fall asleep. Raaf was seated several people away, and Princess Cornelia was next to him, thank the stars. They looked like they were having a better conversation than she and her wretched prince. Mother and Father sat at the head where everyone could see them. Behind Father, Pieter stood tall, his eyes locked on Luna. Zwaantie didn’t know what it would be like to feel that way about someone. To love them so much that you couldn’t take your eyes off of them. Slave or not, Zwaantie was jealous of Luna’s life.

      Vache reached for his goblet and brushed Zwaantie’s arm. She jerked away. She needed to stop this right now even if it meant getting into trouble. Then Mother would see that she was too immature to entertain suitors and become queen. This man was a cow, and Zwaantie intended to prove it.

      She sat tall, pursed her lips, and with a perfectly straight face said, “Moo for me.”

      A giggle escaped Luna.

      “Excuse me?” Vache scowled. Zwaantie didn’t even flinch, just repeated her request.

      “I would like you to moo for me. You know, like a cow. Moo.” The Voice was going berserk in her head.

      Stop being disrespectful.

      Apologize to him.

      Stop this.

      Vache’s eyes went wide, and for a half second, Zwaantie thought he’d actually do it. But she was to be disappointed.

      “No. I will not be disrespected like this.” His chin jiggled.

      Apologize.

      A pain shot through her forehead. She didn’t have the energy to fight it. Everything about tonight made her tired.

      “You are right. I don’t know what is wrong with me. The wine must’ve gone to my head. Forgive me.”

      Zwaantie pushed her chair out and escaped toward her room. She had stayed long enough that her departure didn’t draw any unnecessary attention. Luna followed.

      Zwaantie flung herself down on her couch and covered her eyes with her arm. She’d screwed up this time.

      “Your mother is going to have your tail for that one,” Luna said.

      “I know. Worth it.” Zwaantie gave a grin that she didn’t mean, but she couldn’t let Luna see her pain. Raaf was grand chancellor. Luna was married. Mother wanted her to take the crown. She would have to be responsible for the entire kingdom. The thought made her physically ill.

      Luna sighed and folded down Zwaantie’s bed. “If you say so.”

      A knock sounded on the door. Mother was fast. Zwaantie wasn’t ready to face her, but Luna answered it.

      “A delivery for the crown princess,” Luna declared, shutting the door.

      Luna brought her a small box wrapped with a deep green ribbon. Zwaantie opened it carefully. Then she grinned. “This isn’t for me. It’s for you.”

      “What is it?”

      Zwaantie handed her the box. Luna opened it and pulled out a key with the number fifty-four etched on it.

      “It’s your new home. I hope you like it.”

      Luna clutched at the key. “Thank you. You’ve been too kind to us.”

      Zwaantie waved her hand. “Nonsense. You’re my best friend. I should’ve done more.” Zwaantie hesitated for minute. She wasn’t sure if she should ask or not, because she suspected there was more that Luna wanted. “Can I ask you a question though?”

      “Sure.” Luna was still staring at the key.

      “You were about to ask me for something different at the wedding. What was it?”

      Luna shook her head and placed the key back in the small box. Then she tucked the box into the pocket of her faded gray skirt.

      Zwaantie sat up straight. “Tell me. I won’t be mad, I promise.”

      “It’s nothing, really. The house was so generous.”

      Zwaantie grabbed Luna’s hands and met her dark eyes. “Tell me. Please”

      Luna let out a breath. “I was going to ask if our children could be born free.”

      Zwaantie’s heart stilled. Then she did something she’d rarely done before. She stood and pulled Luna into a tight hug. “I’m sorry. I can’t do that. I wish I could.”

      Luna nodded into her shoulder. “I know. That’s why I didn’t ask.”

      The bondage bands were magical. Once placed upon a slave, it was a hundred-year sentence for the slave and all of his or her posterity. Luna’s mother was the first, and so there would be at least two or three generations before the bands would fall off. Zwaantie couldn’t change that.

      Luna pulled away and wiped at the tears on her face. “Come on. Let’s get you dressed for bed.”

      Another knock sounded just as Zwaantie opened her mouth to argue.

      Three guesses who was at the door. Mother. Mother. Mother.

      Luna opened the door wide. Mother stalked into the room, her thin lips in a tight line.

      “You asked him to moo for you?” She raised her eyebrows. “Honestly, Zwaantie. Could you have been any more disrespectful? Didn’t the Voice tell you to keep your mouth shut?”

      Mother sat in a dainty white chair. She seemed perfect for the chair, her grace and poise filled but did not overwhelm it. She was the ideal queen, something Zwaantie realized she would never be. She hated the proper stuff.

      Zwaantie sank onto the couch. “I don’t want to marry. I can rule without a husband.”

      “But what about heirs?”

      Was Mother really going there? Fine. Zwaantie was ready to end this once and for all.

      “Raaf can have them. I’m sure he’d be thrilled with the idea that his kids will one day rule all of Sol. I’m not ready to discuss this. Besides, do you think that I can honestly love that man?”

      Do not speak to your mother in such a manner.

      “Honor is more important than love.” Mother spoke with so much conviction. Like it wasn’t even possible to consider the other side of things.

      Zwaantie was so sick of that argument. If it wasn’t about marriage, it was something else. Honor was more important than friends. Honor was more important than self. Honor was more important than pride. Now it was more important than love. Fine. She’d do the honorable thing and become queen, but she was going to control some aspect of her life. She couldn’t just give her entire self away.

      “I don’t see how I can be a dishonorable queen if I don’t marry.”

      “It’s your duty to the people of Sol to present them a queen who will give them an heir. Besides, the people expect you to have a husband.”

      “Love, Mother, I want love.” And freedom, but she couldn’t express that out loud. She was just as trapped as Luna, if not more.

      “You can marry for love. Is there a merchant’s son you would rather have?”

      “I thought you wanted me to marry a prince.”

      “I do. But I don’t want to see you unhappy.”

      Couldn’t she see that Zwaantie simply wasn’t ready to think about that? But…since Mother brought it up.

      “You are saying I could marry whomever I like?” Zwaantie couldn’t help her thoughts. Phoenix filled her mind. She’d be queen a thousand times over if Mother would just let her control this one small aspect of her life. She wasn’t expecting Mother to be reasonable about this though.

      Mother sighed and brushed a hand through her hair. “Yes, of course. We are not opposed to marriage outside the royal ranks. We just thought you’d be happier with someone of your own kind. Now who do you want to marry?”

      “Suppose I wanted to marry a slave. Then what?”

      Stop being ridiculous.

      Sometimes Zwaantie hated having two mothers.

      “That’s impossible.” Mother dismissed the idea with a wave. She was right of course. Zwaantie just wanted to hear her say it. “Now you are being silly.” Mother stood and crossed her arms. “It’s time for you to grow up. You will be queen, and I recommend finding a husband who will be a good king, like the prince you just insulted.”

      Zwaantie resisted the urge to stick her tongue out like a child.

      “Also, I’m entertaining the lower queens and princesses in my rooms late this evening. Your presence is required. You will give the queen of Sonnenschein an apology.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Mother left without saying anything more.

      “I want to be alone,” said Zwaantie. If she was going to go play in the woods, she needed to get rid of Luna.

      “But what about your mother? You’ll need me to attend to you.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Luna left quickly. It was her wedding night. Zwaantie hoped Father let Pieter off early as well.

      Zwaantie had no intentions of going to the see the queens and princesses. She had two hours until midnight, and she had every intention of making the most of it. She’d pay for it tomorrow, but tonight, she was going to be a child. Responsibilities were for those who actually wanted to be queen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seven


          

          THE POND

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Zwaantie shut her door with a click and looked around. The dark hallway was empty. She snuck down the hall and turned a corner. A slave with arms full of tablecloths scurried by but didn’t look up. Soon she was at the back door. She creaked it open and slid out into the garden.

      It’s late. Go back to your room.

      “Oh, you shush,” she told the Voice. “I’m not doing anything wrong, just going for a walk. I’ll be in before midnight.” She could never figure out how the Voice could sometimes scold her for things that weren’t wrong at all. There was never pain associated with it, just words, but it was still annoying.

      The smell of the flowers overwhelmed her. She loved early fall. Except for the rain. The ground was always squishy and wet. She kept to the stone path where her wooden shoes clacked against the ground. She thought about taking them off because of the noise, but no one was around. Plus, she didn’t want to get her socks wet. Not that she planned on staying dry this evening. Every adventure in the woods ended with someone being soaked from the wet ground or an accidental trip into the pond. A smile crept upon her lips without warning. She felt a little rebellious sneaking out to play with Phoenix.

      The path wove farther and farther into the garden. She came to a fork and took the left one. The right path would lead to the queen’s garden, which was filled with peonies and mums and usually people. The left path led to a pond that smelled like dead fish. Though Zwaantie didn’t like the smell, that was where they played as children because no one else was around.

      When she arrived, Phoenix was already there, sitting upon a large rock, watching the sun slipping toward the gray. His back was to her, and she paused to watch him. His dark hair settled just above his shoulders. A small thrill buzzed in her stomach. What would it feel like to run her fingers through those curls or have him stare at her with those deep brown eyes?

      She squished her way across the grass to him. He heard her and turned. He smiled wide and patted the rock. Zwaantie’s dress pulled at her neck as she climbed up. She hiked up her skirt so the dress wouldn’t strangle her. She envied the people of Sonnenschein just a little because their clothes allowed a bit of the neck to show. Here in Zonnes, they covered the entire neck. Most of the time it didn’t bother Zwaantie, but when she climbed rocks or trees, her clothes tried to kill her.

      “You ready to play?” she asked.

      “In a minute. I like watching the sky from this rock. When we were kids, I sat out here all the time, even when you three weren’t around.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s peaceful.”

      She settled next to him and put her hand on the rock so her fingers barely touched his. He didn’t react, but she shivered. She was playing with fire. But she hadn’t done anything wrong yet, so the Voice couldn’t say anything.

      “Where do you suppose the sun goes?” he asked. After midnight, the sun disappeared into the clouds and a deep gray settled across the sky, but it never went completely dark.

      “I’ve no idea. I’ve always wondered what the stars look like.”

      “They’re amazing. I miss them,” he said.

      “You remember? Tell me about them.”

      “Millions of tiny dots in the dark, dark sky. They make me feel like anything is possible.”

      “Maybe someday you’ll see them again.”

      “Yeah, right,” he said, pointing to his bands.

      Zwaantie let out a deep breath. She didn’t want to be reminded of his place. She wanted him to be her equal. “Tell me a story. A funny one.”

      “Since when did you become so demanding?” he asked with a wide grin.

      “Because I miss laughing. Everyone has been altogether too serious today.”

      “Sorry, I’m out of funny stories,” he said with a grin.

      “You’re telling me my brother didn’t do one stupid thing today?”

      “Nothing worth telling a story over. However, I heard his sister got herself into some trouble.” He winked and chuckled.

      Zwaantie sat up straight. “How did you know about that?”

      “We were with your mother when that oaf of a prince came lumbering over. Did you really ask him to moo for you?” Phoenix raised a brow at her.

      Zwaantie let out a bellow, and Phoenix laughed.

      “Okay, no funny stories if that’s all you’ve got.” Zwaantie hopped off the rock and challenged him. “If you can catch me, you can do whatever you want with me.” This was a game the four of them played a lot as kids. The one caught would often be tickled or have their socks stripped off and have to step into the pond.

      He crossed his arms and smirked. “Anything?”

      Zwaantie nodded and took a half step away from the rock. She kicked off her shoes and pulled off her socks. The grass was soft and squishy.

      Put your shoes on. Your feet will get dirty.

      Zwaantie ignored the Voice and felt a dull ache behind her eyes. It was bearable. Phoenix eyed her bare ankles and grinned.

      “Even throw you into the stinky pond?”

      He wouldn’t do that. It was a joke they played a lot as kids, but no one ever actually threw anyone into the filthy pond. “Yep, even that.”

      “You’re on.” He stood, and she ran. He hit the ground a few paces away from her. She raced toward the woods. He was better in the trees than Zwaantie, but she wanted him to catch her. Though, she didn’t want to go into the pond.

      The ground in the woods was soft and warm, coated with damp leaves. Zwaantie darted around a couple of trees and then noticed she couldn’t hear him. He must’ve taken his shoes off.

      She snuck around a wide old oak tree. Phoenix was nowhere in sight. She dashed out and ran across a small clearing. Something crashed into her from the side, and she went flying. Zwaantie hit the ground on her hip and rolled, but he pinned her down.

      “Gotcha,” Phoenix whispered into her ear. She giggled as he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. She liked the feel of his arms wrapped around her legs. The Voice sighed, but didn’t say anything. Technically, they’d done nothing wrong, so it couldn’t find anything to lecture her on.

      “Where are you going?” Zwaantie asked.

      “Back to the pond.”

      “You’re not really going to throw me in there, are you?” A tiny bit of fear crept into her stomach.

      “You said anything.” He laughed, and the motion shook his whole body. Zwaantie struggled against his arms, but he held tight. He wouldn’t throw her into the pond. Would he?

      She smelled the pond before she saw it. She couldn’t see much from his back.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “No.”

      He laughed and swung her off his shoulder. He laid her on the ground and straddled her, holding both of her wrists in one of his hands. The wet earth seeped into her back, but she barely noticed. His strong grip on her hands, the way his legs felt on her sides, the pressure of his body on her stomach, warmth flooded her body, and her heart raced.

      His chest rose and fell in rapid breaths, and he gave her a devastating grin. She wanted to kiss that smile right off his mouth, wanted to run her hands up his chest and embrace him.

      Phoenix leaned down so that his mouth was inches from Zwaantie’s ear. “You didn’t really think I’d throw you in there, did you?”

      She shook her head, not daring to speak in case she accidentally said the things she was thinking. She loved the feeling of him pressed against her.

      His breath was light on her ear. “But I am going to tickle you until you pee your pants.”

      Zwaantie squirmed and squealed. His hand found her ribs, and she couldn’t help but laugh. He proceeded to torture her for the next few minutes.

      “Stop. Please.” She could barely get her words out through her laughter.

      Then he released her and rolled to the side. Zwaantie propped her head up and faced him. Her hair fell across her hand and into the grass. Luna would kill her tomorrow; Zwaantie’s hair would be in thick knots. The blonde would probably be streaked with green from the grass.

      Zwaantie reached across and placed her hand on one of Phoenix’s. This was a risky move. She didn’t even know what she was doing, but she had to do something to appease the desire in her chest.

      “We should go. Midnight will be here soon.” Phoenix stood. His rejection stung.

      “I don’t want to. We could just stay here.” Zwaantie sat up and searched his eyes for any indication that he agreed with her. She saw the conflict in his face.

      “You know the punishment for being caught out of bed after midnight.”

      That depended on Raaf’s mood. And he wouldn’t behead Zwaantie or Phoenix, which was the normal punishment. After midnight, the Voice turned off, so anything could happen. The chancellors always assumed the worst. Why else would someone stay out? Or at least that was the reasoning of the chancellors. But whatever Raaf chose to do to them still wouldn’t be pleasant.

      “No one will catch us out here.”

      Phoenix grinned. “You have a point. But who knows what we’ll do after midnight. We could go crazy and murder the guards.”

      She stood and brushed off her skirt. “You don’t honestly buy that bull that they feed you about what happens after midnight? Have you ever stayed awake?”

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “Then you know you don’t go crazy. You just think differently and nothing seems wrong.”

      “But the guard would notice if I wasn’t there to get locked up, and I would be in serious trouble. Plus, it’s not safe. You know this.” It was true. Because the Voice turned off, anyone could do anything without repercussion. As children, they were warned about the evil that lurked in the midnight hours.

      “I know. I’m just not ready to go in.”

      “Me either. This was fun. Would you like to meet again tomorrow?” he asked.

      “I’d love to.” She smiled at him, and he returned the smile. Her insides tingled. The things she could do with that boy after midnight. Thousands of thousands of kisses. She grabbed his hand and squeezed. He squeezed back without looking at her and then disappeared down the path.

      Judging from the color of the sky, she had about twenty minutes. It would take her at least fifteen to get to her room. It was light enough to see outside, but inside the castle, it got pretty dark. Because of the constant sunlight, they didn’t use candles often.

      Zwaantie hesitated, wondering what she would do if she chose not to lock herself in her room. Hide out somewhere, probably. Those stories she was told as a child still lingered in her mind. After midnight she could be raped or murdered.

      Time, Princess. It is time to go in. You don’t want to be caught outside after midnight.

      Zwaantie obeyed reluctantly. The headache wouldn’t be worth it. She gathered her shoes and socks and meandered down the path barefoot.

      As she turned the corner toward her room, she saw a guard marching down the hall locking doors. She hurried. The Voice urged her to run. She settled on a light jog. All over the kingdom, guards were locking doors of homes to protect the people from those who stayed out. It was the only time of day that the Voice couldn’t protect them.

      The guard waited by her door. “Cutting it a little close, aren’t we, Princess?”

      “But on time.”

      “Dangerous out there after midnight. People do crazy things.”

      The clock tower began its twelve o’clock strike. Zwaantie felt a change in the air. The sun had slipped into the gray, taking the Voice with it. The guard’s eyes went ice blue, and he looked at her differently, like she was no longer a princess but a girl who was beneath him. The midnight hour had come. Zwaantie slid into her room, shut the door, and waited to hear the door lock from the outside. After a few seconds, it did, and she was safe from the night. From both the guard and herself.

      Most nights Zwaantie stayed awake and contemplated all that was wrong with the world. Tonight, she just wanted to sleep. She searched for the laces in the back of her dress to undo it. Her fingers fumbled for a few moments and finally gave up. She crawled under the covers with her dress on and fell into a deep sleep.
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      The next day Zwaantie woke feeling giddy. She’d never felt this way before. She clung to it, desperate for the freedom it promised. Falling for Phoenix was dangerous, but for now, she didn’t care. She rolled out of bed and tried to ignore Luna’s disapproving glare.

      “Mud, grass, and sticks. How old are you?” Luna tugged the dress down and tossed it into a basket. Then she took in the bed.

      “Next time you decide to go rolling around by the pond with my brother at least take your dress off before you get into bed.” She pulled the cover over the grass and dirt on the white sheets. “I’ll take care of this later.”

      “How’d you know I’d been with Phoenix?”

      “Because he came home looking just like you. I’m not dumb.”

      “I thought you had your own house now.”

      “I do. But it’s closer to the castle than mother’s house, and so Phoenix stayed with us. He didn’t think he’d make it home on time. Zwaantie, what are you doing?”

      “It’s not like we did anything. I was just missing my childhood. We played tag.”

      Luna sat Zwaantie down in front of the mirror and frowned.

      “You know, we’re not kids anymore. It’s probably not a good idea to go sneaking around the woods together. Besides, I thought you were supposed to be with your mother and the lower queens.”

      Zwaantie spun around. Luna was trying to take away the only thing she had control over. Plus, they were growing up way too fast. They should do more running around in the woods. “That’s ridiculous. There’s nothing wrong with trying to hang onto our youth. In fact, you and I are going to dig out Sticks and Serpents and go play with Raaf and Phoenix this afternoon.”

      Luna motioned for Zwaantie to turn around, and continued her brushing. “Are you sure? I don’t want you to be disappointed if Raaf says no.”

      “Wilma said that maybe I just needed to get him on his own for a bit. It’s a good way to ease into a conversation. I miss him.” She did. Part of her just wanted to see Phoenix, but she was also doing this for her brother. She needed him too. Maybe she could put her life back together on her own, and then she’d have allies to help her figure out how to avoid becoming queen. Raaf was an important ally.

      “I know you do. Now come on, let’s get you dressed, or you’re going to miss lunch.”

      “Is it that late?”

      “Yes. You know, when you become queen, you won’t be able to sleep in anymore.”

      Every time Zwaantie turned around, someone was reminding her of her place. She was so sick of this.

      “Hopefully I won’t have to think about that for a long time.”

      Zwaantie arrived to lunch a little late. The lower royal families had gone home. Mother scowled at her.

      “I expected to see you in my room last night.”

      Zwaantie picked up her napkin and spread it across her lap. “I know. I’m sorry. I closed my eyes for a few moments and didn’t wake up until my door had been locked.”

      Mother sighed. “Zwaantie, you need to start taking more responsibility. You’ll be queen soon.”

      Zwaantie didn’t bother to argue. That was the problem. Mother couldn’t see that she wasn’t responsible enough to be queen.
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      Raaf had mentioned at lunch that his afternoon was free and he was hoping to catch up on his paperwork, whatever that meant. Zwaantie planned on making him put away his paperwork for her.

      An hour after they ate, Zwaantie and Luna stood at Raaf’s door with Sticks and Serpents in hand. Luna knocked, and Phoenix answered. Zwaantie saw his face and had to suppress her smile.

      “Zwaantie would like to talk to Raaf.”

      “Of course, come in. I’ll go get him.” He went through a side door. There were all kinds of hidden and side passages throughout the castle to make it easier for the royal family to get to their offices.

      Zwaantie and Luna entered. Zwaantie stopped short. She hadn’t seen his room since he’d returned. Before he left, it was decorated in blues and greens, and toys were scattered everywhere. Now it was stark white. Everything from the comforter on his bed to the stiff couches near the fireplace.

      Zwaantie and Luna sat on the horribly uncomfortable couch and set the game on the table. Phoenix returned a few moments later and grinned at the game.

      “Oh man. We haven’t played that in years.”

      “I know. I’m going to talk Raaf into playing.”

      Phoenix met her eyes for a second. “I hope you’re successful. Raaf could use a few more laughs.”

      Moments later Raaf collapsed into the chair across from her. “A game, really?”

      “I thought you could use a break.”

      His stony face changed into a grin. “You have no idea. You know what four years of training and a few days on the job has taught me?”

      “What?” Zwaantie asked, her eyes flicking to Phoenix. She couldn’t stop looking at him.

      “Being grand chancellor is boring.”

      Phoenix chuckled. “Being your slave is no party either.”

      Raaf shoved Phoenix’s shoulder. “I can give you more work if you want. Have you seen my shoes? They’re filthy.”

      Zwaantie snorted. “Being queen will be duller. Have you ever been in on those monthly meetings?”

      Raaf shook his head.

      “Oh yeah, I didn’t start going until after you left. Well, I’m sure you’ll go now because the old grand chancellor always did. Not exciting in the least.”

      “I have to prod her to keep her awake,” Luna said.

      “What are you waiting for? Let’s play,” Raaf said.

      Zwaantie opened the box with relief. Maybe she’d been mistaken on how much Raaf had changed. Raaf dealt out the cards. Zwaantie peeked over hers at Phoenix. His brow was furrowed as he looked over his cards. He was adorable when he was thinking.

      They started to play. Zwaantie had picked this game because it allowed for a lot of talk time.

      “What exactly did you do in training anyway?” Zwaantie asked.

      “I read a lot of books.”

      “Really, that’s it? Why did you have to go so far away?” Zwaantie still didn’t know where he’d gone. Only that letters took a week or more to get to her.

      “I asked that question a time or two. The only answer they gave was that I would concentrate more if I didn’t have any distractions. Most of the time, it was just me and a chancellor locked in a room. The lower chancellors rotated every week, and the grand chancellor came a few times a year. But I learned everything I never wanted to know about the Voice and Sol. Some of it was interesting, but most of it was boring.”

      “Tell us something interesting,” Luna said.

      Raaf set down his cards and tapped his chin. “Did you know that the Voice can actually force you to do something?”

      “What do you mean?” Phoenix asked.

      “Well, our only experience with the Voice is that it scolds and causes pain. But sometimes it will stop people from doing horrible things after they start. So if someone started beating someone, the Voice can force them to stop.”

      Zwaantie shivered. She hoped the Voice would never force her to do anything she didn’t want to do. That seemed dangerous.

      Phoenix picked up a serpent card. “You know, no one actually knows what a serpent looks like, but I don’t think this is it.”

      “Are you saying serpents are something different?” Zwaantie asked.

      “Yeah, we had them in Stella, but they only come out after midnight.” He paused for a second. “The Voice doesn’t want me talking about that. Sorry.”

      Zwaantie rarely heard Phoenix or Luna voluntarily talk about Stella. She supposed Luna didn’t remember much, but Phoenix might. He was two years older than his sister.

      “Why did you come to Sol anyway?”

      “Our dad died, and mom didn’t have many skills. She failed out of mage school. Mom’s sister was a trader and married a Solite and settled down here. She told mom to come on over, and she’d take care of her.”

      Luna stiffened next to her, and Zwaantie wondered how bad this story was going to get.

      Phoenix set down a few cards. “When we arrived, we discovered she’d married a cruel man, and after a month, he threw us out on the street. We had no way to get food, and by then we’d been in Sol long enough that the Voice wouldn’t let us go home. Mom had no choice but to become a slave.”

      Zwaantie felt sick to her stomach. She didn’t want to know this story.

      Raaf cocked his head at Phoenix. “How could he be cruel? The Voice wouldn’t let him.”

      Phoenix sneered. “The Voice is not all knowing. There are a lot of things a person with a sadistic nature can still do.”

      “Like what?” Raaf asked. “The whole point of the Voice is to stop people from doing bad things. I just spent the better part of four years learning about this. It’s not possible for someone to be evil.”

      “Yes it is. You’re not allowed to starve your children, but you can give them only a tiny amount of food so they’ll never feel full. I can’t hit my sister, but if I were to tease her and play a little rough on purpose, the Voice wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. Those kinds of things. Plus, all bets are off after midnight. The guards can lock you in your homes, but what happens behind closed doors stays behind closed doors.”

      Raaf frowned, and Zwaantie wondered what he was thinking. She’d known that was possible. She couldn’t figure out why he hadn’t. Maybe it was because she tested the Voice often. Perhaps Raaf never walked the line. Never tried to see what he could get away with.

      Luna threw down her cards. Ten sticks and ten serpents. “Ha, I win.”

      They played three more games, and the conversation turned lighter. It was relaxing and fun. Zwaantie took every opportunity she could to watch Phoenix, and she noticed him doing the same. She hoped that no one else saw. She was falling fast.
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          THE COMPLICATION
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      Thoughts of Phoenix bothered Zwaantie all week. She kept losing track of what she was doing and couldn’t stop thinking about the way his eyes met hers or the smile that formed on his lips every time they crossed in the hallway. This had never happened before. They’d met every night except one when he had to stay with Raaf. Was he thinking of her too?

      She and Luna spent the day hiding out in Wilma’s cottage sorting potions and cutting herbs. She didn’t want to risk running into Mother and discussing her duties or the princes. Last night Mother had offered to travel to Haul to visit with the prince there. She said Raaf wanted to see Cornelia anyway. Zwaantie wasn’t going to give Mother another opportunity to make her go away. She wanted to stay here in the castle where she and Phoenix had a refuge. A place to be together, but not together. He was on her mind constantly, and that unsettled her.

      She couldn’t shake her thoughts. After dinner, she practically ran to the rock by the pond. She beat him this time, climbing onto the rock and watching a couple swans in the pond. There was clean water just on the other side of the hedges, but the swans wanted to play in the dirty water. Maybe they were hiding from others as well.

      She’d been so focused on the swans that she hadn’t heard Phoenix arrive. He touched her shoulder, and she jumped, nearly falling off the rock. He grabbed her, wrapping his arm around her waist, and when they steadied, she found her face inches from his. His lips were so close. She leaned closer, wanting to feel them on hers, but he backed away.

      She let out a breath of frustration.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his eyes serious.

      She straightened her dress. “Yes. But you shouldn’t sneak up on me like that. I nearly fell off.”

      “I wouldn’t let you fall. How was your day?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Boring.”

      “Mine as well. Your brother spends more and more time alone.”

      “Don’t a lot of people come to visit him to confess?”

      “Yes, but he only takes confessions for a few hours a day. He spends time in the evenings with the guards, but that’s it.”

      She grumbled. “He’s doing all this grown-up stuff. Soon I will have to as well. I’m not looking forward to that.”

      “I can picture it now. You in those meetings with all the lower kings and queens, bossing them around.”

      “Oh no. I don’t want to attend those stupid meetings. Maybe I can delegate that to my husband.” The word was out of her mouth before she could stop it. She would have a husband. She didn’t want to think about a possible spouse. Because that person wouldn’t be Phoenix.

      Phoenix wiggled his eyebrows. “Any idea who it might be?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      They both went quiet. She looked down and saw his hand splayed on the rock. She wanted to hold it. His fingers were long, and she wondered what they would feel like woven in with hers. This would be brave and daring, and she would risk a headache and a thorough telling off, but maybe, if she was careful, the Voice wouldn’t even notice.

      She moved her hand so their fingers were touching. He didn’t move. This was a good sign.

      “Have you seen Luna’s new house yet?” she asked.

      Phoenix nodded. “Yes. I stay there a lot. The beds are nicer.”

      Zwaantie slid her fingers across the top of Phoenix’s. Neither said anything for a long second. Then he flipped his hand over and wove his fingers into hers. A thrill buzzed in Zwaantie’s chest.

      She was surprised the Voice wasn’t berating her. Physical touch was discouraged, but holding hands wasn’t forbidden. She supposed the Voice could find nothing wrong with this.

      “Princess, you know that I am a slave.”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Then why do you…” His words trailed off, but Zwaantie understood. He couldn’t say anything. He didn’t want to bring their clasped hands to the Voice’s attention any more than she did. If Phoenix made a big deal out of their hands, the Voice might decide it meant more.

      “Because I like your hair. And you have nice eyes. And you’re sweet and kind, and sometimes feelings can’t be helped.” She’d said too much. Any second now, the Voice was going to tell her that she wasn’t allowed to say nice things to slaves.

      He grinned. “No, I suppose they cannot. Can I ask how long you’ve felt this way?”

      “Not long. Maybe just last week.”

      He laughed out loud. “Well, Princess, I can tell you I’ve felt this way far longer.”

      He looked deep into her eyes and brushed away a stray strand of hair.

      “How long,” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      He dropped his eyes. “I don’t know. Since shortly before Raaf and I left. I thought of you constantly. I just assumed I’d have to watch from afar.”

      “You’ve never said anything before today. Why?”

      “I’m a slave. You’re a princess. It’s treason.”

      He jerked his hand out of hers and gripped his head. Zwaantie placed her hand on his shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      He took a couple of deep breaths and then shook his head, his dark curls flying around.

      “I’m fine,” he said, blinking his eyes. “That one hurt.”

      Zwaantie watched him carefully. “Did the pain go away, or will you have to confess?”

      “It went away. I should be okay.”

      Zwaantie wondered how far this would go. She felt so powerfully about him in such a short time. Maybe the feelings would fizzle just as quickly. She hoped not. Her skin tingled at the possibilities. Their relationship would be forbidden by both the Voice and her mother. She didn’t want to see Phoenix in pain. She had to find a way to make this okay, if not with Mother, then at least with the Voice.

      She needed to know the rules. Was it actually wrong for her to love a slave, or was that just Mother’s idea? There was a difference between tradition and true right and wrong. Zwaantie had never thought about this before. It was time to find out.
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      Zwaantie was on a mission. One that involved escaping the castle for a few hours with Luna, Phoenix, and Raaf. Things had been easier with Raaf since they played Sticks and Serpents, but she hadn’t been able to spend a lot of time with him.

      Slow down. This is not appropriate.

      She stopped running and cursed the Voice for interfering. She settled on a brisk walk, her shoes clip-clopping on the floor, and ignored the slaves bowing to her as she passed. The castle seemed filled to bursting with them today. Odd.

      She rounded a corner and knocked on a door. Phoenix opened it. Her lips twitched into a small smile. “I wish to see my brother.”

      Phoenix frowned. “Now’s not a good time, Your Highness. Please come back later.”

      A high pitch wailing came from inside his room. “What’s going on?”

      “Just chancellor business, please come back later.”

      “No,” Zwaantie said and pushed the door open.

      Sprawled out on Raaf’s floor was a merchant child, probably around ten, flailing around, screaming. A woman, whom Zwaantie assumed was the girl’s mother, hovered over her. Raaf ran into the room from a side door. He tried to calm the child, but she continued to flail.

      “Speak, woman. What did she do?”

      “She hit her father. I’ve never seen pain come on so fast. Help her, please.”

      “You lie. If a child hits a parent, they may have pain strong enough to confess, but not this. Tell me, what did she do?”

      The woman pressed a hand to her forehead, and she sank to the floor.

      “No, you don’t,” Raaf said, his voice rising. He was still attempting to calm the child, but wasn’t having any success. “You need to tell me what she did.”

      Tears flowed down the woman’s cheeks. “She picked up a butcher knife and tried to kill her father. The pain took her down before she could make contact.” Zwaantie brought a hand to her mouth. She’d never heard of such evil from a child.

      Raaf’s mouth dropped open, and he stood. “Phoenix, help me bring the child to another room. Zwaantie, can you stay here with the mother?”

      Zwaantie nodded. “Of course.” She spun around to find that Luna wasn’t with her. She’d forgotten she’d sent Luna off to gather a few things for their afternoon. Zwaantie guided the mother to the couch. Then she went to a side table and poured out a goblet of wine for the woman. She handed over the wine, and the woman took it with shaking hands.

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness. I’ve imagined meeting you on many occasions, but never quite like this.” The woman continued to tremble, her voice weak.

      Zwaantie forced a smile. “Don’t worry about it. Would you like to tell me what happened? Get it off your chest?”

      Silent tears flowed down the woman’s cheeks. “I’ve never seen Hilde behave like that before. She was so angry. We all were, but Hilde took it the worst.”

      “Why was she angry?”

      “Hilde’s the youngest and is a pretty little thing. She’ll never understand what it’s like to not be wanted. But her oldest sister, Ina, she just didn’t stand a chance. We tried for three years to find a good match for her. But you know after twenty, the good ones are gone. We even searched for a farmer’s son, figuring that would be better than nothing, but no one wanted her. She is too ugly. We had no choice.”

      Zwaantie couldn’t understand what the woman was saying.

      “What did you do?”

      “We did what any parent does when they have an unwanted child. We gave her to the slavemaster.”

      Zwaantie recoiled. This was unheard of. No parent would do that to their children for such a stupid reason. Maybe she wasn’t telling Zwaantie everything.

      “Was she a strain on your family financially?”

      “No, but what else were we going to do with her? She’s our responsibility until she’s married. She couldn’t marry. We had no choice.”

      Parents were responsible for the care of their children until marriage. If a child never married, they had no responsibilities. To turn your child to the slavemaster was beyond wrong. But allowed, according to the Voice.

      They waited for what seemed like a long time but was probably only a few minutes. A knock came on the door, and they both jumped. Zwaantie cracked it open. She wasn’t used to opening doors on her own.

      “What’s taking you so long?” Luna asked.

      Zwaantie stepped into the hall. “Raaf is taking care of someone. I need you to run an errand for me though. Hopefully by the time you get back, Raaf will be done. Go to the slavemaster and inquire about a girl named Ina. Tell him I want her assigned to the castle. A good job.”

      Luna nodded and rushed down the hall.

      Several minutes later, Raaf finally emerged with Phoenix, who carried the unconscious child.

      The woman wailed and rushed to his side. “Is she okay?”

      “Hilde will be fine,” Raaf said. “She’s exhausted, but I managed to convince the Voice to remove her pain. She will probably have a residual headache for some time to remind her of her extreme deed, but after a few months, it should go away.”

      Phoenix handed the child to the mother, and she staggered under the weight. Phoenix immediately took the girl back.

      “Find a castle slave to carry her home. Then come back here,” Raaf said.

      Phoenix nodded and followed the woman out of the room. Raaf collapsed onto the couch.

      “That was brutal, huh?” Zwaantie asked. Her mind was still spinning. She’d never realized Raaf’s job could be so difficult. She wondered how often he was awakened or interrupted for extreme cases.

      “Yep. First time I have had to deal with attempted murder. Normally they’d be executed. But I couldn’t do that to a child.”

      “Was it hard to convince the Voice to let the pain go?”

      Raaf shook his head, and Zwaantie waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t. She took a deep breath. If time wasn’t so short, she wouldn’t bother asking this now, but they’d already wasted a good half hour. Who knew how much longer they had.

      “The mage wagon is here. We’re going to see the show. Do you want to come?” The mage wagon was one of her favorite things to see. They always did magic that was typically forbidden in Sol.

      He wrinkled his nose. “No, why would I want to do that?”

      Her stomach clenched. She and Raaf had always gone to see the mage wagon together. He lay on the couch with his eyes closed. His hair was a mess, his jaw still tense. He was probably still upset by the child. He could use the time to get out and relax.

      “We always go together.” The last time they went was right before he left for his training. That year the mages brought fireworks. Even in the bright light they were spectacular. Raaf chased her around with a sparkling stick, laughing. She missed his laugh.

      “When we were kids. Don’t you think you are a little old to be doing things like that? What will the people think, seeing their soon-to-be queen frequenting such a questionable venue?”

      She shrank away, hurt. Sure, the Voice always gave small warnings when they got close to the wagon, but she didn’t think it was that bad.

      For a half second she debated starting the argument they’d gotten into at dinner last night, the one about the virtues and vices of magic. If Raaf had been the heir to the throne, he’d rid the kingdom of all magic and seal the border so Stellans couldn’t trade with them. Good thing she was the heir. That was one thing she was looking forward to. She’d allow more magic.

      Time was slipping away. The mage wagon never stayed long.

      “Can Phoenix at least come with us?”

      “Yes, but act like a princess,” he said with a glare.

      He was in a bad mood. She stood and left the room before he said anything more.
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