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			Chapter 1

			Alex

			“She’s dying!”

			I hear my brother’s strained voice and instantly I’m up, the idea of deep sleep impossible now.

			My mother sits at the edge of her bed, her entire body wracked with wicked coughs. Her dress is disheveled under all the sheets, and her long, dark hair is tied at the back of her head, with little frayed strands hanging beside her tired face. Lines on her forehead and cheeks seem more pronounced as she hovers over the edge of the bed. I’m next to her in a flash.

			“What is it, Mother?” My brows knit as I put a hand on her back, supporting her as more coughs wreck her body. Her body’s warm, like it’s fighting off whatever infection has been in her body for years.

			“P-p-pe,” she manages before her entire body shakes violently.

			She didn’t have to say anything else; I knew exactly what she needed already––she’d been training me for years. I move towards the cabinet where we keep multiple small bottles containing various concoctions my mother and I have made through the years. I organized it recently alphabetically, so I scan to find the Ps. I frown. We’re all out of what I’m looking for. Frustration pulls at me, and I run outside the house barefoot, Angus following behind me like a lost puppy. His eyes are wide, more from fear than sleep. But I ignore him, passing through all the plants we have growing at the side of our house. It’s the middle of the night, and this disruption isn’t unusual for my mother’s condition. The moon’s out, giving light to the otherwise dark surroundings. I see the fence of our property just beyond the horizon, where our cow grazes during the day.

			As soon as I spot the leaves I need, I bend down, gently cutting them off and grabbing them with my other hand. I run back into the house, Angus on my heels yet again as I enter the kitchen, using a mortar and pestle to grind the leaves into a paste before I mix it into hot water.

			“Go help Mother up while I mix her tea,” I order the seventeen-year-old standing over my shoulder as I wipe the bottom of my feet against my other calf. He nods gravely, disappearing into my mother’s room.

			I finish mixing the paste into hot water and use a spatula to slowly dissolve the paste. My mother’s coughs are so loud I can hear her from where I stand in the kitchen.

			“I’m almost done!” I yell, tapping my foot as I wait for the water to boil.

			Only heavy coughs respond, so I turn the heat up.

			“Alex, hurry!” Angus yells from the bedroom. “She’s coughing blood.”

			I don’t respond, but I keep my eyes on the pot, bubbles slowly forming in and around the water. Once the bubbles are bigger, I turn the stove off, pour the tea into a cup, and race to my mother’s bedroom.

			Sticky red liquid pools on the floor. Her head is hovering over the ground, her body lying weakly as she heaves, breathless. Angus sits on the edge of the bed, rubbing her back. He looks at me, his eyes bulging with fear. My stomach knots as I settle on the other side of my mother, helping her sit up. She sits up, but her body is so weak that she doubles over.

			“Mother,” I say softly, “I have the tea. Come on, it’ll only take a second, I promise.”

			She nods, coughing up more blood that sticks to her body and the bedsheets.

			“Alex,” Angus says, horrified.

			I ignore him, letting my mother smell the tea before helping her to sit back up so she can take a sip. She slurps slowly, coughing even more than blood-red liquid coats her mouth.

			“Come on, Mother, you’ve got this,” I say softly as I offer her the tea one more time.

			She takes the cup, taking a longer sip this time. When she sets the cup down, her tear-filled eyes are bloodshot, and a trickle of blood runs down her chin. She breathes deeply, her tea sputtering as she bursts into another fit of coughs. I rub my hands down her back, slowly patting as she gets the rest of it out. Her eyes are still wet, and tears stream down her face. I pull her into my arms, rubbing her back at the same time.

			“It’s okay, Mother, it’s okay,” I say softly, wiping the tears from my face. My eyes turn back to my younger brother, who’s also staring back at me, fear lingering in his eyes.

			My mother’s been sick ever since I can remember. It started out slowly, morphing from random coughing every now and again to this. She can hardly stand these days. Most of the time she’s in bed. We could never figure out what was wrong, and we’ve never had the money to send her to a healer. These days, only this tea makes her feel better. Nothing else.

			“Alexandra,” she manages, and I let her lay down on her pillow.

			“What is it, Mother?” I ask, fluffing out the pillow next to her and pulling her blanket up to her chest. I reach for her hand. It’s ice cold, so I rub my hands over hers.

			“The deliveries for today,” she breathes.

			“It’s okay, Mother. Angus can help me,” I say, looking at him.

			“I’m sorry,” she says, her eyes drooping wearily.

			“It’s okay, Mother. We got it,” I promise her, then add as I pat the nightstand next to her. “Your tea is here. It will make you feel better.”

			She nods tiredly, shifting to her side. I reach next to her, shutting the curtains and turning off the light. I slip out of the room, pulling Angus with me.

			“Do you think she’s okay?” Angus whispers.

			For a moment, in the dark of the night, I remember Angus when he was just seven years old. I was fourteen, and he used to get so scared before falling asleep. He’d trembled with fear, and I’d crawled into bed with him so he could nod off. That was ten years ago, and here he is––not much different from then, maybe a bit braver, but always scared that Mother will die and leave us. I’m scared, too, but I don’t tell him that. I have to be strong for him.

			For her.

			I pull him into a hug, forgetting for a moment that he actually towers over me now. He smells of crisp night air and river water, a smell he’s always had ever since he was young. I miss the days when I could just tell him something and he’d do it. At seventeen, he’s not like that anymore.

			“She’ll be fine,” I whisper, but even I’m unsure. “Go to bed, Angus. We have work tomorrow.”

			He turns, disappearing behind his door, and it’s dark in the house again.

			I sigh. Angus, my mother, and I live in Fortuna, a few hours away from the main city where the palace and the royal family lives. They have property in the area, but honestly, we’ve never seen the royal family, and we’ve never seen their soldiers.

			They’ve never cared, so neither did we.

			My mother, when she was younger, decided she preferred the slow life of the mountains, so we moved here before I was born. We live on our little farm, supporting ourselves and a few other families nearby. It’s a little lonely, but nice. I don’t have to deal with the soldiers or palace people, and our house may be small, but we own it, so at least we don’t have to pay rent—which is just as well now that Mother is too sick to work.

			So, at least we didn’t have to care about people who clearly didn’t care about us.

			A few minutes later, I lay on my bed, pulling my blankets up as I struggle to gather as much warmth as I can. Light has already started peeking through the clouds. It’ll be morning soon. Tomorrow will be a rough day.

			Just like every other day.
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			Chapter 2

			Alex

			My eyes open at the sound of a rooster. Oh boy. Chris is awake. I rub my eyes, breathing deeply as I wrangle myself out of the sheets. I only got a few hours of sleep last night, thanks to Mother’s horrific coughing fit.

			I get dressed, and quickly check on my mother, who’s still sleeping, then put on a warmer coat, since it’s been cooler in the mornings lately. Rubbing my eyes to wake myself up a little more, I drag myself into the chicken coop.

			“Good morning,” I greet Chris.

			“I’m hungry.” The lavender rooster looks up at me as I enter the chicken run.

			“I know; that’s why I’m here, grumpy,” I grumble.

			Chris crows again, noting his disappointment.

			Yeah, yeah. I know. I break into the bin and start scooping out chicken feed, and Chris and a few other chickens instantly flock to the feeder.

			“Thanks, Alex,” Alyssa and the other Buff Orpington ladies say.

			I nod, mentally counting the number of chickens. “Where’s Virginia?” I demand.

			The chickens all continue to peck at their food, ignoring me.

			“Chris, where’s Virginia?” I say again, this time planting a hand on his back. He turns, pecking me on the finger before turning back to his food. I roll my eyes, striding past the feeder to the run. Virginia’s in the nest, laying. When she spots me, she cuckoos disappointingly, so I turn to check their water instead.

			“See, I take my job seriously,” Chris says when he finally turns to watch me refill the water.

			“I was just checking. There’s a lot of big birds around,” I defend myself.

			“Stop hovering over us, Alex, You’re slow when you do,” Alyssa says as she turns from her food. I roll my eyes.

			“You’re not getting bugs today,” I mutter under my breath.

			“Bitch,” Virginia says in between clucking.

			I grab some bugs and throw them in before scowling and heading out of the chicken run, locking it behind me.

			“Bye,” the chickens cluck behind me.

			I heave a sigh as I walk over to the pen, where Sweet’s already waiting for me, grazing on the grass.

			“Good morning,” I greet her, smiling as I open the fence.

			“Good morning,” she moos loudly, turning to me. I pet her face, rubbing the space behind her ears. She really enjoys that.

			Of course, I’ve wondered how I can talk to my animals many, many times, only to be laughed at by Sweet, my cow, Chris, and Virginia. I don’t know how; I don’t know why. My brother can’t talk to animals, nor can my mother. And yet, in this lonely house, so far away from civilization, my only friends are the cow, the chickens, who apparently sometimes hate me, and my cat.

			“How are you today?” the cow asks me.

			To others, she must just be mooing. But I understand every word she says.

			I brush her body, and she wriggles with happiness.

			“I’m okay,” I respond, shrugging.

			“Oh, Alex.” Her voice is older, like a grandmother trying to sate my concerns.

			“What?” I demand, scowling at her as I brush her faster.

			“You haven’t had a good sleep, yet again. At some point, your lack of proper rest will get to you, you know. You’re not going to be young forever,” the cow says.

			“I know, Sweet. It’s not like I can help it. Mother got really sick last night. No one else will be doing this. Angus isn’t even awake yet,” I respond. Once I’m done cleaning her, I bend down on my knees, putting a bucket below her.

			“You ready?” I ask. I always like to ask because it makes them feel good, feel ready.

			Sweet moos in response. I pull on her teat to release milk into the bucket.

			“Are you going to be doing anything today?” Sweet moos again.

			I laugh as I move on to another teat. Milk pours into the bucket. “Deliveries,” I sing, trying to sound cheerful.

			“Can’t Angus do that?” she asks, lifting a leg as I move on to a different teat.

			“True,” I say absentmindedly. “But he’s not even awake. He’s not going to be up before ten am.”

			“Oh. Maybe be the big sister and tell him to wake up?” Sweet moos, but all I hear is a snicker. I scowl again, directing it at her, even though she can’t see me.

			I finish collecting all the milk from her, then carry the bucket back to the barn where I can bottle it carefully. I glance up at the clock in the barn, calculating the time I have before I need to start delivering. It’s 7:22 am. I have only about two hours. I sit at the desk, reaching for the bottles to get them ready. Usually, my mother and I bottle the milk together as it’s time-consuming. More often lately, I’ve had to do chores myself. At least my mother taught me how to do everything well before she got too sick.

			Now, I can run the house, even when she dies. I pause for a moment, my heart sinking at the thought. I love my mother, I do. Shame and embarrassment fill me, and I shake away the thoughts. I owe my mother everything. I should be grateful she’s still alive. I should be grateful I can return the favor.

			I turn back to the task at hand, washing the bottles carefully before putting the milk in them. When I finish the last bottle, I wash my hands, drying them with a towel before putting a sticker with our phone number on it. That’s how we get our income. We sell eggs and milk to some of our neighbors, giving us just enough to live on. It couldn’t put Angus through school, but at least we’re alive, right?

			I bag all the bottles up, sticking a name tag onto each paper bag so I know which one goes to whom. Then, I slip each bag into a saddlebag before hanging it over Wayne as he nuzzles me affectionately.

			“Hello,” he says, excitedly stomping his foot.

			“Hello, Wayne. Don’t worry, we’ll leave soon,” I say while placing a saddle on his back. “I’ll wash you after, don’t worry.”

			“Sun. Movement, so exciting, Alex,” he neighs.

			I laugh, mounting. “Let’s go.” At least the roads are clear when we leave our farm, unlike most areas around here. The roads are lined with massive trees, most so high up that they create a cover for the road. Fortuna is very, very remote. The few neighborhoods there are mostly consist of farms. There’s a single store, a few tiny restaurants, and maybe a post office. Other than that, it’s just dirt roads and lots of trees. I like it like that, though. It’s so remote, away from people who could hurt us. Away from the fake, the rich, and the people who take advantage. At least, that’s what my mother always says.

			My first delivery is at the local pub, at least about twenty minutes away on horseback from my home.

			Serena meets me as I turn the corner to the pub. Serena owns the pub. She’s about twice my age at forty-eight, but she’s always been extra nice to me. She’s beautiful, too, the kind of woman you wouldn’t usually see in the middle of nowhere.

			“Hello.” She smiles, pushing her long blonde hair behind her back. She’s wearing an apron today, over a red sundress. Her skin is light, and her eyes are blue. That’s how most people around us look. We’re the foreigners, the people who’ve traveled from who knows where and don’t look anything like our neighbours. When we first arrived, I was three. Angus wasn’t even born yet. I was always the odd girl, the girl that didn’t completely fit.

			When I first met Serena, I was a shy girl of sixteen; she took me in. She introduced me to people, accepted me, made me feel like I am human, despite the constant stares and whispers.

			“How are you?” she asks as I hand her the bag of milk.

			I shrug. “I’m okay.”

			Wayne neighs. “Are you though?”

			I struggle to keep a straight face.

			“Alex, you really should come out every now and again. You owe it to yourself. Even Angus manages to get out on occasion,” Serena says, turning to me with her beautiful blue eyes.

			I give her a face. “Of course he does. I’m sure we only need one Mauricio out and about,” I say with a bite of sarcasm.

			“I’d really rather it be you,” Serena offers kindly, a soft look in her eyes.

			I chuckle. “Maybe next time.” I start to turn, but Serena catches my arm.

			“You realize your brother’s been spending time at the fields owned by the royal family, right? The moment he gets caught, they’ll kill him,” she whispers.

			My eyes grow wide. “What?”

			“You need to tell him to stop. He cannot keep doing this. They’ll kill him,” Serena repeats.

			My mouth drops, but I turn to face her. “I…when did you see him?”

			Serena’s eyebrows rise. “Every day for the last few weeks.”

			“Shit,” I say under my breath. “Thanks for telling me, Serena.”

			She nods, and my body tenses. They won’t kill him just because he’s trespassing. We’re not considered their people. He’ll be arrested for treason simply because his skin color is different.
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			Chapter 3

			Alex

			Wayne neighs happily when I return home and start grooming his coat. When I turn, I see Angus sitting on the desk. The heat of my anger threatens to burst out all at once. Not a great idea. So, I bury all of it for now and put on a smile.

			“Did you sleep okay?” I ask.

			“I slept.” He shrugs. “Anything I can help with?”

			I roll my eyes. “Angus, it’s 2:00 pm.”

			“I’m sorry; I was up all night with Mother,” he says.

			It takes all of me not to tell him I was up, too. “Chores start at five. I could’ve used your help.” I brush Wayne’s sides as he neighs his approval.

			“You need to be stricter with him, Alex. You’re too nice.” Wayne frowns.

			I just look at the horse, pretending I haven’t heard what he just said. He whinnies, but I’m sure it’s him rolling his eyes.

			“I’m sorry. I’ll help tomorrow, I promise,” Angus mumbles as he watches me clean Wayne.

			I fight to keep my voice gentle. He doesn’t respond well when he feels got at. “Where did you go yesterday?”

			“What do you mean?” Angus asks, tilting his head in confusion.

			Once again, I remember him as a little boy. But he’s not young anymore. He’s taller now, taller than I am, and his jaw is more pronounced. His eyebrows are thicker and darker, although they’ve always been like that, even when he was younger. He talks back so much more now.

			“Where did you spend your time yesterday?” I ask again, frowning at him.

			“Is this just you testing me? Or are you actually asking?” Angus asks, frowning back.

			“Angus, just tell me,” I say, heaving a sigh.

			“I was with my friends,” Angus grunts, but I can already tell he’s lying by the way his eyes shift.

			“Yeah? Which friends?” I ask.

			“Alex, if you already know, then stop trying to torture me,” Angus snaps, standing up from his seat, his eyes gleaming with anger. Maybe even hurt.

			“I’m not trying to torture you. I’m trying to give you the opportunity to tell the truth,” I say, standing my ground. It’s rare that Angus and I fight, but to be honest, it’s always been because I’m too tired. I just…I’m not a fighter. I’m fairly gifted at sarcasm; other than that, raising my voice always exhausts me.

			He looks at me, eyes wide, his breathing hitching as he prepares to say something.

			“Were you at the fields yesterday? And the day before?” I ask.

			His palm goes up, and he turns away, his hands fidgeting.

			“Angus,” I try.

			“So what, Alex? So what? I was just trying to have fun,” Angus roars, turning around.

			My heart breaks. “I know that, but you know who we are, and what we are to this kingdom. You know how they’ll react if this continues to happen.”

			“You know fun? The thing that seems to be such a foreign concept to you?” Angus sneered. Sarcasm sits inside both of us, I guess. Family trait.

			I click my tongue, forcing every bad emotion, every bad word, deep within me. “I’m too busy taking care of you and Mother.”

			“I don’t need to be taken care of,” Angus growls.

			Yes, you do! I want to say so badly. But instead, I keep quiet, looking at my younger brother, at the tears streaming down his face. I fight the urge to comfort him, but I lose, stepping forward to wrap my arms around him.

			“I’m sorry,” Angus whispers against my ear. “I won’t do it again.”

			“I’m just trying to protect you. I don’t want anything to happen to you,” I say.

			“I won’t do it again,” he says. “It’s just such a nice field, and it’s so pretty during the day.”

			I frown, once again seeing the little boy who always liked to roll around in grass. He always did this—even as a little boy. Why did he have to grow up and become aware of the evil all around us? “I’m sorry. I’m sorry this is our situation.”

			“It’s not your fault,” he mumbles. “It’s not your fault we’re like this.”

			I know he means the color of our skin––the biggest thing that makes us different. The biggest thing that makes it more difficult to live.

			It’s not a fault, Angus, I want to say, but nothing comes out of my mouth. I don’t want to lie to him. The people around me do see it as a fault. So instead, I sigh deeply, patting him on the back.

			“No more going to those lands, okay?” I say.

			He nods, his face crestfallen. “No more,” he agrees.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I know how much you like good grass.”

			He shrugs. “It’s okay, I can find someplace else.”

			“Can you go clean the coop?” I ask, changing the subject.

			He nods, walking off.

			“Are you sure it’s the coop that needs cleaning?” a voice says, and I turn around to see Mouse sitting by the desk. Mouse is our highland lynx cat who loves to terrorize the mice in the area.

			“What did you do?” I ask, giving her a look.

			“Oh, nothing. I just had lunch,” she says, licking her paws.

			“Disgusting.” I roll my eyes at her, turning my back to face Wayne again.

			“You’re too nice, Alex,” Wayne says as I brush his coat once more.

			“Yeah, Alex. Wayne is right. You’re too nice. If I were you, I’d just, pah, pah, pah,” Mouse agrees, raising her paws like she’s punching something.

			I laugh. “You look like you’re pawing at the air, Mouse, what do you think you look like?”

			“I’ll rip your throat when you’re sleeping, Alex, make fun of me again,” she warns, her eyes narrowing, her ears laid back.

			I can’t help bursting into laughter. She looks at me warily, showing her six toes proudly. “Ooh, I’m so scared,” I tease.

			She jumps at me, scratching my pants.

			“Ow, you little shit,” I say, getting up to brush her off me.

			“That’s just the start, Alex. Maybe if you actually got a life, you wouldn’t be so pathetic,” Mouse says.

			“Says the freaking cat!” I laugh.

			“Exactly. That cat that you talk to,” Mouse retorts.

			“I do feel bad, you know,” I say, sitting down.

			“About what?” Mouse asks.

			“That he never got to go to school. I think it still haunts him, just as much as it haunts me.”

			Mouse jumps up next to me. “Yes, it does.” She turns to me, giving me a slow blink. “You may pet me,” she adds, tossing her head. I chuckle, obliging and petting the space behind her neck.

			“You’ve heard him?” I say, going back to the original topic.

			“Yes. He cries about it at night every now and again. He doesn’t think he’ll amount to anything. I guess it’s normal for someone who’s never had a normal childhood,” Mouse says.

			My throat tightens. “Do you think he’ll get over it?”

			The cat chortles. “Of course not. Not with how society acts. Worth will always be assigned according to the money you have or the lineage you come from.”

			I fold my arms over my sinking heart. “Then how do I put him through school, Mouse? We barely survive.”

			“I mean, if you can sell the mice I catch, you’d be a millionaire,” the cat says, turning to my palm affectionately.

			If only.
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			Chapter 4

			Alex

			I finish washing Wayne and tell Angus to wash Sweet before I head back into the house to work on my mother’s herbs. If there’s anything that my mother brought from her family, it’s this. My mother can make all sorts of concoctions. That was how she escaped her old, dangerous life to arrive here in one piece. She traded many concoctions, poisons, sleeping draughts, anything and everything that people can use to hurt, heal, or help someone. She’d just started teaching me a few years ago, before her condition got really bad. Nowadays, I mostly just make her a concoction of peppermint, slippery elm, and ginger, and it helps with the coughing.

			“Hello, Mother,” I greet her. She’s still in bed , but her eyes are open, weariness written all over her face. Her blankets are crumpled at the foot of her bed, and she’s on her side, her knees pulled up to her chest.

			“Alex,” she manages with a small smile.

			“How are you feeling?” I stand at her door, leaning against it as I cross my arms.

			My mother doesn’t like to be hovered over; it makes her feel weak, so I’ve learned to avoid it as much as I can. To be fair, though, I haven’t seen her since last night.

			She coughs, propping herself up on her elbows. “Tired,” she responds.

			“Want me to make you anything? Food? Drinks?” I offer, holding back the urge to come and comfort her.

			She shakes her head. “I’m not hungry, but if you have time, I’d love some of the cough syrup you gave me last night.”

			I nod my head. “I can do that. Have you drunk any water today at all?”

			She gives me a wary look. “No,” she admits.

			I roll my eyes, turning from her to grab her some. “Mother, please drink water. It’ll help you tonight, I promise.”

			I reach back to her, handing her the water bottle. She accepts it, and I watch her struggle to drink. I push the urge to help her away, turning to go back to the kitchen, grimacing when I hear her struggle.

			The mortar and pestle I used last night still sit in the kitchen, pieces of peppermint leaves still stuck around it. I exit the house barefoot to harvest a few more leaves and grab some slippery elm, since I used the last of it last night. Angus is still outside , working on cleaning the coop. I can see him struggling to rake the chicken run while all the chickens cluck at him.

			“Chris, Virginia, stop it!” I yell.

			“I enjoy making it harder for him,” Chris crows back as it flaps its wings, flying around Angus, who’s clearly struggling.

			I roll my eyes, walking around the side of our house to forage for supplies. Once I’ve gathered what I need, I place it in the mortar, before adding a piece of ginger onto the cutting board so I can also cut the leaves into pieces. Once I have little pieces, I drop them into the mortar before breaking them down into a paste. Then, I turn on the stove, adding a pot of water onto it so it can boil.

			“Alex, can you make a sleeping draught for me too? I can’t seem to sleep anymore,” my mother calls from her bedroom.

			“Okay!” I yell back.

			My mother had only just started teaching me before her health worsened, but it’s taking a lot longer because we can no longer go out into the forests to look at different plants. I can make a sleeping draught, and I can temporarily paralyze someone with a concoction, but that’s it right now. I haven’t been in the fields with her since I was twenty-one, the day she was pointing out the different types of mushrooms and what I can do with them.

			I mix the paste with the hot water, then hand it to my mother. “Here you go,” I say.

			My mother accepts the mug, drinking it slowly. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

			I nod, turning around to start the work on a sleeping draught, scouring through our cabinets and closets for ingredients. Chamomile, lemon balm, lavender—I count off, pulling a bit of each to use for my concoction. I just need valerian root, so I head to our garden again to pick out a few leaves. But Angus is on his way back inside, holding an arm gingerly.

			“Are you okay?” I ask, seeing him grimace and watching the blood drip from his arm.

			“I accidentally scratched myself on the chicken run,” he says.

			All thoughts of what I was doing slip from my mind, and I rush to get medical supplies and usher him in.

			Within seconds, Angus is sitting on a chair in the kitchen, his head and arm hanging over the table.

			“I’m coming, Angus, I’ll be right there,” I say, noting the nausea roaming across Angus’s face. He’s never been great with blood. I grab a bandage and a needle in case I need to patch it up and drop them next to him as I inspect his wounds.

			“It’ll need stitches, Angus,” I tell him as he nods, his gaze still fixed on the floor. I pat a towel over the wound to stop the bleeding and grab water for him. “Here,” I say, trying to lift him up to drink. He does what I ask.

			I make sure to sterilize the wound before stitching it up.

			“What’s going on?” my mother croaks from her bedroom.

			“Angus got cut. Don’t worry, I’m patching him up,” I say, before handing Angus spilanthes, a flower to help with the pain. He chews on it, keeping his head down.

			“Ready?” I whisper.

			“Can I have alcohol?” he murmurs weakly.

			I roll my eyes. “No,” I say immediately. He groans. “It’ll be painful. Hold on,” I say before starting to stitch his wound up.

			His face changes while I stitch his wound, from a grimace, to an almost-yell, back to a grimace.

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m almost done,” I say, quickly finishing up the stitches. When I make the last stitch, I sigh a deep breath. “I’m almost done. I just have to bandage it, okay?” I pull a bandage from its cover and wrap it around his wound, tight but not too tight.

			“Thanks,” he manages, but his face is pale, and his lips have lost all their color.

			“Okay, drink.” I give him another glass of water, and he gulps it down, his eyes rolling to the back of his head.

			“I gotta go lay down,” he murmurs as he tries to walk.

			I hold on to him, pulling his arm over my shoulder and helping him to his bed. “I didn’t get to Sweet, Alex,” he adds, burying himself into his sheets. I nod, a flare in my chest rising at the additional chore.

			“It’s okay, I’ve got it,” I say, patting him on his back.

			“Alex, my sleeping draught, please,” Mother says weakly from the other room.

			“Yes, Mother.” I close the door to Angus’s room before heading back into the kitchen. For a moment, I have to reorient myself. What was I doing? Oh, valerian root. I make my way back out to the gardens, picking up a few leaves of valerian root before heading back inside to make my mother’s sleeping draught. Once I’m done, I give the glass to my mother and then head back out into the kitchen to clean up. Another day in the life of Alex. Rinse and repeat. Just more of me doing nothing else but everyone else’s tasks.

			I wash the dishes, putting them back into the cabinet, before I wipe my hands on my apron while looking around the kitchen for any more things to clean before I need to go wash Sweet.

			A white envelope sits on the fridge door, one I hadn’t noticed before. I grab it, opening the envelope and grabbing the white paper inside.
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			My mouth drops when I see the date on the stamp. We received this letter eleven days ago.

			“Mother!” I yell, my blood burning hot at the fear and anger in my head.

			“What?” she murmurs, turning over in bed.

			“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” I ask.

			But her eyes have drooped, her breathing is steady, her body calm, and I know she’s fallen asleep.
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			Chapter 5

			Alex

			The next day, I wake up extra early just to finish all of my chores, so I can count the money we have. There’s no chance we have the kind of money being demanded by the royals. None at all. We live day to day, barely having any savings for things like emergencies. We can barely afford to pay even small installments of the amount they’re asking. There is no way I can get them off our backs. How did we lose this? How did we stop paying taxes? I didn’t even know we were expected to pay them. They haven’t done anything for us, not in the last four years, not ever.

			I sigh, walking to my mother’s bedroom. She didn’t have a great time last night, either.

			My heart clenches, and a sob escapes around my words as I force them out. “They’re coming to take Angus today, Mother. Why didn’t you tell me about this?” I demand.

			She peers at me from her pillow, a sad look stretching across her face. “I’m sorry, Alex. I forgot,” she murmurs.

			Forgot? Forgot? I’m going to lose my brother. You can’t just forget this! I want to yell at her, but the way she closes her eyes makes me realize how weak she is already. There’s no way I can shout at her for this. Angus comes out of his bedroom, whistling. I see the moment he realizes what I’ve4 just said, and I watch helplessly as the blood drains from his face, and his eyes darken. “Who’s coming to take me?” he rasps.

			I let out a shaky breath, turning to him as I hand him the envelope, forgetting for a moment that he can’t read. “It’s a notice that we haven’t been paying taxes for the last four years. They’re coming to take you today, Angus,” I blurt out.

			“Who? Who is taking me today?” he demands through narrowed eyes.

			“The palace. The king,” I tell him.

			“No.” Angus’s eyes widen. “No, Alex. No, they can’t take me!”

			Once more, the young man in front of me turns into a little boy. “Please, Alex, please don’t let them take me.”

			I wrap him in my arms. “I won’t. I promise. Go anywhere. I’ll negotiate with them, but if you’re not here, they can’t take you.”

			Angus nods, then exits the back door, his shoulders heaving.

			“What did you do, Alex?” my mother says from her bed.

			“I’m doing what I can to keep this family together, Mother,” I say, catching sight of horses through the window. “They’re here,” I breathe, my heart pounding in my chest.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Mauricio. We are here to collect your taxes,” a firm voice calls from outside.

			I hide behind the front door, unsure what to do.

			“Please don’t make this harder for any of us.”

			I open the door, slowly slipping out to face them.

			A huge palace carriage sits outside our home with four horses, two drivers with palace uniforms in the front, and another soldier at the back of the carriage.

			“Hello!” the horses neigh. I ignore them, turning to the man in the carriage.

			“My name is Sir Andrew. I work for the royal family. We are here to take Angus Mauricio,” the man says, stepping out of the carriage. He’s wearing a neat black royal uniform. His face has a mustache that makes him look even creepier. His hair is pulled back neatly, exposing his menacing dark eyes. He faces me as if he’s ready to strike.

			“Please, Sir Andrew. Please don’t take my brother,” I beg, kneeling in front of him. He ignores me, his men running into the home to find Angus. “He’s not here, Sir Andrew. Please, is there anything else we can offer?” I ask, grabbing his arm. But he shoves me hard, and my stomach lurches when I hit the ground.

			“Please, Sir Andrew, please, let me offer anything else,” I beg, but his men continue to rifle through the house, our things, our property, like it means nothing. My mother yells, and I instantly turn to run to her, but a hand wraps itself around mine, tightening as I move away.

			“Do not move,” Sir Andrew warns, his voice a threat in itself.

			One of his men forces my mother out into the yard. Anger flares through my body at the sight of her being dragged mercilessly across the ground.

			“Please, Sir Andrew. Take anything but my brother,” I say again. “Don’t hurt my mother. Please don’t hurt her.” I look from Sir Andrew to my mother, who has slumped to the ground.

			“We need able-bodied human beings. Your mother is too weak,” Sir Andrew retorts.

			I pull away from Sir Andrew, eager to take my stand. “Me,” I yell impulsively. “I’ll serve the palace. Take me.”

			“No!” my mother yells behind me.

			“Please take me instead,” I beg, ignoring her. “Please. I’m useful. I can clean; I can help people. I’ll do whatever you need me to do. I’ll spend years serving you to pay off our debt.”

			Sir Andrew finally turns to me, his thick dark eyebrows frowning.

			“You?” he says again.

			“Please,” I beg, getting on my knees once more.

			“Please, no,” my mother cries behind me.

			Sir Andrew’s beady, evil eyes turn to me, a creepy, wicked smile spreading on his face. “I accept. You will serve the kingdom in exchange for your brother. Serve for five years to pay off your debt.”

			“I’ll do it,” I say, tears running down my cheeks.

			Suddenly, a body jumps over me, its knuckles connecting with Sir Andrew’s face. Sir Andrew’s minions instantly grab Angus, pulling him away from their boss.

			Sir Andrew chuckles. “So, this is the boy,” he says, nodding.

			“Please don’t take him,” I beg.

			“He just punched me. That has consequences,” Sir Andrew says, patrolling me and Angus.

			“Please, take me. Double my years to pay off the damage,” I say immediately.

			Sir Andrew’s ears pique. “Interesting.”

			“No! No, don’t take her! Please!” Angus pleads.

			“Hm…But your sister says she’ll double her service,” Sir Andrew taunts.

			I stand, turning back to my brother. “Shut up and take care of Mother,” I say, my eyes spilling with every bit of anger I have. He looks at me, just like the little boy version of him used to.

			When I turn to Sir Andrew, he doesn’t say anything. “Take me. Please take me instead.”

			Sir Andrew nods. “Take her,” he orders.

			His palace soldiers proceed to grab my arms and lead me to the back of the carriage. I look back, for only a few moments—just to see my mother and my brother for the last time.
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			Chapter 6

			Alex

			The palace soldier grabs my arm, shoving me into the back of the carriage. I stumble into it, hitting the floor with my elbow, but I don’t have time to adjust. He shoves my knees in, shutting the door behind my legs. I grimace, but I fall forward as soon as the carriage starts moving. My hands hit the floor, and it takes all my strength to push myself up so I can wave at my brother and mother for the last time. Mother’s still sitting on the ground, and my brother is perched next to her. He doesn’t even know how to make her concoctions. He doesn’t know how to take care of our animals.

			I sit back on the bench, the weight of what I’ve just done as heavy as the pain in my elbow. I stare once more at the home I grew up in, the only home I knew, the only people I’d ever known and loved. To my family.

			My entire being breaks, and tears stream down my cheeks, so I bend over, eager to hold on while my whole body breaks down. A heavy knock sounds on the wall where the horses are, and I look up to the faces I’ll forever remember as the people who took me from my family.

			“What?” I glare at them.

			But I got no response. Presumably because I didn’t deserve one.

			“Are you okay?” a little voice says. I jump, turning to face next to me where a tiny mouse sat, its hands enclosed.

			“Hello,” I manage, feeling the swelling of my eyes already. I pull my long, wavy dark hair into a bun at the top of my head.

			“Wow! You heard me and didn’t yell when you saw me!” the mouse responds.

			I shrug at the tiny animal, not responding to its original question.

			Finally, after a while, the mouse asks again, “Are you okay?”

			I take a deep sigh, pondering my answer. “As okay as I’ll ever be. I don’t think I’ll ever see my family again,” I tell the mouse, looking behind us one more time to see if I can see the house anymore. I can’t. All I see now are trees and the King’s road.

			“My name is Elena,” the mouse says.

			“Alex,” I whisper, the words barely audible above the tremor in my voice.

			“It’ll be okay, Alex,” the mouse squeaks, its tiny whiskers twitching as it scurries towards me and gently places a paw on my leg.

			I sniffle. “Will it?”

			“Well, it just means you can make the most of your new life,” the mouse says.

			I look down at it, rolling my eyes. “Is that how easy it is for mice? You move on and make the best of things?”

			The mouse shrugs, jumping from where it was, onto my thigh and up the window so I was face to face with it. “We don’t have a choice. It happens because we have so many predators. We run for our lives. I don’t even know where my family is anymore.”

			“You don’t? Who do you live with now?” I ask.

			“By myself. It’s easier that way, easier not to get attached. I’ve been living in this carriage for months, watching that douche collect taxes from people who don’t deserve it,” the mouse says.

			“They’ve collected from other people, too?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.

			“Of course. The palace is struggling, I think.” The mouse turns its tiny little eyes onto me. “I don’t think it’s collected many taxes this year.”

			I frown, watching the trees pass by. “So, it might not have been my mother’s fault? I thought she stopped paying our taxes because she got sick. I didn’t get the chance to ask her.”

			The mouse nods. “Maybe. There’s at least eight families that have lost their homes, and we just started collecting.”

			My thoughts swirl. The palace has never bothered us in the many years we’ve lived at the farm. We never got any summons, never got visitors. Not one. I’ve lived there all my life and started taking over household duties as early as ten years old.

			“I’ve never met anyone who could talk to a mouse,” the mouse says, turning its tiny head back to me.

			I look back at it, shrugging. “I’ve always been able to talk to animals,” I respond. “But I don’t know why or how? I discovered it when I was little, and a bird got hurt. We talked. My mother always thought it was weird.”

			“Are you nervous?” the mouse asks.

			“Nervous about what?” I deflect, but I’m only stalling. The only thoughts I have right now are of the palace and how know I won’t belong there. I won’t fit in with the people of a single color, the people of a certain caliber and status. It feels like the first day of school, only this time, I know what to expect.

			“The palace,” the mouse responds, and my heart drops. I don’t know if I want to say it out aloud. It might make it even realer.

			“I think you’ll like the prince. He’s super pretty,” the mouse adds, looking out the window at the trees passing around us.

			“You’ve met him?” I ask.

			“I mean, I didn’t talk to him, if that’s what you’re asking. You’re the only one I’ve ever talked to,” the mouse responds.

			“You might be the only one I’ll ever talk to in the palace,” I say sadly.

			“Oh, I doubt that,” the mouse says.

			“No one will talk to me, Elena. Look at me. I’m not one of them. I’m an outsider.” I point to the mere color of my skin.

			“But, Alex,” the mouse turns to me, “you can talk to animals. It’ll be their loss if they don’t.”

			I look at the tiny creature. “What do you mean?”

			It skitters its way from the window back to the bench next to me. “How often do you meet a human who can talk to animals? It’s a super rare skill.”

			I turn to the window, my thoughts swirling as fast as we pass yet more rows of trees.

			“I feel like I should tell you, though. You know there are more than just the regular animals in the city, right?” the mouse asks.

			“I don’t understand. What does that mean?” I rub the back of my ear.

			“Dragons, Alex. They have dragons.”
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