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      The ace cards were hers to win.

      The naïve man before her didn’t know that, however. He stretched his long fingers across the deck of cards before selecting one off the top. He discarded it without looking. Then, he grabbed another and flipped it over on the table, adding it to the row of other cards. It didn’t matter what it was, she had already won. Regina kept her face neutral, not a singular hint of whether or not she had a winning card in her hand.

      “I’ll check,” the man said, his Adam’s apple bobbing slightly as he swallowed. His voice was slightly muffled to her ears, but she’d grown used to lip-reading over the years.

      He clearly wasn’t so confident in his own two cards, held in his sweaty, gleaming hand.

      Regina raised her own arm, pressing her palm on the glass that separated the two of them. “I’ll raise you a kiss.”

      “A… kiss?” he asked, blinking. His eyes trailed across the box that surrounded her, then to the door that was sealed shut, never to be opened unless one wanted to face their certain demise. “How, exactly?”

      She chuckled, the sound low in her throat. “Oh, silly. You’re a smart boy, you can figure it out.” She lowered both arms to her side.

      He glanced back down at his cards. He wasn’t unattractive, though she’d already forgotten his name. He was a common man, she knew, despite his effort at dressing himself up in finer clothes. His beard was scruffy, untidy. Though a clear attempt had been made to clean up the edges. His brown hair was long, unruly. And his hands shook slightly with the clear signs of an addict.

      “What’s the counter?” he asked.

      Of course. The, what’s in it for me, question. Always inevitable.

      “Say, if you win this hand…” she tilted her head to the side. “I’ll let you walk out of this castle with an armload of coin from our treasury.”

      Oh, how she loved this game. She loved watching the hope light up in their eyes as they realize what sort of position they’ve just been put in. The chance at a changed life, the chance at a fortune they’ve never seen themselves in before. The chance at fueling their addiction for more, more, more.

      She knew it well.

      “What do you say?” she asked, growing impatient. She leaned back in her chair, her untouched cards sitting down in front of her. She knew exactly what they were; she didn’t need to double check. “A chance at a fortune, or a kiss with a princess? Honestly, I don’t think either scenario works against your favor.”

      She watched his jaw tense, his mind working hard to weigh his options. He surveyed the box one more time and, with a heavy sigh, nodded. “Deal.”

      That word was a song to her ears, a whisper to her blood. It thrilled and excited her, making her heart jump in a way that couldn’t be achieved anywhere else in her life. It was her drug, as potent and thrilling as any substance.

      “Show your hand,” she told him, and he placed his cards down flat on the table. He had a pair of queens, which worked with the two aces on the table to make two pair. She smiled at him, as he grinned back.

      “There’s no way you could have a flush,” he informed her. “I’ll be taking that coin⁠—”

      She raised her hand. A simple yet effective way to shut a man up. Without a word, she flipped her two cards over on the table’s surface. Two aces in her hand, two on the table. She’d known since those first two cards had been flipped that there was no way she could lose this round. With the other, dead cards that were given, her hand was the highest possible count.

      “A kiss, then,” he said, and she saw he looked hesitant. “Are… Are the rumors true? If I walk in there, will I…”

      She simply shrugged. “A gamble’s a gamble, and you need to pay your dues.”

      Scratch her earlier statement. This was her favorite part about the game. When the opponent realized their loss, realized that they’d been played with. When they realized that there was no chance of winning, and any hope they had was erased from their eyes. When prey realized they had been hunted into a trap.

      “Well, now,” she said and stood from her chair. “It’s quite rude to keep a lady waiting.”

      “I don’t want to die,” he whispered, the sound barely audible through the glass. But she heard him just the same.

      “Nobody wants to die,” she informed him. “I thought you were a man of your word. You informed me at the beginning that you were an honest, just man that wanted to come and entertain the king’s daughter. Was that a lie?” She stalked closer to the glass barrier and placed her two hands upon the glass.

      She knew she was beautiful—stunning, even—to look at. She knew that her long locks and blue eyes made her seem mysterious, alluring. Knew that men fantasized about running their hands along the curves of her breasts and the dips in her hips. She knew that all, and frequently used it to her advantage. After all, a girl had to entertain herself somehow from within the confines of a box in a tall, secluded tower.

      “I’ll tell you what,” she said finally, backing away. “I’ll make another bet with you.”

      He looked slightly wary, his brows creasing.

      “If you come in here and give me that kiss, I’ll give you the treasure regardless.” She blinked, slowly. It was a move she’d seen lovers give each other before, when she’d asked them to.

      “You will?” he asked, swallowing. “I mean, I really⁠—”

      “Unless you don’t need the money,” she told him with a small shrug. “In that case, you’re free to go.” Her eyes intentionally snagged on the frayed sleeve that he’d tried to cover up throughout the entirety of their exchange. She knew it was the only reason he came. Knew that there was talk about men walking away from their encounters richer beyond belief. It was all a lie, of course. She never lost a game. Everything always played out exactly as she intended.

      “Okay,” he said finally, nodding. “Let’s do it.”

      “The key is hanging on the hook,” she informed him. “Go fetch it for me.”

      She left their card table. She’d have to have someone give her the man’s cards at some point so she could shuffle them again. It was difficult playing card games when each player had to have their own unique stacks.

      The man hastened over to the hook, where his shaking hands grasped the long, golden key on its chain. He took one step toward her, two. She stepped back from the door, giving him room to invite himself inside.

      But as his fingers brushed the lock on the glass door, the door to the tower burst open.

      Her father, accompanied by three guards, rushed inside. Two seized the man while the other ripped the key from his hands.

      “Another one, seriously?” her father appeared defeated. “Regina, we’ve spoken⁠—”

      She didn’t want to hear it. “Ask him. It’s his idea.”

      The man nodded, trying his best to bow his head before the king. “I am at your majesty’s behest,” the man said. Pathetic. Spineless.

      “Escort him from the grounds,” the king said, waving his hand. “My daughter and I need to have a private word.”

      He grabbed the key from one of the guards. He waited until the guards had left before sticking the key into the door, twisting. While unlocked, the key could not be removed. A safety precaution, perhaps.

      The king stepped inside her box, and the door swung shut behind him. He was completely immune to her, though not immune to his own sickness. He was old, frail, and diseased. His anemic skin was paper-thin, and the wrinkles on his face made him seem twenty years older than he really was.

      “Regina,” he said, walking over to her perfectly-made bed and sitting upon the crimson duvet.

      “Father,” she echoed, her voice mocking. She remained standing, her arms crossed over her chest. “Must you ruin my fun?”

      “Killing the citizens of Kamaera is not what I’d call fun,” he explained. “They’ll be your people one day.”

      “No, they won’t,” she snapped back. “They’ll belong to whatever man you wed me off to. You’ve seen to it that I’ll never have any control over these lands.” She wasn’t particularly bitter about it, but she liked to throw it in his face whenever she could.

      The words hit their mark. The king flinched slightly but covered it up with a fit of coughs. Regina rolled her eyes. “I’ll kill any man you try to set upon me. No union will be made official without my say⁠—”

      “Which is why,” the king said after wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, “I’d like to offer up a proposition.”

      “A proposition?” Her eyes widened. “Like, a bet?”

      “Yes,” he said with a deep sigh. “I’ve come to realize that anything I do must come on your terms.”

      She raised an eyebrow, frowning in approval. “I’m glad you’ve finally come to your senses. So, what is this bet, exactly? If I marry someone, you’ll buy me a new deck of cards?” She snorted at the thought.

      “I’m going to bring you a group of men. Lords and knights from other kingdoms who wish to win your hand. You may gamble with their hearts as you wish, so long as one remains that you will name as your husband and future king. If you succeed, I will move your box into your own personal gambling hall.”

      She picked at the skin around her nail, thinking hard. “And if I don’t?”

      “You’ll be exiled to an island of my choosing. You’ll have food and supplies, if you make them last, but no other people to torture or kill for your own amusement.”

      Her eyes narrowed. It seemed so simple. Tie herself down to one husband forever, and she’ll be able to live her life as she always asked. But fail in picking a singular man from the group, and she’d be banished.

      “Okay,” she finally decided. “It’s a deal.”

      And just like that, Regina signed herself up for the bet of her life.
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        * * *

      

      That night, the man returned. He was shaking harder than ever, and his eyes were hollow, empty. He awoke Regina from her slumber by tapping on the glass, and at first, she thought it was simply her imagination.

      “Come back for that kiss, have you?” She grinned. She knew he would.

      “Are the previous stakes still applicable?” he asked, jittering. Perhaps she should have called for her guards, demanded to know how this man slipped past them in the dead of night. But truthfully, she admired his dedication.

      “Absolutely,” she told him, standing in the middle of her floor. She slid her slippers onto her feet, gliding across the carpet.
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