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O beauty, are you not enough?


—Sara Teasdale
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QUEEN VEDA, THE SECOND MONARCH OF THE ROYAL kingdom of Ran, stood inside her enormous closet and surveyed the contents.


Her dresses were organized by occasion. On the left were the ones for affairs of state. Next to them, evening clothes. Then day clothes, then hunting clothes, then clothes for brisk exercise.


The dresses on the far right were for funerals and executions. She took one of them off its hanger and examined it. It was a long, wonderfully soft gown made out of black velvet. The collar was pure fawn, and the buttons, onyx inlaid with rubies.


The queen held the gown up to her body. The onyx was the color of her long, shiny black hair; the rubies were the color of her lips. She ran her fingers over the fawn collar.


She turned to the Beauty Consultant, who was sitting on his favorite stool. He was plucking apart a longstemmed red rose.


“Well?” she demanded.


But the Beauty Consultant was engrossed in his rose. He was a tiny man, no taller than her dressing table. He had a shriveled bald head and hooded black eyes. The queen was not sure how old he was—perhaps a hundred, perhaps older. She had inherited him from her mother, the Lady Despina.


Momi. God rest her soul, she thought.


Or maybe not.


The Beauty Consultant was still absorbed in dismembering the rose. There were red petals scattered all over his lap.


“Well?” the queen repeated, irritated.


The Beauty Consultant barely raised his head. He regarded the queen from beneath his hooded eyelids. His black eyes glowed silver for a moment, then turned bright green. The queen smiled a slow, satisfied smile. The colors never lied.


“Yes, Majesty, most becoming,” the Beauty Consultant whispered. He held the nearly beheaded red rose up to his mouth and nibbled delicately on a thorn.


Queen Veda returned the black velvet dress to its hanger, stroking the collar one last time. When was the last time she had worn this dress? Oh, yes. Galen’s funeral. And just before that, at the funeral of Galen’s young friend, Jana or Jaffa or whatever.


“The pink one, Your Majesty!” the Beauty Consultant whispered, startling her.


The pink one. Queen Veda ran her fingertips across her dresses, searching for it. All her dresses were lined up neat as soldiers: black silk with gold brocade, brown taffeta, emerald green satin, red mohair with matching cape.


Ah, there it was. The pink lace gown was the only item of pink clothing she owned. It was a daring shade for her to wear, at her advanced age of—anyhow, it was a pale, delicate pink, the color of a young girl’s blushing cheeks. It was a color she herself used to favor as a young girl. Galen had liked it on her, and of course, before Galen, the other ones.


Queen Veda held it up to her body. The lace was so delicate: wisps of pink thread engaged in a gossamer geometry of flowers, birds, hearts.


She smiled at the Beauty Consultant, waiting for an answer. He was flinging the rose petals off his lap, one by one, and muttering in his strange language which she had never understood:


“Desse ciara treffen du mara.”


“Pay attention!” the queen demanded.


The Beauty Consultant stopped muttering and stared at her. His eyes turned briefly cloudy, then settled back into their oily, inscrutable blackness. The Queen felt a rush of something unexpected—disappointment, rage. She gave a snort of annoyance and jammed the gown back onto its hanger.


“It was your idea,” she muttered.


There was a ripping sound. One of her long fingernails had caught on the lace and torn part of the neckline. The queen was about to extract her fingernail when she noticed that the Beauty Consultant’s eyes were glowing red. Fueled by the compliment, Queen Veda continued ripping, ripping all the way down the bodice.


It was so easy. Pleasant, even.


When she was done, she was breathing hard. Her fingernails had dug into her palms, piercing the skin. But it didn’t matter. The Beauty Consultant’s eyes told her what she needed to know. They were the color of fire, of the fallen rose petals, of the blood that streaked her hands.


“Yes, it is you. It has always been you. And it will always be you,” the Beauty Consultant whispered. “Your Majesty!”


Yes, yes, yes, she thought.


A magnificent sense of calm washed over her.
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PRINCESS TATIANA ANATOLIA, DAUGHTER OF QUEEN VEDA, sat cross-legged on her velvet window seat and stared out at the royal garden. Snow fell softly on the landscape, obscuring everything in pure white: the gnarled rosebushes, the glass conservatory, the stone fountain. The winged boy with the permanent snarl was spitting a long, thin stream of ice.


Ana, as she was called, reached down and scratched her toes. The nails on them were long and ragged. She studied their peculiar color—black, with ripples of green and yellow—and marveled at their sheer ugliness. It had taken a long time to get them that way.


“Ana.”


The door inched open, and Omi entered. Her pale golden hair was piled in high curls on her head, and the gray wool dress she wore looked wonderfully soft and cozy. How nice it would be to curl up and sleep in it, Ana thought. She hugged her knees and rocked back and forth.


Omi pushed the door closed with her hip. She was carrying a silver tray. “I brought you fruit.”


Ana shook her head. “No, no fruit. I asked for pastries.”


Omi set the tray on a table. There was a large bowl filled with apples, pomegranates, and orange blossoms. The fruit, Ana knew, had been grown in the conservatory along with the queen’s winter flowers and her special beauty herbs. Next to the bowl was a curved knife and a white napkin embroidered with the queen’s royal crest—a peregrine falcon, a tangled vine of roses, and the initial V in old Innish script.


“Child, you have been eating nothing but pastries for many moons now,” Omi scolded. “You need fruit. Or else you will—”


“—grow even fatter than I am?” Ana finished.


Omi frowned. Her blue eyes, which were so pale that they looked almost transparent, regarded Ana with a mixture of anger and worry. Omi had been Ana’s wet nurse when she was born. To this day, the soft almond smell of Omi’s skin evoked in Ana a primal memory of feeding. The smell of her mother’s skin did not have that effect on her at all.


“Tatiana Anatolia, why are you doing this to yourself? To the queen?” Omi demanded.


“Why, has she said anything?” Ana asked with interest.


“No. She hasn’t. But how do you imagine this looks for her, how she must feel, having her only child neglect herself like this?”


Ana burst into laughter. “Bring me the pastries, or I will not eat anything at all.”


Omi opened her mouth to say something, then clamped it shut. She turned with a sweep of her gray skirt and headed for the door.


“The cloudberry ones, and the ones with bitter chocolate!” Ana called after her. “Half a dozen of each. Or I will tell the queen you have been disobedient!”


The door closed, not gently. Ana stopped laughing.


A branch scraped against the window. The snow was falling harder now, so that the garden was all but invisible. Ana could just make out the glass walls of the conservatory and a single figure inside, moving around by lamplight.


Is it her? Or is it that nasty little man? Ana wondered.


The lamp went out. The conservatory and the person inside it blurred and faded into white.


Ana leaned back against the velvet pillows and stretched out her legs. She reached over and picked up the silver knife from the tray.


She turned it over and over again in her hand. The blade was so shiny, so perfect. She imagined peeling an apple with it and letting the skin coil into her mouth. Or slicing a pomegranate in half and exposing the slippery red seeds.


Ana used to love apples and pomegranates. She used to love orange blossoms, too, with their honeysweet smell. Omi knew all this. But none of it could touch Ana anymore.


She ran one finger across the blade of the knife and felt the sharp, sudden sting of blood. Then she took a lock of her long golden-brown hair and ran the blade across it. Shreds of hair sprayed across her lap.


She sliced another lock, and then another, and then another. She could not see what she was doing, but that was good. Soon her hair would be as hideous as the rest of her.




3[image: Image]



FOUR YEARS AGO, WHEN ANA TURNED TWELVE, THE QUEEN organized a party for her, as was her annual custom. Everything about the party was lovely: the ballroom adorned with rose and plumeria trees, the wild butterflies flitting through the air, the actors from Catonia performing elaborate dream-plays and shadow dances. Hundreds of dignitaries and royals were in attendance, along with the most important citizens of Ran. They drank copious amounts of wine out of silver goblets and ate tiny, perfect confections shaped like jewels.


The queen had had a red velvet dress made for the occasion, for Ana. “You are not a little girl anymore, darling Tatiana,” she had said to Ana before the party, as she helped her on with the dress. “You are almost a young woman.”


“Yes, Momi.”


“You must make me proud tonight!”


“Yes, Momi.”


Out in the ballroom Ana watched her mother mingling with her guests. The queen was dressed in a green silk gown that rustled stiffly as she moved. Ana thought that she must be the most beautiful mother in the world. And the most gracious, too—she seemed to know everyone’s names as well as the names of their wives, husbands, and children. “How are you, dearest Eleni? How is your darling son Maximilian? Is he still riding and playing Kings? And how is your husband enjoying his work at the Ministry?” Ana couldn’t imagine such clever words coming out of her own mouth.


The trill of a bamboo flute rose and hovered in the air as the shadow dancers wove through the crowd, leaping and turning. Ana’s red velvet collar itched. She picked and scratched at it. She noticed a lot of people smiling at her, though, so she stopped what she was doing and dropped her hands to her sides.


The bamboo flute grew louder and more insistent. Just then Ana spotted her mother walking up to her, the green silk of her skirt swishing and crinkling around her ankles. There was a man at her side. He was dressed in gold and black, the royal colors of Kieska.


“Darling!” The queen enfolded Ana in her arms, too tightly. Ana flinched.


“Ana, I would like you to meet Ambassador Bertl,” the queen announced loudly. “Bertl, this is my daughter, Tatiana Anatolia.”


Ana found herself staring at the man. He had long, curly brown hair and lovely green eyes.


“Your Excellency,” Bertl murmured, bowing. Then he took Ana’s hand and kissed it.


Ana’s cheeks burned. She gave a little cough. “Thank you for being here,” she heard herself saying mechanically. Her mother had instructed her to say that to each and every guest. “I hope you are enjoying yourself.”


“Yes, yes, of course.”


“Bertl, have you tried the turtle’s egg canapés?” the queen trilled.


Bertl didn’t respond. Ana realized, with surprise, that he was looking at her—her. He seemed to be studying her as though she were a particularly fascinating plant.


“Veda, you have done well,” Bertl said, finally.


“What do you mean, dear Bertl?”


“This. Your daughter. Look at her!” Bertl smiled at Ana in a way that made her blush even more deeply. “Your daughter, your little Tatiana, is going to be the greatest beauty in Ran someday. Take my word for it.”


Ana’s breath caught in her throat. No one had ever said such words about her before. Her—a beauty? With her skinny limbs and wild hair and skinned knees? She found herself smoothing her red velvet skirt and wondering if her collar was straight.


“Bertl, you are always so perfectly charming,” the queen said, tucking her arm through his. “Now, I must introduce you to my Minister of Education….”


“Have you begun thinking about a husband for her?” Bertl asked the queen as she led him away. “I imagine that every prince alive will be fighting and clawing each other for the privilege….”


As they walked off, Queen Veda cast a glance over her shoulder at Ana. Ana saw something in her eyes that she had never seen before.


It was fury, hatred.


The snow had stopped. Outside, the darkness was the uncertain color of the sea: here blue, here brown, here gray, here black. If there were stars or planets or moons to be seen, they were lost in the vague, disquieting palette of the night.


Ana sat at her dressing table, playing Science with her jars of unused creams and potions. She poured various scented oils—ambergris, jasmine, lily of the valley—into the jars, along with dirt and lead shavings and pieces of her shorn hair. The oils smelled heavy and sweet, and mingled in a fascinating way with the smells that clung to her from dinner: onion and meat tarts, garlic soup, pastries. On an impulse, Ana dipped her finger into one of the jars and smeared the mixture across her cheeks. War paint.


The door opened, and Omi rushed in.


“Could you not have knocked?” Ana said irritably.


Omi headed straight for Ana’s closet and began rummaging through it. “Her Majesty wishes to see you right away.”


“What?” Ana said, uncomprehending. Her mother almost never asked to see her.


“You must wear one of your lovely silk dresses. I will brush your hair. Where is your hairbrush? What have you done to your hair?” Omi cried out, suddenly noticing.


Ana gazed into the mirror and touched her head. “What do you mean? What’s wrong with my hair?” she said innocently.


Omi muttered something Ana couldn’t hear. She began digging through her pockets. “Perhaps with some hairpins and silk ribbons …”


“No, no ribbons! I’m fine. I can get ready by myself,” Ana insisted.


“And what is that mess on your face?”


“It’s nothing.”


“But—”


“It’s nothing! Just leave me, I order you!”


Omi’s face flushed bright red. Then she turned on her heels and walked out of the room. Ana felt the vaguest twinge of regret as she watched Omi go. She had not been very nice to her today.


“May the pink angels visit your dreams!” Ana called out after her. It was something they used to say to each other, before bedtime, in the old days.


There was no answer.


Ana sighed and turned back to the mirror. She would make it up to Omi later. For now, she had to get ready for her meeting with her mother.


A meeting with her mother. What did the queen want with her? Ana rarely saw her anymore. Not at meals, not after school, not any time at all. Ana had told herself that there must a reason for this. Perhaps her mother had a political crisis on her hands. Or perhaps she had been especially busy with her day-to-day duties lately.


Or perhaps Ana had done something wrong, and she was being punished. What could it be? Had she not gained enough weight? Had she inadvertently worn a pretty dress?


Ana gazed at herself in the mirror. She made herself smile, then frown, then smile again. A pretty smile, not one of those fake, insincere smiles, she could hear her mother saying.


Then she leaned closer to the mirror and tried to imagine—really imagine—what her mother would see. Pasty, dirty skin. Pimples and boils. Ragged, oily strands of hair. And of course there was the plain olive dress she had borrowed from one of the servant girls. It was a size too small for her, emphasizing the rolls of flesh.


Still, there were the eyes. They were her mother’s eyes, enormous and deep and brown, with flecks of gold and amber. Nothing she did to herself seemed to affect their startling beauty.


What had she looked like, before? Ana could almost recall her long brown hair, how it shone like silk after Omi’s brushings; her ivory skin; her radiant smile.


Then the pink angels had abandoned Ana’s dreams.


But there had been no other way—no other choice, really. It had been clear to Ana since her twelfth birthday, since the incident with Ambassador Bertl, that her mother’s love came with an unspoken condition. Simply, her mother could not bear to have Ana be more beautiful than she. And so, over time, Ana had made herself as unbeautiful as possible. Now her mother had no reason not to love her.
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