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To Heather, my twin, thank you for always believing in me, even when I didn’t. No one would be reading these words if not for you.






TRIGGER WARNING

Social inequality, classism, ableism, gaslighting, referenced (but not shown) physical abuse, on-page depiction of emotional and verbal abuse, confinement, death, murder, homophobia, stealing, and imprisonment.






ONE

If my tears hadn’t paid for this mansion, maybe I wouldn’t feel so bitter about living in it. But they did, and so I hate it.

My parents decorated the hallway with everything they wanted in a home. It’s all a bit…excessive.

When there are hungry and homeless people in Serency, or those who can’t pay for medical care, having anything extravagant feels selfish…wasteful. We—really any of the upper class here in Noravale—could be making a difference and helping those in need instead of hoarding it all. But I get no say, because my diamond tears belong to Mother and Father.

A lush carpet lines the floor. Custom pottery sit on pillars as tall as myself. Silk curtains adorn tall windows so pristinely clean I swear I could reach right through them. Wrought iron sconces burning cinder rose-scented candles light my way. As I walk down the hall of the grand foyer to my parents’ room, a sense of dread settles like a stone in my stomach.

Unlike most people, I don’t shed regular tears. Instead, the hard, tiny gems fall from my eyes. Diamond tears, my blessing and my curse.

The colorful drapes hanging from the ceiling are the most recent addition to this absurd collection of unnecessary belongings. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t mind luxury, but not at anyone else’s expense. It jolts me back to the time I was five years old and Mother wanted a new jewelry set.

“Cry for me, Cadence. Do it for mommy.”

My diamond tears have always caused me sharp, intense eye pain and occasionally cut my cheeks as they spill over. Until that day, I hadn’t reached a breaking point. But that time, when I begged Mother to stop, she refused and said I mustn’t love her enough to give her what she wanted. And so, I cried until my eyes turned bloodshot and I couldn’t open them for days.

My gut wrenches at the memory, yet I continue my trek and pass every painting on the wall, knowing full well where they came from—who bought them. I was ten when Father wanted to replace the collection he’d only gotten the year prior.

“We have to impress our guests. Don’t worry. It will all be over soon.”

Except I’m sixteen now, and it’s not over. It will never be over. Not as long as I need to help my sister, Al.

I approach the laughter that echoes from the door of my parents’ room, open just a crack. A pattern of silver swirls coats the door frame and that pit in my stomach is now an anvil. All our doors were plain before Mother complained that Lady Amatsu was showing us up with the most gorgeously decorated doors in her house.

I scratch my back where a similar pattern of scars hides. It makes me want to rip all the silken folds off my dress and leave my wrists and fingers bare of their bangles and rings for how much pain they’ve cost me. I inhale deeply and push past the door.

“Cadence! Thank the gods you’re finally here. We have to pay Dr. Hyu in a few hours,” Mother says. She’s sitting by her vanity, dabbing blush on her cheeks and admiring herself in the mirror. Her long brown hair matches my own, except hers is smoother. Mine is mixed hair, a combination of straight, wavy, and frizzy locks. I like to thank Father for giving me the variety.

I tuck a strand behind my ear and close the door as if sealing my fate. Their room looks smaller than I remember. There is so much glittering gold in the décor, from small statues and trinkets sitting on all available flat surfaces to multicolored tapestries of castles and landscapes. Globe lights hang from the ceiling, equally spread out around a two-tiered chandelier.

I have to squint at first to adjust to the brightness. When I do, my gaze sweeps the room and I stifle a scoff. Since when did they have busts of themselves made? Father stands by his statue with his arms folded, and I remember when Al and I were younger, we used to hang and swing on each arm, giggling and smiling. Now, we’re on our own, struggling to hold on to something that’s not even there—and maybe never was.

I’ve never believed my parents were on my side. After all their greed, how can I trust them? But I still hope they’ll change someday—for their daughters’ sake. But I’m not sure we’ll ever be the family I want us to be.

“Do you need any help, Cadence?” Father asks as he walks over to Mother, their dark brown and white skin in stark contrast to each other. My sister’s and my shared skin tone is somewhere in the middle—white like our mom’s, with an olive undertone.

I return to Father’s question. Do I need any help? Help? If you need to help me cry, all you have to do is tell me about all the promises you two have broken. But nothing can break my sealed lips because right now, my parents aren’t worth my breath. I shake my head.

It’s not the first time I’ve cried on command, but the billionth time isn’t any easier. I usually picture something sad—like a future where I’m never allowed to leave the house for the rest of my life—and the tears flow. Other times, I’m so detached from my body—like some incorporeal spirit—that nothing comes out. That’s when Mother and Father beat me—only mentally, but still awful—whatever it takes to make me start bawling. The worry in my stomach crushes my insides. I should know better than to put up with it. But I’ll do anything to help Al.

Whatever it takes.

This time, I envision if my sister was gone—if her neuromuscular disease progressed so rapidly that she died, leaving me alone.

Oh, gods. What would I do?

Al is worth more than the world to me. Even though she’s two years older than me, I still try to protect her from Mother and Father. But she’s usually the one holding me together.

I can’t help believing that if she died, I’ll have failed her. All the weight rests on my shoulders, and I know whom our parents would blame for her passing.

The morbid thoughts are working. A coolness settles in the corners of my eyes, and soon diamonds are landing in my cupped hands with tiny clinks. My tear ducts scream for relief as each finely cut gem slices past my sclerae like a butcher knife.

I’ve gotten used to some of the pain over time, but I’ll never be completely numb. I finish lamenting over my sister’s imagined death, ending the torturous flow of riches. My eyes burn and my cheeks ache as if I’d been crying normal tears—the way Al looks when she cries.

The diamonds in my palms reflect the light of the other jewels and trinkets overtaking the room, mocking me. I release them into Mother’s hands—her delicate fingers with long painted nails closing over them like claws. Her eyes glint even brighter than the diamonds do.

Father flashes his pearly whites and pockets some of my tears for himself. “Thank the gods again for your gift,” he says, a familiar refrain so cold and lifeless it only makes me shiver.

Gift? This so-called gift has brought me more than physical pain. Has forced me to cry in private. Live in complete privacy. No one can know about it because then they’d want to use me. Take advantage of me. At least, that’s what Mother and Father say. Isn’t it funny how they’re doing the very thing they’re protecting me from?

But I don’t voice any of my thoughts. I just nod and exit the room, wondering if they even realize I hadn’t spoken a word.






TWO

After I compose myself, as I always do, I head to Al’s room to make the most of the morning. It’s the best way to get out of my sullen, post-crying mood quickly. Although we have separate bedrooms, which are annoyingly just as elaborate as Mother and Father’s, I spend most of my time in hers. It’s become a ritual now, a way for us both to escape reality.

Her door is open, and I close it after I enter before meeting her on the velvet-cushioned windowsill. If our parents hadn’t built us a library, this spot would be the perfect reading nook. Instead, we use this space to create our own stories.

My sister moves her crutches out of the way so there’s room for me to sit beside her. Because muscles and nerves breakdown in her neuromuscular disease, she has weak legs and tires quickly. Sometimes, Al uses crutches or a wheelchair to get around. The condition can worsen over time…and be fatal. The best we can do is slow it down with a physiohealer, who gives her strengthening exercises.

After I settle in my spot, she wastes no time before jumping into our game, rubbing her hands together and laughing. “All right…let’s see what sort of fun people we’ll encounter today! There has to be someone interesting to make up a story about—it’s too nice for people not to be outside.”

I grin. “Not sure anyone can beat that burly man last week who you said was King Pontifex in disguise.”

We peer out the second-floor window, squinting to make out any passersby from a distance. While our home is surrounded by lush plants, flowers, and trees, bits and pieces of the city of Noravale are visible beyond. Mansions line the row across from us, each with a perfectly manicured lawn and pearl-white windowpanes. A few horse-drawn carriages make their way down the paved street, the open windows letting in the gentle summer breeze. The hustle and bustle of the city is our tiny slice of normalcy, but all we can do is look at it from inside our pretty prison.

“I doubt the king would appreciate being described as ‘burly,’ ” Al says.

“That’s what makes it so funny! And you’re the one who said it!”

We chuckle the exact same way, then burst out laughing because we did. We’ve picked up so many similar mannerisms from all our time together, one would think we were twins.

“Okay, well, I’m going to pick that boy over there. He’s cute!” She points to a long-haired redhead who’s walking an old hound at a leisurely pace. He pauses when his dog sniffs a tree before continuing on.

“He does look pretty cute. The boy’s not too shabby either,” I joke. I crack the window open, savoring the fresh air as I watch him.

“So.” Al curls her short brown hair behind her ears. “This boy has been lonely for a long time. His parents have made him study hard so he can get into Hosef Academy, but that means he hasn’t had time to make any friends…or have any girlfriends.”

Usually, we create stories different from our own to escape our reality. I don’t know why she’s deciding to stick closer to what we know, but I keep quiet and let her continue her tale about this future student at Soridente’s top school.

“This boy does everything that his parents ask. He’s passed his exams and is going to graduate next week, so they finally let him explore the city streets on his own. He moves slowly to make the moment last as long as possible.” She inhales deeply through her nose. “On his walk, he locks eyes with the most beautiful girl he’s ever encountered across the street. And in an instant, he sees flashes of not the past, but of the future—one with her. He realizes he can never go back to his old life because he’s found what he wants his new life to be—his destiny.”

I swallow hard. Will we ever get a chance at a new life? “Please, don’t make me cry. I’ve done enough of that today.”

She shakes her head, snapping out of her daze. “Oh, gods, I’m sorry, Cade. I didn’t mean to…”

“Don’t worry, I get it.” I fiddle with the ends of the curtains. Al’s eighteen to my sixteen. We’ve never found love. Never known romance. We have each other, but still feel so alone. Even though we should be able to experience life away from home—from our parents—we can’t.

She clears her throat. “I’m sorry you’re stuck here because of me.”

“Al, come on…”

“No, I’m serious.”

When we peer out the window again, the boy is gone. But I know neither of us will forget that story. Some stick with us long after the words leave our lips and the sun has set.

My lips purse. I don’t know if I’ll ever be allowed to find happiness outside these walls—adventure, excitement…and love. It feels selfish to want those things, especially because I know Al wishes for the very same things for herself. I take her hand and scoot closer to her on the cushion. “Don’t feel bad about being you. You didn’t choose to have this disease. Uncle Vinio had it, too. And I’d never trade any of our time together, even if it has to happen inside.”

Now Al looks like she’s going to cry. She closes her eyes and nods with a grin. “Thanks. I know all that, but it never hurts to hear it. I just don’t think love’s in the cards for me. How am I going to find someone stuck in here? But maybe we can get out. You’re gorgeous and smart and deserve to find a guy who’ll love and take care of you.”

I lean back and laugh. “First off, you can find love, too. Second of all, I can take care of myself.”

“Too true.”

“And lastly, who says the someone I find has to be a guy?”

“Or girl,” she instantly amends.

My cheeks warm. I can be exactly who I want to be in front of at least one person in my life. “There you go.”

My sister picks at the cushion. “You know, I feel guilty that Mother and Father use you to pay for my treatments. You…you should stop crying diamonds for me.”

“Al…” I sigh, tipping her head up to meet mine. “We both know they’re the ones who should feel bad. They refuse to spend a single coin or gem that they honestly earn on us. It’s always spent on their next new outfit or night out on the town. And then they spend mine, too. But as much as crying hurts, I don’t want you to suffer. I’ll make as many diamonds as it takes to help you—you, not them.”

Al smiles. “Thank you for that.”

“You know I love you.”

“Love you, too, sis.” She takes a deep breath, then smiles brightly. “Okay, enough sappiness. Your turn,” she says, switching her attention back to the window.

I hate how bad my sister feels, but it’s comforting to know she’s got my back. I follow her request to move on and rub my palms together, peering through the glass again.

A couple walks down the street, arms linked like they’re a hop, skip, and jump away from busting out in a dance right then and there. There’s a woman carrying sacks of potatoes and other vegetables on either side of her, struggling to make it to her carriage. Why she didn’t bring her vehicle to the market is a mystery.

I turn my head as a blur of black crosses to my left.

Someone is wearing a dark cloak, walking close to the bushes spilling onto the sidewalk. The person’s head is down, so I can’t see much as they slink in the shadows. Definitely not an everyday sight.

“I’m picking that person.” I point to the mysterious figure, unsure of whether they are male or female. Their boots are slim, but it could still be a young boy, rather than confirmation the stranger is a girl. “They’re cloaked because they committed a crime and they’re hiding from the authorities.”

“Oooh,” Al says, leaning closer to the window.

The stranger stops at an alleyway, turning their head left and right to investigate the space.

I catch a glimpse of the person—the girl—underneath. My jaw drops and I can’t tear my gaze away from her. I can’t put my finger on what’s so mesmerizing about her, but she’s unlike anyone I’ve seen before. She has light brown skin and striking dark eyes. A lock of light pink curls slips out of the hood.

“Cade? Caaaade?”

“Huh?”

“What happens next?”

“Oops, sorry.” I bite my lip in embarrassment.

“I don’t blame you. She’s cute.”

I laugh and settle my racing heart for the moment to return to my storytelling. “Okay, so this girl isn’t just hiding from the police. She’s hiding who she really is. She doesn’t let anyone know her true self. But she’s waiting for the…right person…to let her know it’s okay to open up.” I smile, staring at her before she steps back into the alley and disappears.

A blotch of darkness remains where she stood. Almost like her shadow pulled away from her and now existed on its own. I blink and the next thing I know, it’s gone. It must have been a trick of the light, or an errant diamond tear from earlier blocking my vision.

Still, I find what’s holding my attention isn’t the shadow, but the girl. She didn’t look like she belonged in Noravale. Then again, neither do I. I stare at the spot, wondering if—hoping—she’ll show her face again.






THREE

After our people-watching session, I wheel Al down the ramp to the first floor to see Dr. Hyu.

Mother and Father used to take her to the hospital on the other side of town for rehab therapy, but then Mother got paranoid about her worsening condition and didn’t want Al exposed to the outside elements. So, what did they do? They made me cry enough diamond tears to build a personal rehabilitation gym and hired a physiohealer to make home visits.

Although I appreciate Dr. Imogen Hyu for all she’s done for Al, her presence only represents more pain for me since my tears pay for each session.

I sit on one of the low mat tables as my sister begins her appointment. Exercise equipment fills my vision from left to right. Bands, weights, balance pads, stretch straps, a stationary cycle, parallel bars, and more. I cried so many diamonds to deck the place out, to give her the best chance at managing this disease.

But my sister is the one person I don’t mind using my gift for. I’ll fill buckets if it means helping her. Plus, she’s helped me more than I’ve helped her. She’s made me want to live despite my parents giving me every reason to hate the life they’ve forced us into. Al and I? We’re in this together.

But sometimes I find myself at a crossroads—I want freedom while still being able to help my sister. Can I have both?

Realizing I’ve been digging crescent moon shapes into the soft mat table, I snap from my thoughts and relax my hands, focusing on Al.

She’s lying on her back on the low mat table beside me while Dr. Hyu stretches her hamstring, trying to straighten her leg.

I’ve been assisting Al with her home exercise program, but it’s hard when a disease does what it wants…and when there is no cure.

I struggle seeing how much tighter her leg appears—how bent her knee stays despite the physiohealer’s pushing.

I don’t attend all of Al’s therapy sessions, but Dr. Hyu asked the family to sit in on this one this time. I don’t know where Mother and Father are, but they arrive when the session’s almost over.

Mother tsks, working out the wrinkles in her dress, not even acknowledging we’re here. Father approaches the mat table with a passive expression. Gods, they’re acting like they’re not even late. If I had been a second late, there’d be hell to pay.

He tilts his head as he studies the scene. “How are things progressing, Dr. Hyu?”

The woman pushes the bridge of her glasses up her nose and releases Al’s leg, shifting to stretch the other one. “Her muscles have been stubborn today. They’re shortening, adapting to her sitting in the wheelchair more.”

“They’re angry,” Al says, pausing once to cough. “But I’m working on making them happier.”

My spirit lifts at her optimism, something I always try to emulate, especially right after a crying session. From inspirational words and medication to the good ole sucking it up, I’ve tried everything. But nothing cheers me up as much as being with Al.

Mother grabs the wheelchair by the handles and pushes it off into the corner. It’s a brand new one they bought for her a few months ago—gold all over, with satin cushions and floral embellishments along the armrests and wheels. “Well, we just have to get her off this thing, then.”

Dr. Hyu finishes stretching Al and pats her shoulder, signaling for her to sit up.

I catch the flash of slight annoyance in the physiohealer’s expression. But if she’s offended by Mother’s remark, she doesn’t say anything. “She’s been using a wheelchair for the past six years, Lady Esmerene. It’s normal for her neuromuscular disease to progress this way and make things harder for Al to move. Honestly, she’s doing great. Our goal in therapy is to slow the disease, but we can’t predict the tissue damage that will occur. Based on her last strength and gait tests, she’ll always require the wheelchair for longer distances and when she’s fatigued, but she should keep walking either without assistive devices—or with the loft strand crutches, if necessary, for short distances—as much as possible.”

I’m glad Dr. Hyu has Al using the crutches. They’re like plain ones, except they allow her to hold objects like food or bags while walking, since she bears weight on her wrists while leaving her hands free.

My sister frowns. “I’d rather talk about what I can do than about my physical challenges. But it won’t be a problem using the wheelchair less. I never get to go anywhere.”

I have to force myself not to say, Same here, sis.

“Allegra! Watch your mouth.” Mother glares daggers at her.

“What? You’re only trying to cure me because you’re embarrassed when I can’t walk.”

“That’s not true and you know it,” Father says. “We built a gym for you so you can live a better life and filled the greenhouse in the center of our home so you can experience the outside world in a safe space. You could be a little more grateful for everything we’ve done for you.” His voice wavers, struggling to remain light and airy in front of Dr. Hyu.

But I sense the poison lacing his words.

“Sorry.” Al wheezes twice and her hand shoots to her chest. “And…sorry for this…”

Dr. Hyu finally speaks again, clearly not wanting the family drama to derail the conversation. “Don’t apologize for coughing, Allegra. It’s something I wanted to bring up with you. Lately, you’ve been short of breath in our sessions. Especially during your standing exercises. The skin under your fingernails turns a little blue, which indicates you’re not getting enough oxygen. We want to address it sooner rather than later, so I had your parents send for Dr. Sammer to check your respiratory function and discuss further treatment strategies.”

Father runs his fingers through the coils of his short hair. “He should be here tomorrow to perform his exam.”

“Well, I appreciate your promptness with the matter. It could be a simple fix or something very serious,” Dr. Hyu explains.

I fixate on that last part. Any change in Al’s function sets me on edge. It’s a possibility I want to ignore, but it’s always in the back of my mind. Al has been looking a little thinner and frailer lately. But I bite my tongue to prevent myself from asking Dr. Hyu my billion questions.

Al knows how to put on a brave face, too. But her eyes glisten, like she’s going to cry. She swallows hard and smiles. “I, uh, thanks for your help.”

Dr. Hyu nods and rests a hand on Al’s shoulder. “Anytime. Keep up the good work, and I’ll see you on Thursday?”

“Yes. I’m going to do twenty reps of the bridges without stopping next time!”

“I love that!” Dr. Hyu cheers.

My heart warms in gratitude as the woman gathers her things. She’s been working for us long enough that I consider her a friend, especially since Al and I don’t have any of our own.

We’re not allowed to have anyone over. The townsfolk know us as the sick girls who never leave their house and, frustratingly, view Mother and Father as doting parents protecting their dear children.

Before she leaves, Dr. Hyu collects her pay, and Mother hands her a tiny pouch of diamonds—my tears.

My parents are lucky that diamonds are expensive in Soridente. It makes what we offer that much more valuable. But it also isn’t too out of the ordinary in our country’s currency of gems, jewels, and coins. Anything that glitters and clinks is fair game.

Father paces the floor, past bins of weights and equipment that Al uses in therapy. “I’m eager to hear Dr. Sammer’s opinion tomorrow. He spoke to us earlier this month about some different experimental treatments he wants to try.”

“I’m his guinea pig,” Al says with indifference before coughing and clearing her throat. She motions for the wheelchair and I wheel it back to her. She transfers herself from the mat table back into her wheelchair on her own.

Mother adjusts the rings on her own fingers, gems too large to stay on straight. “We only want what’s best for you. If there’s a way we can get you better, don’t you want that?”

I don’t hear Al’s reply, only my thoughts. If she gets better, I wouldn’t have to cry diamond tears to pay for her treatments. But is there another way to relieve her symptoms?

And would Mother and Father still torture me to fit their agenda to get richer and rise in the royal ranks? Without a single doubt. They can’t do that without me. But I’m getting tired of it. There has to be another way for me and Al to both find happiness—for Al to receive the care she needs to achieve the freedom we deserve without our parents abusing me.

Al wheels herself past the double doors into the hallway.

I follow suit. I’ve got to get away from Mother and Father before I find it harder to breathe, too. I’ve been crying on command for sixteen years. Can I endure anymore?

Mother and Father better be careful. Sooner or later, I’m going to break. After all, with enough force, even diamonds can shatter.






FOUR

Therapy sessions often tire Al out, so she returns to her room for a quick nap. But since we’re planning on planting some new flowers in the greenhouse later this afternoon, I stay with her. I pull up a chair and open our sketchbook onto the easel before me, sketching out the best arrangement for the new section. From begonias to peonies, I pencil in every petal and leaf before coloring them in with my paintbrushes to create a gorgeous pattern. One bunch will be red, white, and pink. Pink…

The pink-haired girl I saw earlier…I haven’t forgotten about her, but now that Dr. Hyu is gone, she comes back to the forefront of my mind. I bite my lip, wondering if I will ever see her again. Unlikely. Maybe I’m going stir-crazy from being inside too long and fixating on whatever my mind feels like.

A knock at the door rattles me from my musings. Al pushes herself up in bed and yawns.

One of the newly hired maids walks in, wearing an apron over a buttoned shirt and a pair of slacks.

Why did Mother and Father need to add more strangers into the mix? Why can’t we be left alone to do everything ourselves? As we’ve always done?

“Excuse me, girls,” she says in a bright voice, “but your parents are requesting your presence. They have some exciting news to share with you!”

Exciting news? Since when do we ever get that?

Al and I turn to each other.

Her eyes light up, but mine narrow in suspicion. I spring from my chair, Al rushes into her wheelchair, and we’re off, wasting no time as we hurry after the maid, impatient to discover what our parents have to tell us.

They are waiting for us in the family room, sitting on one of the plush couches.

Globe lights hang above us, with a yellow hue, not stark white like Al’s therapy gym. In the center of the room sits a low circular table with photo albums on top, along with a glass bowl of colorfully wrapped candies. The space is wide with tall ceilings, yet it feels small and cozy with the thoughtful way it’s been decorated. So unlike the rest of the house, which looks more like a museum than a home.

The carpet underneath the table is thin enough that it’s easy to wheel Al across the room. As we pass the table, Al grabs a blue candy for each of us. I park her on the other side of the table and sit on a nearby loveseat.

Mother’s holding a letter with gold foil along the edges.

My heart skips a beat. The golden pattern is a signature look for King Pontifex Goldin, a play on words of his last name. What sort of news does the king send?

Curiosity. Officially. Piqued.

I unwrap the fruity hard candy and pop it into my mouth, the sugary sweetness coating my tongue.

Al must notice the letter, too, because her head tilts inquisitively. She fiddles with her candy, wrapping and unwrapping one end. “Well, what did you have to tell us?”

Father’s grin spreads from ear to ear, but Mother jumps in excitement and speaks first. “We’ve been invited to the Summer Solstice Ball this weekend!” she announces, clutching her hands to her chest without crinkling the prized paper.

My eyes widen. “W-what? Oh, my gods, Al! We get to go to our very first ball!”

“Yes!” Al exclaims before her hand shoots to her chest and pauses to catch her breath.

Mother’s forehead creases. “No, no, you misunderstand. I meant we…” She points between her and Father, “are going to the Summer Solstice Ball.”

“What?” My elation quickly deflates as I sink into my seat.

Al’s crinkling candy wrapper grates like nails on a chalkboard.

“Your father and I have been invited to the ball because we became a baron and baroness this year. We’re going to be among only the best of the best. Royalty.”

Father grins, appearing just as clueless to the fact that Mother has crushed his daughter’s hopes and dreams. “I’m going to try to speak to King Pontifex directly. You see, his royal advisor is also the captain of the guard. I want to convince him they should be two separate people, and that, of course, I should take the former role. I can picture it now…” He spreads his hands in an arc as if he were watching the scene play out right in front of him. “All welcome Lord Monticello Alero, royal advisor, and King Pontifex’s right-hand man.”

I fight to keep from rolling my eyes, but my parents make it obnoxiously difficult. They have more than enough wealth thanks to my tears, but it’s still not enough for them. They need to look and be the best in everything. Hells, I wouldn’t put it against them angling to become the next king and queen themselves.

“That new housekeeper you hired said you had exciting news for us…” Al says with downcast eyes.

Mother scratches the back of her head. “That…that is the news.”

“Yes, for you,” Al retorts.

Mother rushes over and kneels beside her. “Well, it would probably be too much for you. There’s going to be many people, a lot of dancing…”

Al scoffs. “And? You wouldn’t even know what I’m capable of because I can’t try anything.”

The sweetness of the candy has now soured in my mouth, but I refrain from spitting it out at my parents’ feet. They won’t let her try.

Mother looks like she’s searching for a retort, which she clearly doesn’t have, so instead she says, “Well, even if we let you go, Cadence couldn’t go with you. We can’t risk people finding out about her gift.”

I grab the letter in Mother’s hand and start reading it furiously. “It says it’s going to be a masquerade. So…no one’s going to see me. I can hide behind a mask, right?” Not like I don’t already, but I keep that remark to myself.

Father rubs his clean-shaven chin while remaining on the couch. “Hm, she does have a point there.”

“Monticello!”

“Come now, Esmerene. Weren’t you ready to play matchmaker?”

“What do you mean?” I scan the letter for clues.

Mother rises and grabs the paper from me, reading word for word. “This invitation extends to any eligible ladies of sixteen or older, as our son, Prince Wendell Goldin, is now in search of a bride. Please dress to impress.”

My lips part in stunned horror, but nothing comes out.

Al hoots, slapping her knee. “Ooh, eligible…” She shakes her shoulders in a sultry manner, “ladies.”

“You…want me to go…for the prince?” I finally eek out.

“Yes, I was thinking of having you attend, Cadence. But is it worth the risk of exposing your gift?”

I fixate on the word, worth. Is it worth it for my parents if I accidentally reveal my diamond tears to the world? If that means they would no longer belong to them?

I want to interject, but decide it’s not worth it and let her continue. “Your diamond tears must stay secret until the time is right,” she explains. “If we allow you to go, that is.”

“But just think…” Father goes on, still hung up on his aspirations. “If Cadence marries Wendell, we’ll have another way into the royal family. It’ll be even easier for me to replace Rioza as Pontifex’s advisor!”

“That is true,” Mother muses. “A very important reason we should all attend.”

My stomach churns, and it’s not from the candy. I’m already controlled by enough people. Now I have to get married off to some guy I don’t even know? I’ve seen paintings of him and sure, he’s kind of cute, but I have no idea what his personality is like. And having “prince” for a title doesn’t impress me at all. It’s a matter of birth. And even if it wasn’t, the bar is low for titles if my parents got into the nobility solely on money.

I’m about to object to them turning my one chance at a night of normalcy into a matchmaking scheme, but then I catch the look in Al’s eyes. They’re glistening, on the verge of tears, and full of hope. And I know, right then and there, that I have to go.

And hey, maybe it could work out in my favor. It’s unlikely that the prince would actually notice me out of all the other girls who will be there, and it wouldn’t be so bad to let Al have the time of her life. Worst-case scenario, I’ll become the Princess of Soridente, get away from my parents, and never have to cry again. They have enough money after sixteen years, don’t they?

I spring from my seat and rush to Mom. “Can we go? Please? I’ll meet Wendell. Dress to impress, right? I’ll do whatever you ask, as long as Al can go, too.”

Mother and Father exchange looks, doing that typical parent mind-reading thing.

Al and I force ourselves to sit still while they silently debate what to do.

Finally, Mother says, “Okay, but only if you keep your mask on and be on your best behavior the entire night—especially in front of Prince Wendell. Your father and I are counting on you.”

I shrug. Nothing new there. “It’s a deal.”

“I’m going to the ball!” Al exclaims, taking her wheelchair for a spin. She sends herself into a small fit of coughs, though she keeps her mouth closed to stifle them.

Mother tilts her head to the globe lights above us. “Hmmm…” I think she’s going to comment on Al’s coughing and I hold my breath. “I wonder if we should get brand-new clothes?”

My eye twitches. Okay, I guess I’m going to be annoyed no matter what my parents say. “We have plenty of clothes with tags still on them in the closet.”

“Yes, Cadence, but not ball gowns. I need to look as wealthy as a viscountess—no, an archduchess. We might come out of there with you as the prince’s girlfriend and Father as the king’s royal advisor. We can’t go in there looking like the peasants from Serency.”

I scoop up another piece of candy, if only to crush it, to hide my disdain. “New clothes. Got it.” There go my chances of not crying anymore today.

I should be crying tears of joy. Al and I get to leave the house, and to a ball at that! And at the royal palace! Half of my excitement is from seeing Al so elated. She wheels over to me and I give her the biggest hug I can.

“Let’s pick out our jewelry,” she says. “Ooh, and Mother, I want to wear a purple mask with feathers on the side.”

“But of course, Allegra,” Mother says noncommittally. She’s staring at the ceiling, probably imagining her dress.

I ask for something pink or blue, my two favorite colors, and make sure to thank them both before Al and I return to her room to plan out our accessories.

The stories we told earlier might’ve been long forgotten in her mind, but as Al pulls purple necklaces from her drawers, holding one of them up to herself in the mirror, I can’t help but linger on mine.






FIVE

The next day, we all meet again in the gym. This time with Dr. Sammer. With his braided hair tied in a ponytail, he might be the coolest of Al’s doctors. Mother and Father have fired a couple for not finding the right treatments for her. But he isn’t afraid to try more experimental therapies.

It seems like we’re exhausting our list of options, though. First, it was tons of different medicines. Al hated the fatigue she got from them. Then spinal injections caused some nerve pain down her legs. Who knows what he’ll be cooking up for her next—and the side effects my sister will suffer from it?

I sit on the mat next to him and Al while our parents stand on the opposite side, always keeping their distance from her condition—as if they’ll catch it from her.

Al taps her fingers on the wheelchair’s armrest. “Whattaya got for me today, Theo?”

“It’s Dr. Sammer, Allegra. You know that,” Mother scolds.

The man laughs and sits on the mat table. “It’s okay. She can call me whatever she likes. Except for any swear words. I’ve heard enough of those in my years of practice.”

“Don’t worry. You and Dr. Hyu are my favorites,” Al assures.

“Good to know.” Dr. Sammer sets his bag down beside him and removes some medical devices. “I’m going to perform a routine health check, but I also want to look at your lungs a little closer since Dr. Hyu called me about her concerns. You’ve been having some trouble breathing the past two weeks?”

Al holds her arms out like a scarecrow. “Yep.” She coughs. “I’m all yours.”

I can’t watch as the doctor inspects her, checking for any flaw—a crack in her progress.

I’m dreading the day he tells me everything isn’t going as it should, that her lungs are failing her along with the rest of her body. I wish I could hole up in the library and read to distract myself, but I want to hear Dr. Sammer give Al a clean bill of health.

“Breathe again for me, dear.” He places a stethoscope on different parts of Al’s back and listens with the ear tips in. He settles on one spot and his expression darkens.

“Is everything all right, Doctor?” Father asks.

“Blood pressure’s good and her pulse is normal, but I’m worried about her lung function, Lord Monticello.”

My gaze cuts to Al’s, and the worry in her expression breaks me. “What does that mean?”

Dr. Sammer sighs, placing his supplies back into his bag. “Respiratory function is especially important to maintain in people with this neuromuscular disease. The lungs work because of the diaphragm and intercostal muscles between your ribs. Just as muscle wasting occurs in your arms and legs, so it can occur in the muscles that help you breathe.” He explains things slowly and carefully to ensure the whole family understands. It’s one of the reasons I like him so much.

“So…my lungs are dying?” Al asks, her voice a bit raspier, like she’s struggling to get the words out with a full breath.

“No, no.” He rests a hand on her shoulder. “Nothing so dramatic. Only the lower part of your right lobe is not getting in enough air. We have to keep those muscles working so you can stay strong and get enough oxygen.”

“Makes sense,” she replies.

Mother starts pacing back and forth, the long trail of her dress looking ridiculous as it skims the gym’s floor. “So, what’s this experimental treatment you mentioned when we talked the other day?”

Dr. Sammer stands to be eye level with my parents again. “Allegra has had her fair share of therapies. I believe that’s what’s kept her going strong for so long. But we want to keep fighting this thing, so I’m proposing that we try an experimental treatment on her.”

“Meaning?” I ask.

“My goal with this treatment is to repair her muscle tissue and reverse the degeneration that has occurred.”

Al wheels herself closer to him. “As long as I can still go to the Summer Solstice Ball, I’m in.”

“This shouldn’t interfere with your ability to go if we start after the event. Also,” he cups a hand to his mouth as if telling her a secret, “I wasn’t even invited, so you’re one step ahead of me.”

Al beams. “Sounds good to me!”

I’m glad Al and I can still attend the ball, but it’s everything that will happen afterwards that has me worried.

“There are risks once you undergo the treatment, however,” he explains. “The healthy tissue could end up damaged. There’s also a chance for infection or organ damage.”

I scrunch my nose. It’s not worth the risk of death if that’s on the table. “I don’t think—”

“That sounds like it’d be worth trying out,” Father interrupts. “If there’s any possibility it can help her, that is.”

“Oh yes, it’s improved symptoms in many other diseases. Because this is a rare and experimental procedure, it’s going to be quite expensive.” Dr. Sammer addresses my parents, though his last sentence should be directed to me, since I’m the one paying. Not that he knows that.

Mother waves his words away in dismissal. “Oh, that’s no problem. We’ll pay whatever the cost.” She doesn’t even ask exactly how much. It’s not as if she has to do any work, after all.

I want to cut in, but know it will be useless. And if it can help Al, the price tag doesn’t matter. As long as I’m not expected to pay it all upfront.

“Yes, let’s try the new treatment,” Father says.

“It’s actually Allegra’s decision,” Dr. Sammer says, turning to her. “We can start next week if you’d like?”

Al bites her lip. “Um, I…” She steals a glance at Mother and Father. I can read Al’s expression like a book—she might want to try something else, but she’s afraid of how they’ll react. “Yeah, yeah, let’s try it,” she says hesitantly.

Dr. Sammer smiles. “Excellent!”

“You can set up whatever you need in one of the private rooms,” Mother adds.

I’ll have to ask my sister what she really thinks of her new guinea pig status later. For now, I rage on the inside at Mother and Father for making decisions for us—without asking us—yet again.

For a split second, I consider spiting them, shoving the jewelry I’m wearing in the doctor’s face, and calling it a day. But I know what happens when I rebel—even in the smallest of ways—so I hold back.

Before an ounce of weakness shows, I squeak out a quick goodbye and race out of the room, cupping my face until my hands are full of diamond tears. Al’s going to need them, so I let them fall.
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