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Part One

Chess—a strategic board game for two players in which the pieces are moved across a checkered board according to precise rules, which differ for each type of piece. The object of the game is to force the opposing king into a position from which there can be no escape (checkmate).

 

Opening—the beginning phase of a game.





Day One

1

The Summer Palace

PELENOS, THE GREAT ROYAL city of Cortova, was a pesthole in summer. As the punishing sun baked its cobbles and walls, the air grew thick with sewer-stench. The poor slept out on rooftops and porches at night, hoping to catch a breeze; by day they held scented handkerchiefs to their faces to cover up the stink. Then when the rains finally came in late July, mosquitoes would breed in sewers and ditches, and the pestilence would begin.

Thus it was that every spring, long before the first case of fever was reported, King Gonzalo and his court would leave Pelenos for the country, where they would remain till late October, enjoying the cool nights, mild days, and fresh country air of the summer palace.

The building had been a seaside villa back in ancient times. And though it had been modified over the centuries, it had never strayed far from the original plan, with its long, shady porches on the eastern side, overlooking the sea, and rooms that opened onto garden courts, with their pools and trellised vines. Beyond the high walls that protected the palace, the countryside spread out to the south and west in a patchwork of orchards and fields. There, figs and olives grew, and oranges and grapes. To the north was the dense forest of the king’s hunting park, well stocked with wild boar, red deer, and pheasant.

While in residence at the summer palace, the king followed a peculiar custom, begun in his grandfather’s time, of living in accordance with the building and its long history. The court put away their doublets and boots, their kirtles and gowns, and dressed in togas, tunics, and sandals. They bathed every day in pools fed by natural hot springs and napped in the heat of the afternoons. In the evenings, since the villa had no great hall, they dined as the ancients had, reclining on silken couches arranged around central tables, on a large, covered porch that opened onto a garden.

The princess Elizabetta loved the summer palace. It was everything the great, dark, opulent Lion Hall of Pelenos was not: peaceful and quiet, full of light and air. Living there was like stepping back into a simpler, more civilized age.

On this particular morning, she was sitting in her small private atrium, toying with her breakfast and watching the birds as they darted in and out of the colonnaded garden, building their nests in the beams.

Curled at her feet was an enormous cat. The slaves had named him Leondas—lion in the ancient tongue—because of his impressive size. He had arrived out of nowhere and attached himself to the princess, having spent his kittenhood in the vicinity of the palace kitchens—or so everyone assumed. Leondas was also watching the birds, though he was far too fat and slow to catch one. The princess gave him a fig as compensation. And the cat, who would eat anything, devoured it.

Elizabetta was feeling especially happy that morning, in a dreamy sort of way—still limp from sleep; conscious of the soft, warm air moving over her bare arms; enjoying the bright, salty taste of olives along with her bread and honey. Her senses seemed unusually sharp, as if she meant to store up every small detail of her surroundings: the intense blue of the sky overhead, the smell of rosemary from the garden, the sticky feel of honey on her fingers.

It was a moment of perfect contentment.

And then it was over.

One of her slaves came out into the atrium. She stood quietly, hands folded as was proper, waiting to be noticed.

“What is it, Giulia?” the princess asked.

The girl curtsied, then stepped closer so she wouldn’t have to raise her voice.

“Your father, the king, wishes to see you, my lady. He asks you to come to his chamber.”

“When?”

“Now, my lady.”

“I’m not dressed.”

The slave pinched her lips, unsure what to say.

“Don’t be a slow-wit, Giulia. Tell me what you know. Is someone outside the door waiting for an answer?”

“No, my lady. But I think he means for you to come right away.”

The princess had lately been practicing the art of mastering her own emotions. She practiced it again now, quite to her own satisfaction. She gave Giulia a nod, calmly rinsed her fingers in the bowl of lemon-water and dried them on a linen napkin, and only then did she rise to her feet.

“Well, I don’t intend to go in my robe—unless there was some mention of fire or earthquake.”

“There was not, my lady.”

“Then I shall wear the white peplos with the lion fibulae.”

“Yes, my lady. And your hair?”

“You’ll braid it and bind it in the back. Something elaborate, I think.”

The princess smiled, perfectly aware of how long that would take and that her father was waiting.

 

King Gonzalo looked up from his breakfast when his daughter came in. He’d just taken a bite of bread and was still chewing, so he waved a hand, inviting her to sit down.

“Are we at war, Father?” she asked with an innocent smile. “Such haste!”

He licked his fingers, dipped a cloth into the lemon-water, and wiped a dribble of honey from his beard. “No one is storming the gates at the moment,” he said, brushing crumbs from his ample chest.

“Well, that’s a relief.”

The king gestured for a slave to take away the plates, then turned in his chair and settled himself—arranging his robe, pointedly taking his time. Elizabetta wiped all expression from her face and stared out the window. The sea and the morning sky were calming to look at, and she was trying very hard to hide her annoyance.

“King Reynard arrives today,” he said. “I believe we can expect him before noon.”

The princess had heard nothing of this visit till now. She couldn’t imagine what would bring the king of Austlind to Cortova or what it had to do with her.

“You will want to look your best tonight and be especially gracious.”

“Oh?” she said. “And why exactly?”

“Reynard is seeking a bride for his son, Prince Rupert. They have come to discuss the terms.”

For a moment she was unable to speak. Finally, when she could manage it, “The terms?”

“The alliance. The dowry.”

“I see.” She managed to keep her body still, her voice under control. “But haven’t you forgotten something, Father? The bride, perhaps?”

“No,” he said. “I have forgotten nothing at all.”

“And what if I refuse?”

“Why should you? It’s your duty as princess of Cortova.”

“A duty I’ve fulfilled twice already, if you’ll recall. You promised I’d never have to do it again.”

“I only said that to stop you from screaming.”

“Really, Father? Is that all your promises are worth?”

“You were unlucky; that’s all. There’s no reason to think such things would ever happen again. And you can’t remain a maid all your life.”

“Unlucky? Married at seven, widowed at eight? And if you think I’ve forgotten that time because I was so young, then you’d best think again. I’ve never felt so alone as I was then—in that cold, ugly palace, surrounded by a lot of strangers whose speech I couldn’t understand.”

“You would have adapted in time if the prince had lived. You’d have mastered the language, and made friends, and gone on to be queen of Slovarno. I believe most girls would find that a fairly tolerable life.”

“Fine. We’ll put that aside. It’s ancient history anyway. But the match with King Edmund of Westria—”

“That was a freakish occurrence, Betta. No one could have predicted it.”

“True. No one could. And yet it did happen, and I was there at his side—closer than I am to you right now—when the wolves broke into the hall and tore him apart. Do you know what it sounds like—flesh being torn? I do: it’s wet. I was covered with Edmund’s blood; I could smell the gore.”

She took a slow, shuddering breath and glared accusingly at her father.

“That was very colorful, my dear. Are you done?” When she didn’t answer, he went on. “Yes, child, I actually do know the sound of flesh being torn. Also the sound of sword striking bone. I know hot blood, and the stink of gore, and the reek of bowels that have been opened to the air. Some of that blood and stink was mine. I was a knight before I was king, or have you forgotten? You’ve seen the scars.”

Her face was pale, but she didn’t look away.

“It was dreadful, what happened in Westria,” he said. “And I know you weren’t raised to bear such things, as I was. But the hard truth is that I must have an alliance, and to get it I need the marriage.”

“You never wanted an alliance before. You always said we, as a trading nation, must always remain neutral—free to buy from anyone and to sell to anyone we please.”

“The situation has changed.”

“Is that all you’re going to tell me?”

“Yes, and more than I should have. Negotiations between kings are a subtle business, with secrets kept on both sides. Now you must keep mine.”

She gave a quick little nod of assent.

“So, there it is. We are in need. You can decide to help me, or you can turn your back on your duty to Cortova and be of no use at all. Which will it be?”

He waited, giving her time to consider, observing the slow and subtle changes in the way she sat, the angle of her head and shoulders, the expression in her eyes. Then he smiled privately to himself, seeing he had won.

“Rupert is younger than you by a good four years, but he is the eldest son and will inherit. I have it on good authority that he’s a sturdy and capable lad, though not especially bright.”

“I’ve already met him, Father. Reynard was Edmund’s cousin, remember? The whole family came to Westria for the wedding.”

“Of course. I had forgotten.”

“He struck me as sullen and proud.”

The king shrugged. “Young princes often are. They grow out of it. Betta, there is something else I must tell you.”

“What?”

“There’s a second suitor. I’ve been in negotiation with both kings this past winter and spring, and have insisted that they come to me in person to discuss the terms. Now I shall play the one against the other, to our advantage.”

“I am up for auction, then? Sold to the highest bidder?”

“You could think of it that way if you wanted to be unpleasant.”

“And neither of them knows—?”

“Not yet. It’ll be a delicate business. I need you to be at your best.”

“You haven’t yet mentioned who the other suitor is. I think you’re afraid to tell me. Something worse than a boy four years my junior who’s sullen and none too bright. Let’s see—ancient and toothless? Hideous to look upon? Somewhat too ready with his fists?”

“On the contrary, I’m told he’s exceedingly handsome, learned, and wise.”

“Father—”

“It’s King Alaric of Westria,” he said. “Edmund’s younger brother.”

She held herself in check, but she leaned back and gazed up at the ceiling as she spoke.

“He’s the only one who survived,” she said, “of all the royal family. He’d gone to the privy, I believe, just before the wolves broke in.” And then, after a pause, “He is handsome, Father, more so even than Edmund was. He was sweet to his mother that night, I recall. She died, too, you know. Very particular wolves they were, thirsted only for royal blood—Westrian blood.”

“I’m sorry that it should be him. But it was Alaric who approached me about an alliance and a marriage, and I couldn’t pass up the chance. He and Reynard may be cousins, but their kingdoms are at daggers drawn. And each hopes an alliance with us will decide the outcome. You can see the possibilities, I’m sure.”

The princess studied her fingernails, thinking. “When does he arrive—Alaric?”

“Tomorrow. He was also supposed to arrive this afternoon, but there has been a delay—due to seasickness, I believe.”

“They will both be here at the same time?”

“Yes. That’s the point, Betta. Have you not been paying attention?”

She sucked in her breath, picturing the scene.

“Wear the antique diadem tonight,” he said. “And perhaps a bit of powder, or whatever it is women use to make their skin look pale. Your ladies will know. We want to dazzle King Reynard.”

“Do we indeed? I wonder, Father . . . What if I kept to my room instead? Or better still, wept and moaned and carried on? I’d ruin everything, wouldn’t I?”

The king drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Yes, daughter, you could behave like a petulant child, and embarrass yourself, and do a great deal of harm to the kingdom. But I doubt it would spoil everything. They’d probably take you kicking and screaming if it seemed to their advantage.”

“But the terms—”

“—would not be nearly so advantageous.”

“Exactly. So now I understand what you stand to gain and what Alaric and Reynard hope to achieve. What about me?”

“What about you?”

“My cooperation ought to be worth something, don’t you think?”

“You astonish me.”

“I know. I even astonish myself. So here it is, Father: if you agree to my conditions, then I will dazzle the very birds out of the trees.”

“What conditions?”

“If I get you what you want from either king, on advantageous terms, then you will make me your heir.”

Gonzalo threw back his head and laughed. “That’s ridiculous,” he said. “I already have an heir.”

“I know. And what a treasure he is, too. Why, just last week your precious little Castor set a dog’s tail on fire.”

“He’s only a child.”

“No, Father, he’s a little monster. And before you go on to make the obvious objections, let me point out that queens have ruled kingdoms before, and the world did not come to an end. I’m ten times cleverer than Castor at his best and nowhere near as vicious.”

“I’m sorry. It’s impossible. You can’t expect me to disinherit my son.”

“I’m sorry, too. Now I’m afraid you must excuse me. I feel a migraine coming on, and you wouldn’t have me vomit on your carpet.”

She rose, curtsied to her father, then walked slowly and gracefully toward the door. A slave stepped forward to open it. Elizabetta sailed right through. She was already out in the hall when she heard her father’s voice.

“Wait,” he said.





 

2

Like Shepherds

REYNARD AND HIS PARTY of knights and retainers arrived shortly before noon. They were met at the entry gate by King Gonzalo’s steward, who summoned grooms to see to their horses and slaves to unload their trunks. Then he led the party out of the stable yard, through the palace gate, and into a large entry garden.

“If your men will kindly wait here, Your Grace, they will be offered refreshments. I will escort you and Prince Rupert to my lord King Gonzalo. He’s aware that you’ve been traveling and are probably tired, but he did want to welcome you in person. I assure you it won’t take long.”

“Of course. We would be honored.”

“Very well then—this way. His Majesty is in the council chamber.”

They found Gonzalo dressed in an everyday toga and sandals, dictating letters to a scribe. Reynard bowed, exactly calculating the degree of deference one ruler owes to another. But the king of Cortova ignored protocol altogether, leaping up from his chair and, smiling broadly, welcoming them with outstretched arms.

“Reynard!” he boomed, as boisterous as a child. “How many years has it been? I do believe I had just begun to shave when last we met. Where was it now—at the marriage of my uncle Lorenzo to your wife’s cousin, Constantia?”

“My lady’s aunt, actually.”

“Of course, of course—the aunt! Oh, but that does make me feel old. So many years! And this handsome lad must be young Prince Rupert, already grown and as tall as you are! Where have the years gone?”

Reynard had heard tales about King Gonzalo, but they hadn’t prepared him for this. Everything was odd: his strange behavior, his casual dress, and the informal way that everything was said and done. Reynard couldn’t quite decide whether the man was demented or was playing some subtle game. Well, if it was the latter and his goal was to put Reynard off balance, then he’d certainly succeeded.

“I know you must be travel-weary, so I won’t keep you any longer. My steward will take you to your quarters. You can relax a bit, have something to eat, and wash away the dust of the road. The slaves will bring your belongings, of course, and help you get settled.”

Reynard bowed again but only half as low this time. “Thank you for your thoughtfulness,” he said.

“As for this evening . . . well, I must explain that the summer palace has no great hall. It wasn’t the custom back in the days when this great old heap of an antique ruin was built. So we usually dine in accordance with the ancient traditions of the house.”

Reynard had heard tales about this, too: how Gonzalo and his guests sprawled out on silken couches, dressed in togas like the emperors of yore. But Reynard had not believed them. Those had struck him as the sort of colorful details people feel compelled to add when they can’t resist making a good story better.

“But alas, our dining space, while extremely charming, is also very small—only room for nine, you know, which won’t do for a royal banquet. So I apologize in advance for the informality, but we’re setting things up on the landing out back, overlooking the garden. Terribly rustic, I’m afraid,” he said.

“Like shepherds,” he added with a smile.

Demented, Reynard decided as he left. No question about it.

 

On the way to the guest quarters, the steward filled them in on the protocol—or lack thereof—for that evening’s banquet. There would be no grand entrances according to rank, as was the common custom. They’d be dining outside, after all, so such formalities would seem contrived and artificial. And King Gonzalo preferred to get there first so he could greet his guests as they arrived.

Reynard didn’t like this at all. He was a firm believer in established tradition. It honored the great as was fitting, formalized courtesy and made things run smoothly, and spelled out exactly what was expected so everyone knew his place and what he was supposed to do. For a king to go first into his own banquet and welcome his guests—as though he were the bloody porter or something—well, it was downright offensive.

But Reynard kept his irritation in check. He needed this alliance, however mad the king might be, not only for the obvious advantages it would bring, but to prevent his cousin Alaric from getting it himself.

The balance between their two kingdoms, Austlind and Westria, had been tilting in Reynard’s favor for some time. Alaric lacked the support of his noblemen, who thought him too young and inexperienced to rule. There’d been plots and counterplots, with pretty much everyone agreeing that the boy needed a regent to run the kingdom for him but with no one agreeing as to who that person should be. Reynard had hoped—no, fully expected—that a nice little civil war would soon break out, opening the door for him to step in and solve everything.

But then, in early autumn, the balance had begun to tilt in the other direction. Lord Mayhew—heretofore Alaric’s bitterest enemy and the chief conspirator—had inexplicably gone over to the king, urging the rest of the nobles to follow his example. By winter all the feathers had been smoothed, control had been reestablished, and Mayhew was busy building the king’s forces into a formidable and disciplined army.

It was true that Alaric had never shown any inclination to attack Reynard—but then he hadn’t had much of an army before. Now he did; and if he aligned his kingdom with Cortova (as was rumored he might), and married the princess, and got himself an heir—well, that would be the end of it for Austlind.

That’s why, these past eight months, Reynard had been courting the reluctant king of Cortova. He’d even agreed to come and negotiate in person—an outrageous demand on Gonzalo’s part—and had resigned himself to paying a king’s ransom if he must and making whatever concessions might be required, just so long as he got that alliance and Alaric did not.

Now, apparently, he would also have to go to this farce of a banquet—where they’d eat like bloody shepherds in a bloody meadow—and do his very best to be gracious, maybe even obsequious if it was absolutely called for. He just bloody well hoped they wouldn’t have to eat on the ground.

As it turned out, they would not.

 

Shortly after sunset, a small group of slaves, all dressed in the black-and-gold livery of Cortova and all of them carrying lanterns, appeared at the door of Reynard’s guesthouse. They had come to escort the party from Austlind to the king of Cortova’s humble banquet.

After a rather lengthy walk—through the north gate, down a series of long colonnades, turning left, then right, then left again—they finally came out onto a wide stone landing overlooking an expansive garden. There, trestle tables sufficient for any banquet in any great hall had been set up in the conventional U-shaped pattern, with a high table in the center and a long row of tables extending on either side. All the tables were draped in sea-blue damask, just pale enough to reflect the light of at least five hundred candles but dark enough to set off the countless arrangements of white roses, one set between each of the many candlestands. A silver platter rested at every place, along with a silver-gilt goblet, a silver spoon, and one of those newfangled forks that were all the rage these days.

Overhead, in the clear evening sky, the stars were just coming out. Below, in the garden, hundreds of little lanterns hung from the trees. And in the dark places beyond the lanterns’ reach, fireflies danced like fairies in the night. Soft music filled the air around them, seeming as much a part of the natural world as the sighing of the wind in the branches and the distant crashing of waves on the shore.

As Reynard and his party arrived, slaves stepped forward to offer them wine: chilled in ice that had been carried down from the mountains, served in cups of frosted green glass, clearly more than a thousand years old. Reynard had treasures of his own back in Austlind, but nothing compared to this! And how many of those cups were there, anyway? There had to be a hundred at least. Why, some ancient emperor might have drunk from the very cup Reynard now held to his lips. Truly, it took his breath away.

Obviously he would have to rethink Gonzalo. For those antique cups were more than just the usual display of wealth and taste. They’d been brought out to send a subtle but unmistakable message: that when those glasses were made, Gonzalo’s forebears were masters of the known world, builders of great cities, aqueducts, and bridges—while Reynard’s ancestors were little more than savages living in wattle huts, wearing animal skins, and smearing their bodies with blue woad and grease before going, half naked, into battle.

God’s bones, Reynard thought; he’d have to keep his wits about him!

And now here came Gonzalo himself, smiling warmly, dressed in a toga of the finest wool, soft as silk, trimmed with delicate embroidery. And in harmony with his theme of ancient grandeur, his crown was a laurel wreath of beaten gold studded with pearls.

“Welcome to my hall,” he said, all hint of buffoonery gone. “I hope you are well rested and have come with a healthy appetite. I have planned a very special dinner in your honor.”

And suddenly it all seemed terribly funny to Reynard: the comical way Gonzalo had played him for a fool and how easily he’d fallen for the joke, and now this astonishing dinner out under the stars with people dressed in ancient costumes and invisible musicians playing from somewhere, probably behind a boxwood hedge. And with the hilarity came a rush of warmth and high spirits.

Reynard clapped his host on the shoulder with a manly hand, then leaned back his head and roared with laughter.

“Like shepherds!” he said, and laughed again.





 

3

The Princess and Her Mirror

THE PRINCESS LOOKED INTO her mirror. A face of astonishing beauty gazed back. But Elizabetta didn’t smile at her own reflection. She already knew the effects of the many expressions she had at her command and when to bring them out to best advantage, just as a swordsman knows the variations on attack, parry, and riposte and how they can be used most effectively in combat.

And that’s exactly how she thought of her beauty: as a weapon, nothing more. She certainly hadn’t earned it, any more than she’d arranged to be born the daughter of a king. But while she took no credit for her great good fortune, she was perfectly aware of the power it gave her to achieve her goals—so long as she didn’t fall into the trap of self-admiration. That would be like turning her own weapon on herself.

This was rare wisdom indeed. She’d learned it from her mother long ago.

 

The princess had been only six when the queen, near death from childbed fever, had summoned her daughter to the royal bedchamber one last time. Betta remembered how dark and close the chamber had been that day—though it was late afternoon, the shutters had been drawn over all the windows, and the room was dimly lit by candles.

“I’m dying, sweet child,” the queen had said, reaching out to take Betta’s hand. “I’m so very sorry. But before I go, I have a special gift for you.”

Elizabetta’s eyes had darted nervously around the room, wondering which of her mother’s many treasures it might be.

“It’s not that kind of gift, dearest,” the queen had said. “This is something far more precious—hard-won knowledge that will prepare you for the years that lie ahead. I meant to wait till you were older and more capable of understanding, but it seems I cannot. So you must listen carefully and remember what I say. Will you do that?”

“Yes,” Elizabetta had said in a small, small voice, wringing her hands and trying not to cry.

“I know that you’ll be sad when I’m gone. There are already tears in your eyes, just at the thought of losing me. Is that because I’m beautiful and you won’t get to look at my face anymore?”

The princess had blinked in confusion.

“Is that the reason?”

“I don’t want you to go away,” she’d said, sobbing now, “because you’re my mother, and I love you.”

“Because I’m beautiful?”

“No.”

“Because I’m the great queen of Cortova?”

“No.”

“Thank you, child. Those were the right answers. You love me because you know I love you. Because I hold you in my arms and make you feel safe. Because I tell you stories, and kiss your head, and make you laugh. Because I listen to you when you have something to say and treat you with respect, even though you’re just a little child.”

The princess nodded. That was exactly why she loved her mother.

“Good. You understand what love is. Hold on to that; you’re going to need it.

“Throughout your life, people will admire you and praise you. They’ll seek you out because your father is the king, and they’ll gasp with pleasure when you enter a room because you’re such a beauty. But don’t for a minute think that means they love you—or even like you, for that matter. They might, or they might not, once they get to know you, once they’ve seen how you behave in different situations and are able to judge whether you’re clever and kind or shallow, selfish, and vain. But few will bother to notice those things.

“Betta, the hard truth is that those people aren’t interested in you at all—only in what you can do for them. They’ll bask in the reflected glory of being the princess’s friend, they’ll hope you will further their advancement, and they’ll enjoy the many delights of life at court. But if you were reduced to poverty and lost your looks, they wouldn’t give you a second glance.”

The princess had been confused by these words. Was her mother angry? Had she done something wrong?

“I know all this because I was a princess, too. And when I was young, I was almost as lovely as you. I thought very highly of myself and spent a shocking amount of time gazing into mirrors, smiling and posing.”

She made a cloying face to demonstrate. But she was weak from the fever, so the effect was more grotesque than she’d intended.

“I loved being petted and praised. I thought I deserved it, you see. I thought it was real. Then one day I overheard a conversation between two of the court ladies. They were talking about me. They laughed and called me ridiculous. I blush to think how shocked I was. Truly, I had no idea. I honestly believed that everyone admired me . . . because I was a princess and because I was pretty.

“So this is my gift to you, dearest Betta, wisdom I paid for with my tears: If you want to be truly loved, then you must be worthy of love. If you want to be fairly praised, accomplish something.”

Betta had cried herself to sleep that night, and early the next morning she’d been told her mother was dead. Weeks later, after the queen had been laid to rest with all due ceremony, the king had given his daughter a pretty little fruitwood box inlaid with ivory and gold—a gift from her mother, he’d said; the queen had particularly wanted Betta to have it.

Later, in her room, the princess had opened the box and found the real gift inside: her mother’s dying words all written out, so Betta would never forget a single thing.

She’d read that letter many times since then. And as each year passed, she’d understood it better, picking up subtleties that had been beyond a child of six, or ten, or thirteen. Now, as she faced the greatest challenge of her life, Elizabetta armed herself with her mother’s wisdom, planned her attack, chose her weapons, and honed them to a glistening edge.

She’d lived her whole life at court—not only in Cortova, but also in Slovarno, where she’d been crown princess for a year and five months, and later for a very short time in Westria. And so she’d seen every possible form of feminine adornment—from silks, lace, velvets, furs, feathers, veils, and jewels to steeple caps, false hair, kohl-lined eyes, plucked brows, rouged cheeks, and whitened skin. Reynard and his son would have seen them, too, a thousand times and more.

She would give them something altogether different.

 

 “But my lady, are you sure you wouldn’t rather wear the gold chiton with the lavender palla?”

“Because—?”

“It’s so very grand and beautiful.”

“And with a chiton I must wear eight fibulae, not just two. So much shinier—all that gold.”

“It is a special occasion, my lady.”

“Estella, when you become a princess and have a royal banquet to attend, you may wear my gold chiton. Until that time, please bring me the saffron peplos. I’ll line it with
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