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      Pierce

      Eyes cast in darkness watched from the shadows of the trees. The Queen’s servants buzzed as they prepared for the masquerade party happening tonight. Chatter filled the streets as his eyes watched on. No one noticed his cloaked figure as he slipped from tree to tree, drawing closer to his target.

      The servants’ hall had people coming and going as they pleased. Pierce bit his tongue as he kneeled down to get better sight lines to view the door. He just had to get himself inside and hid before anyone noticed he was there. But that was easier said than done with all the activity around the castle. There was only one chance at this, and his sister’s life depended on him. He couldn’t fail.

      Moments passed as panic set in. I will not get in. I will get caught. Then what happens? The men of the Zorakan will kill my sister. They promised she would never walk free if the King didn’t die. As if the gods answered his prayers, a young servant girl ran out the door, drawing the attention of the others. All eyes were on her as Pierce jumped from behind the trees and ran for the door. He slipped inside, turned right through the first hallway and ran like fire blazed on his tail. The map he got from the Zorakan showed the way through the castle. They marked everything, right down to the King and Queen’s quarters. He just had to stay clear of the busy sectors.

      After what seemed like hours, Pierce turned into a wide hall. This hall is gigantic. Twelve of him could stretch full-length across the width of the hall. He couldn’t even figure out how high the ceiling was. This is so huge. I wonder why they made it like this? Pierce stepped into the vast area and proceeded through it. After walking for several feet, he pulled the map free of his travel cloak. The passage should be here, somewhere.

      His eyes danced across the stone walls, taking in the engraved creatures from war stallions to dragons. The details given to each image were spectacular. Why would they keep such beautiful art to a deserted hall? Shaking his head, Pierce went back to inspecting the map. “A passageway should show by the dragon’s mouth. What in the stars is that supposed to mean?”

      A scuttling of feet caught his attention. Pierce turned and noticed a mouse by the dead end of the hall. An enormous dragon’s head was engraved into the stone with his mouth wide open. He walked up to it and noticed a crack in the surface. The mouse squealed and dove for his hiding place. Thank you, little friend.

      Notes on the map spoke of a lever to open the doorway. He reached around, testing each surface until his hand gripped the crystal on the dragon’s chest. Light blazed to life within it at his touch. Great, I suppose magic protects this doorway. It just isn’t my day, he grumbled to himself. His fingers pressed hard against the crystal surface. Then, to his surprise, it gave under his force. The stones within the dragon’s mouth folded into themselves, leaving an entryway to the King’s hiding place.

      His eyes followed the stairs up into the sky above. I wonder what the King’s hiding place looks like? Tentatively, he stepped into the stairway and ascended one step at a time. The light at the end of the stairwell grew brighter. Pierce held his hand over his eyes to dull the light reflecting in his eyes as he stepped out onto the large balcony. This is it? He searched back and forth, but yet nothing of interest showed. “It’s just a boring old balcony. What’s so great about that?”

      He walked over to a table and chair braced up against the walls of the castle exterior. Pierce threw his pack on top of the round surface and removed his cloak. He released a long breath and threw himself back into the chair. Great, now I just have to wait and hope no one comes up here. This would be easier with some ale or darts to pass the time.

      The sun was high in the sky, which marked midday. “Got up here just in the nick of time. Now just have to figure out my route to get to the grand hall,” Pierce said to himself as he pulled out the map of the castle. He sat there contemplating his path for hours without the realization that time went on.
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      Kero

      She paced her room in a rage. In all her days, she never thought her mother would do this to her. Kero wanted to rip off her mother’s head and stuff her full of hay until it came out her nose. The thought of wearing that fluffy, disgusting dress lying on her bed made her want to commit murder.

      Silvia, her handmaiden, hid over in the corner trying to keep out of Kero’s sight. “Ugh, she hates me! That’s it. She hates me so much she wants to make me a laughing stock!” Kero yelled at the top of her lungs as she threw a pillow across the room.

      Silvia shook her head. “The Queen doesn’t hate you. She just has an unpleasant taste in dresses.”

      “What am I supposed to do, Silvia? She expects me to wear this hideous thing tonight.” Kero clenched the pink-tulle mess in her hand and shook it at her servant. Silvia stepped forward but stopped as the door opened. Who in the blazes thinks they can come in the middle of my meltdown? “Who in the stars…?”

      “Oh, calm yourself, it’s me.”

      Kero’s fiery, blue eyes locked on her father. The King stood before her with his charming smile plastered across his handsome face as always. She snorted. “What do you want?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, let me guess. You came to see the show where your daughter gets disgraced by the horror of your wife’s pitiful sense of style.”

      “Now, I wouldn’t say her sense of style is pitiful.”

      “Really. Look at this…” Kero held the dress up against her frame and threw it at her father. He chuckled and held it up to inspect. His smile faded away into a grim frown. “Okay, you might have something pitiful here.” She threw her arms up in the air and guffawed. Silvia chuckled in the corner.

      The King’s eyes drifted to her for a second. He smiled with a sparkle of mischief dancing in his gaze. Kero slumped onto the bed as the King walked over to Silvia. He leaned down and whispered something in her ear that Kero couldn’t hear. Silvia stiffened. “You got this?” he muttered to her. She nodded her head and slipped from his side. Quickly, Silvia said her farewells to Kero and dashed from the room.

      What was up with that? Kero thought. Her solemn eyes looked at her father for answers. He stood before her in his black tunic and trousers, his hands in his pockets, looking at her with all the care in the world. By the gods, I will not go to this joke of a party in that horrid thing. “You can’t make me go. Not in that dress.”

      A smile broke out across his eyes as his eyebrows raised. “You do realize your mother means her best. She doesn’t know how to show it the proper way with you. You’re what they call…”

      “Headstrong? Destructive? Stubborn… I can keep going.”

      The King laughed a full belly laugh at her words. He gasped for air. “You are right. You definitely don’t fit the standards of a normal princess. Perhaps that is why your mother has such issues bonding with you.”

      “All she ever does is tell me how I’m doing everything wrong. She says I’m too much like you. She never yells at Ray, Joey, or Billy.”

      “Now that isn’t true,” King Tyler sat on the bed and gripped his daughter’s hand. She looked up into his eyes. “Your mother yells at each of you in her own way. It just so happens Billy doesn’t do much to anger her. Let alone the fact the boy is still attached to her apron strings.” Kero giggled and relaxed. “You just need to stop worrying about pleasing her and do what is best for you.”

      “How am I supposed to do that when everything I do gets me yelled at? Everything I love, apparently, isn’t appropriate for a princess. Everyone thinks I’m weird, not just mom.”

      Nothing you say will change the fact that we just don’t get along. We never will, not as long as she demands things the way she does. “Sometimes, the hardest thing in life is to walk a path made for you that others think is wrong. You just have to know they love you and hope for your health and happiness.” King Tyler gripped her hand hard and nodded his head.

      “What are you saying, Papa?” She never called him anything but ‘Father’ or ‘Sir’ when she was among others. She only called him ‘Papa’ when she was at her most vulnerable.

      King Tyler sighed and put his arm around her and pulled her close. “What I am saying daughter, apple of my eye, is that you need to stand and be the woman your mother knows you can be. Even if it is in a different molding than she desires.”

      A tap from the door interrupted their conversation. “Come,” her father barked.

      What is he up to?

      Silvia stuck her head inside the cracked door.

      “Do you have it?”

      Kero looked at her father confused.

      “Yes, your Majesty. I got it as you asked.” The door swung open and Silvia stepped into the room with a fine, blue dress with a beautiful heart shaped neckline.

      Kero gasped in surprise. She looked to her father with happy tears spilling free. “I’ll leave you two to get ready.”

      King Tyler stood and kissed Kero on top of the head. Then he made his way to the door. He nodded his approval at Silvia. But before he left, he turned to his daughter. “The woman that stands before me is stronger than she appears. I believe you’re capable of changing the way others see you. You just have to be strong and press on.”
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