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Some people think I have a wonderful life. A lot of people would probably trade places with me. You can have all the jewels, the dresses, the shoes, and the crowns. You can attend every ball, every banquet, and every joust.

I don’t want it.

I’m the princess of a beautiful kingdom called Azalea. The surrounding lands are blanketed with fields and fields of azaleas.

We live in what people call the "bear-nessity" time. It’s a mix of old and new—we have electricity, gas stoves, elevators, and zippers. Boats, carriages, horses, and walking are our main forms of transportation. We have what we need, and yes... we have magic too.

Now, I know what you're thinking: “Your life must be grand.” But it’s not. I may be a princess, but I'm supposed to marry the king.

Oh, don’t squirm. I haven’t even told you the worst part.

I know what you’re probably thinking:
“You're a princess, you're going to marry a king, you'll become queen in an instant! You’ll be able to feed the poor, upgrade the schools... blah blah blah.”
Right?

Well... how would you like to marry your father?

Yes, you heard me. In three months' time, I'm supposed to marry my father. According to law, when a man asks to marry, he must grant his bride three wishes. That’s the only silver lining: he has to grant me three wishes before the wedding.

And I know what I must do: not marry my father.

I’ve told him. No, scratch that. I’ve thrown tantrums, broken things, and screamed it to his face. His advisors agree. Everyone agrees, it’s wrong. What father would marry his own daughter?

They say I look exactly like my mother. We share emerald green eyes, hair black as the midnight sky, and skin like freshly cut maple wood. But we couldn’t be more different. She was the kind of woman who owned a hundred dresses with matching shoes. Me? I’d trade my skirt for pants and a sword any day.

The only reason my father wants to marry me is because his mourning period is over. His wife, my mother, died two years ago giving birth to my twin brothers. They died with her.

Now, I’m the only heir to the kingdom of Azalea. And my father has chosen me to be his bride.

Still think my life sounds grand?

Let me tell you how it happened. It started on my sixteenth summer. My father called for me, he never calls for me. So, I knew something was up.

He looked me straight in the eye and said, “My daughter, you are the most beautiful person I have ever seen. As beautiful as your mother. I cannot see myself marrying anyone else. Today, I shall announce to the kingdom that you will be their new queen.”

It wasn’t a proposal. He didn’t kneel. He didn’t ask. It was a command.

I was sixteen, and he wanted me to marry him. My father.

I stood there, speechless. Shocked. I tried to decide if he was mad, insane, or completely out of his mind. I decided he was all three.

“Say something, my child,” he said, clearly annoyed by my silence.

“Are you mad?! I’m your daughter! I’m sixteen! I refuse!”

“You cannot refuse your king,” he snapped. “You will accept my proposal. My father married my sister after my mother passed. His father before him married his daughter. This is a family tradition that has been passed down for many years, and you will not break our traditions! And by law, I must grant you three wishes. You are the only heir, and I will not have you marry a stranger. You shall marry me in three months. Until then, make your wishes.”

My jaw hit the floor. I screamed. I threw things. I yelled over and over: “I will not marry you! I will NOT marry you!”

Then I collapsed on the floor, sobbing.

I would never know love. I would never feel that fire in your chest when you look into someone’s eyes and feel like the world disappears. I’d never know what a first kiss felt like, what it tasted like, what it did to your heart.

I must’ve blacked out or gone still, because the next thing I knew, voices were murmuring around me. Hands lifted me up, carried me through the castle. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I was lost inside my thoughts, drowning in fear and tears.

This wasn’t heartbreak.

This was worse than death.

I needed help.
I needed a way out.
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"Princess... Princess, are you awake?" asked one of my maids gently.

"For the millionth time, Ruby, it’s Hazel. Not ‘Princess.’ And nobody’s around," I stopped mid-sentence. My father's advisors had entered my sleeping chambers.

“Princess Hazel, could we please speak with you in the other room? We have much to discuss,” said Sir Robert, the head of my father's Council. His short gray hair matched the somber look in his kind blue eyes. Today, he wore a dark blue suit that somehow made his eyes even sadder.

"Yes, at once, Sir Robert," I said, sliding out of bed and joining them in my sitting room.

“Please, have a seat,” said John, the youngest of my father’s advisors. His brown eyes sparkled with quiet intelligence, and his matching brown hair was neatly combed. Today he wore red, a color that suited him a little too well. I sat on the couch as the rest gathered around me. Robert sat beside me, John took the chair, and Christopher and William took the sofa across from us.

“This concerns your three wishes,” said Robert, wasting no time.

“King Leopold has asked everyone in the kingdom to assist in fulfilling your wishes,” added William. His blond hair brushed the tops of his ears, and his warm brown eyes were flecked with gold. Of all the advisors, he always seemed the kindest. Today he also wore blue, like Robert.

“Here is our plan,” John said, leaning forward.

My ears perked up. A plan. They had a way out.

“You’re going to help me?” I asked, stunned. “You agree with me then, he’s lost his mind?”

I couldn’t help the smile forming on my face as they all nodded. “I’ll do whatever you ask.”

“Told you she’d say that,” said Robert. “Didn’t even need to tell her the plan. She already agreed.”

“We’re going to help you use your three wishes to escape this marriage,” said Christopher, the one who always looked like he was keeping secrets. His bright red hair contrasted sharply with his pitch-black eyes. Today he wore black, which somehow made him seem even more mysterious.

“But we have to make the wishes absurd,” he continued. “Unreasonable. Unachievable. Something that will delay everything.”

“How absurd are we talking?” I asked. “Does it have to involve magic? You know magic always comes with a price.”

“Exactly,” said John.

I gave him my ‘are-you-serious’ look.

“I know, I know,” said Robert, stepping in to calm things. “But think about it, your father agreed to grant your wishes. That means you can wish for anything.”

“Even a way to run away,” added William. He said it slowly, giving me time to absorb the idea.

My eyes widened. That’s it. I could wish my way out. If I played this right, my three wishes could become my escape plan.

“I could go to the next kingdom...” I said, the wheels turning in my mind.

“No, Princess,” said Ruby suddenly. “You’d need to go farther than that.”

She was right. If I was caught, I’d be dragged back here and forced to marry my own father.

“You need to disappear,” said John. “Somewhere no one will find you.”

I nodded again, feeling the beginnings of hope. The advisors soon stood, thanked me for my time, and reminded me to look happy when discussing wedding plans.

I giggled at the thought. Wedding plans. Right.

As they left, I turned to Ruby and smiled. “Shall we get started?”

Ruby hesitated at the door, then turned back toward me.

"Princess..." she said quietly. Her voice wasn’t teasing this time. It was serious. "We can’t tell too many people. Not even your other maids. One wrong whisper, and the whole plan falls apart."

I nodded solemnly. "I know. Just you, the advisors... and me. Everyone else only helps with the wishes. Nothing more."

She stepped closer. "If this goes wrong... they’ll blame you. Maybe even me."

"Then we don’t let it go wrong," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "We do this carefully. One step at a time. We make the wishes... and then I disappear."

Ruby met my eyes. "I’ll help you vanish, Hazel. I swear it."

We were no longer just maid and princess. In that moment, we were co-conspirators.

“I’ll fetch Emerald and Pearl. They can help fine-tune the wishes,” she said, her usual cheer returning to her voice. But before she reached the door, she paused again. Asking me if I was ok, I gave her a grateful nod as she slipped out of the room.

I looked around at my beautiful, gilded prison. All the things I’d once loved—I’d have to leave them behind.

Jewels. Dresses. Silks. Crowns.

None of them would matter when I was gone.
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My maids sat on the sofas in my sitting room, ready to help me decide my three wishes. My thoughts raced faster than I could speak.

My father’s advisors had told me to use the wishes as a way to escape marrying him, and that’s exactly what I planned to do. First, I needed clothes. Then I needed somewhere to hide those clothes.

Hide the clothes...

An idea struck me.

“Have you ever heard of Fairy Trinkets?” I asked suddenly.

“Yes,” said Pearl, the eldest. Her hair was sunshine yellow and pulled into a tight bun. Her gray eyes always seemed to smile. “They’re nutshells that can hold a full outfit with just a magic word. They can come as necklaces, bracelets, or rings.”

“How does that even work?” asked Emerald, the second eldest. She had golden-blonde hair and curious blue eyes. I liked how she always asked questions—it made her think deeper than most. “A whole outfit in a nutshell? Most nuts are no bigger than my hand. How do you fit shoes, socks, and a corset in something that small?”

“It’s magic,” Pearl explained patiently. “Hazel, why do you want one?”

“I don’t want one. I want a set. A necklace, a ring, and a bracelet.”

Emerald’s eyebrows lifted. “Wouldn’t that count as three separate wishes?”

“Nope,” I said, smirking. “It’s a set, technically one wish. And they’re rare. I’m not even sure they exist anymore. Finding them should take a while... which gives me time to figure out the rest of my wishes.”

“Wish One: Magical Fairy Jewelry Nutshells,” Pearl said as she unrolled a scroll and began to write. “I’ll take this to King Leopold.”

Pearl nodded, rolled up the scroll, and left the room with my first wish in hand.

At first, I felt nervous. But then... excitement started to bubble. This plan could actually work. All I needed now were two more wishes—and outfits. I couldn’t exactly run away naked.

As soon as Pearl was gone, I couldn’t sit still. The walls of my chamber felt too tight, the air too thick. I needed to move, or I was going to explode from frustration.

I changed quickly, into pants, boots, and a loose tunic, and made my way to the training courtyard. Most girls wouldn’t dare show their face out here in anything but a gown, but I was never “most.” My sword waited for me in the old training rack, lightweight, balanced, and far too neglected since my father decided I should act more like a lady.

Too bad I had no intention of doing that.

“Princess,” came a familiar voice from the edge of the courtyard.

I turned to find Christopher, my father’s most mysterious advisor, already rolling up his sleeves. His red hair glinted under the afternoon sun, and his black eyes, always unreadable, watched me carefully.

“I was told you might come here,” he said casually. “Thought I’d stretch my legs. Care to spar?”

I narrowed my eyes. “You fight?”

“Fairly well.”

I smirked. “You don’t look like you’d fight fair.”

He raised an eyebrow, stepping into the circle and drawing a practice blade from the rack. “Careful. I might surprise you.”

We circled each other; blades raised.

The first clash of steel sent a jolt through my arms. He was quick, quicker than he looked, but I was lighter and faster. Every swing gave me a chance to focus, to breathe, to not think about everything crashing down around me.

We moved in silence for a while, each strike ringing through the courtyard.

“So...” he said between blows, “how’s your father’s dog these days?”

I blinked. “You mean Bear?”

He nodded. “Big, gray. Snaps at everyone lately.”

“Bear’s not the same,” I said, parrying a quick strike and twisting around to his side. “Ever since... his mate died.”

Christopher grunted and shifted back. “Ah yes. I heard she was lovely.”

“She was everything.” I jabbed. “And he’s been... twisted ever since. Grief does that, I guess.”

We traded a few more blows in silence.

“I don’t blame Bear,” I said between breaths. “But he’s hurting others now. Trying to... fill the wrong hole.”

“A dangerous thing,” he said softly. “For a dog. Or a king.”

I faltered, just slightly, but he didn’t press the opening. We moved faster, striking harder, the clank of our swords ringing through the courtyard. Many knights paused to watch. Christopher faltered, I paused, breathing hard.

“Time out?” he asked, gulping for air.

“Conceding?” I grinned; my sword pointed at him.

Christopher gave a respectful bow of his head, dropped his sword and raised his hands. “You win, Princess.”

I smiled, and this one wasn’t fake. That win was for me. A small, stolen moment of control in a world where I had so little.

But the energy still buzzed in my chest. I felt like I could fight three more knights, scale a tower, or throw a chair at someone.

Which is, of course, when Ruby came sprinting into the courtyard.

“Princess Hazel!” she gasped, skidding to a stop beside me. “There you are—we need to start planning the wedding.”

I groaned and dropped my sword onto the rack with a clatter. “Already?”

“Now,” she insisted. “You need to approve the wine, the crystal, and the banquet dishes before dinner.”

I rolled my eyes but followed her inside, wiping sweat from my brow.

Three months. It sounded like a long time. But not long enough to plan a wedding.

Especially not one I had no intention of attending.

Still... I had to play along. And figure out how to drag my feet every step of the way.

I was surprisingly good at that particular activity. In fact, I managed to stall for an entire month before the first wish was granted.

It was early afternoon as I strolled through the grand banquet hall, my fingers trailing along the edge of the tablecloths.

At breakfast, my father had proudly announced that he’d fulfilled my first wish—and that it would be presented at noon during a special banquet held in my honor.

Only a month had passed.

I’d hoped it would take longer. I needed more time. More time to stall. More time to plan. But somehow, he’d done it—my fairy nutshell wish was complete.

That month had been a blur of wedding preparations: picking out food, selecting flowers, approving color schemes, choosing crystal and silverware. So what did I do? I picked the ugliest things I could find. Mismatched centerpieces. Brown and lime green streamers. Purple soup.

The whole time, I told anyone who’d listen, “My father has gone mad. If this were anyone else, they’d be locked in an asylum.”

Some people agreed with polite nods. Some shushed me nervously and looking over their shoulders. Others just rolled their eyes once my back was turned. I let them whisper and guess.

Once, I asked a male servant what he thought. His hands trembled as he bowed and said, “I agree with every word you say, Princess Hazel.” Then he spun on his heel and ran, straight into a side table. I laughed as he stumbled away.

Poor thing. If I’d told him the sky was green, he probably would’ve agreed.

I was still smiling at the
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