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      Knife in one hand and rosemary sprigs in the other, Snow paused her cutting to listen. Most of the sounds that surrounded her now were those she heard every day in her garden. Her Aunt Collette was humming to herself where she crouched by the bean patch. Two selfish jaybirds fought over a berry in one of the trees. Bees buzzed in and out of blossoms, and a cricket chirped somewhere nearby, heralding the splendor of spring.

      But that wasn’t all Snow heard. On the other side of the wall from which her climbing grapes hung, she heard the rumble of wooden carts, the shouts of vendors, and the squawks and brays of animals in the streets.

      It was market day.

      A little bird fluttered over the wall and down to Snow, landing on her hand that was holding the sprigs of rosemary.

      “What’s it like out there?” Snow asked the bird. She put her cutting knife down and rubbed her finger over the bird’s little brown head. “Did you find anything good to eat?”

      The bird didn’t respond, of course, but she hopped up on Snow’s shoulder and gave her a gentle peck on the cheek before flying over the wall once more. As she did, Snow’s heart quickened. This was most likely her last market day on this side of the wall. In two more days, she would be of age. And then she would finally be free.

      At least…that’s what her father had always said.

      “Aunt,” Snow called, turning to face the woman weeding the herb patch across the garden. “What was market day like back in Destin?”

      Collette pushed a piece of graying hair out of her face and laughed. “You’ve asked me that every market day since you were six.”

      Snow looked longingly at the wall beside her. It was tall and made of dark stone, the grape vines that hung from it a bright green in contrast. “I know,” she said softly. “I just want to feel it.”

      Her aunt’s blue eyes softened, and she gave Snow a sad smile. “You deserve to, love. And one day, you will.” She stood, groaning slightly as she did. After stretching her back, she motioned Snow over to the little wooden table in the middle of the garden. Snow joined her there.

      “Here,” her aunt said. She lifted a jar of dried chamomile and lavender sprigs onto the table, then handed Snow a stack of little cloth drawstring bags they had sewn the night before. “Fill these.” She pulled out her own stack of bags and two wooden scoops, and soon they were both dropping the dried tea mixture into the bags.

      Snow set to work at this happily. She and her aunt had spent months preparing these flowers for teas. When they were all finished, they would be sent out to the sick houses for healers to give their patients. It was one of the few ways Snow was allowed to contribute to her kingdom as princess, having an effect—however small—on the world outside her garden.

      “I was the daughter of a weaver,” her aunt said as she filled her own bag with the dried flowers. Snow grinned and settled in. She could recite her aunt’s story verbatim by now, but for some reason, it seemed more real when Collette told it.

      “We lived in a small town in Destin named Fraisse, a village hardly large enough to include on a map. Despite our size, however, we sat near a large highway, and many visitors passed through our gates. My mother and father taught my brothers and your mother and me the art of weaving when we were quite small, and for our tenth birthdays, we were each given a small loom of our own. That way, we could each make our own creations and bring them to market day as well.” She smiled. “It was the gift and birthday each child looked forward to the most.”

      As Collette talked, Snow imagined walking through the streets of her aunt’s small town, looking at the food and the wares and greeting the people.

      Oh, how she wished to meet the people. Especially the people.

      Not on the streets of Destin, of course. Destin had turned its back on not only Snow’s aunt and mother, but many who worked in Snow’s father’s palace today. Or so Snow was told. Not that she’d ever been in the palace to meet any of them. But Snow knew enough that she wouldn’t go to Destin if someone offered to take her. And that was saying something, considering she’d never left her little cottage behind the palace or the garden that surrounded it.

      But to go to market in her own city, the grand capital of Tumen… To meet the mothers who clucked at the children, who squealed and laughed. To maybe… one day… lock eyes with a man who would find her enchanting and sweep her off her feet the way the heroes in her storybooks⁠—

      “Snow, are you even listening?”

      Snow blinked back to awareness and realized that her aunt was shaking her head, a knowing smile on her face.

      “I’m out of lavender,” Snow said quickly. She turned to the squirrel gnawing on a nut at the edge of the table. “Emre, would you fetch me some dried lavender from the cottage?”

      “And that is part of the reason your father won’t let you leave the garden,” her aunt said as the squirrel scampered away. “It would attract the wrong kind of attention.”

      “There’s no one here to see but us,” Snow said, smiling after the squirrel.

      “Perhaps not now, but the moment you met a lovely animal on the street, you would stop then and there and talk to it. You know you would.”

      Snow laughed as Emre scurried back to them. “Perhaps. But what good is it to be able to talk to animals if you never do it? Thank you, Emre. Wait. What is that in your mouth? Emre, you naughty squirrel! You’ve been sneaking nuts again!”

      Emre, his cheeks still packed full of stolen goods, hurried away to his favorite tree, where he watched Snow suspiciously. But she just waved a hand at him and went back to filling the bags with tea.

      “I hear there’s a girl who shall soon be a woman somewhere nearby,” said a deep voice.

      Snow turned and grinned. She and Collette stood and offered curtsies as the king entered the garden from the palace entrance. The king opened his arms, and Snow ran into them. He wrapped his large arms around her in a quick hug. Snow squeezed her eyes shut, trying to hold him just a little longer. Collette was a wonderful aunt, but she wasn’t fond of too much affection. Which meant Snow had to soak it up every time her father made it down to the garden. And yet, too soon he drew back.

      “It is your birthday, yes?” he asked.

      “Father!” She grinned. “You’re two days early!” As she spoke, her heart beat so fast she suddenly felt lightheaded. Was this the day? Had he come to tell her she was free?

      “I’m aware of that,” he said, tapping her nose. “But I shall be busy in two day’s time on a journey to trade talks south of here, and I wanted to give you your present before I go.” As he spoke, he held out a package wrapped in brown cloth and tied neatly with string. “Happy early birthday, Snow.”

      Snow grinned and took the gift back to the wooden table, where she carefully worked the string loose, then folded back the cloth.

      And gasped.

      Diamonds sparkled up at her from the most delicate, ornate tiara she had ever seen. Not that she had seen many. She was never invited to the feasts or balls her father held, of course. But this… The silver had been woven in and out of itself in thin strands like flower stems. Rather than flowers at their ends, however, white diamonds glittered so that they were nearly blinding in the noonday sun.

      “Here,” he said, taking the tiara from her. “Allow me.”

      Snow sucked in a breath as he placed the tiara on her head. As soon as it was fixed there, she jumped up and ran into the cottage, where a small mirror sat on Collette’s nightstand.

      "Oh,” she whispered, suddenly feeling breathless. Despite her grass-stained garden apron and the dirt smudged on her cheeks, Snow felt for the first time that she truly was a princess. “I wish…” she began, but the words died on her lips.

      “You wish what, love?”

      Snow turned to see her father standing in the door.

      “It becomes you,” he said softly. “As it did your mother.”

      “This was Mother’s?” Snow put a hand up to touch the tiara, its worth suddenly far greater than she could have first guessed.

      He nodded. “She was crowned queen in it.” He paused. “But…what was it that you were just wishing?”

      Snow hesitated. She was going to wish that she could go to a ball and wear her stunning crown. Not as its guest of honor. She didn’t need her own ball. But to simply attend…

      She knew better than to ask for that, however. So she removed the tiara and studied the way the diamonds glittered when she turned it this way, then that.

      “I was hoping,” she said slowly, “that now that I’m of age. Well, I will be in two days… I mean, I was hoping you could let me bring the tea to the village. Just to one or two of the healing houses,” she hurried to add. But from the way his face immediately tightened, she knew what the answer would be. And her heart threatened to fall out of her chest. “I could meet people⁠—”

      “Snow...” He let out a gusty sigh.

      “I could wear a disguise!” Snow’s words came out faster and faster. She was no doubt betraying her desperation, but she didn’t care right now. She would lie on the floor and cover herself with dirt if it meant she might finally leave the garden.

      “Daughter,” her father said, gently taking her by the hand and pulling her toward him. Snow did her best not to cry, but a tear slipped down her face anyhow.

      “I’ve educated you in the best way I know possible,” he said slowly, studying the palm of her hand. “I’ve given you books on the realities of court politics, and others about the world. And in doing so, I’ve inadvertently shown you what you don’t have.” Her father sighed. Then he gave her a small, dry smile. “I also know that, despite my warnings, your brother has brought you stories of love and legends of the silliest kinds. But you can’t know the truth about the world because…because you haven’t really been there.”

      That’s not my fault, Snow thought sourly. But she knew better than to interrupt her father.

      “You are…more precious to me than I have words for. As was your older sister. But I’ve made enemies. Many enemies. And it cost your sister Nevina her life.” He let out a shuddering sigh. “As it cost your mother her life as well.”

      “But Father, the Destinians surely wouldn’t be in your court!” Snow argued. “The loyal ones anyway.”

      Her father shook his head. “You’re too much like your mother to get by unnoticed. Too much like her.” He brushed her hair with his hand, a sad, soft smile on his face. “The Destinians drove people like your mother out, remember. Chiens, they were called. And before they did even that, they made them mute so they couldn’t speak. Only by a miracle did they regain their speech after they arrived here.” He sighed. “Then, in an act of revenge, despite my protective measures, your mother was murdered by one of her own servants only months later. You were still newly born, and I had to work hard to convince the servants that you had died along with her.”

      “Deniz is allowed in public,” Snow whispered.

      Her father gave her a wry smile and mussed her hair. “Deniz had the good sense to be born looking like me. But you…” His eyes went misty. “You were too perfect. And you still are. You’d be a prize to one of our enemies or their allies. It would be little more than game hunting if one of them were to track you down as they did your mother.” He shook his head, and she could see his resolve hardening. “I won’t lose a daughter to them again.”

      Snow couldn’t help it now. The tears ran silently down her cheeks.

      “There, now,” he said gently, removing his handkerchief and wiping her cheeks. “You don’t understand, Snow. You’re too sweet not to be noticed. You can’t see it in yourself, I’m sure, but there’s…there’s something about you that I can’t name. It draws people to you. It’s as though being near you induces them to look.”

      “Thank you,” Snow whispered, looking at her feet.

      “You do know how your mother named you, don’t you?” her father asked with a smile.

      Snow did know. But she drew in a shuddering breath and whispered, “Tell me.”

      “Come, let’s sit beneath the tree.” Her father led her to the apple tree, and when they both sat on the bench beneath it, he beamed at her. Aunt Collette watched with a pinched expression from the bean garden, where she had taken up pruning again.

      “Your mother and Collette had come here for a better life after your mother grew sick. The Destinian crown had once supported the churches there, allowing them to give help to the poor and use their money for the care the helpless needed. But King Rodrigue decided to tax the churches heavily and end their support. And…as your mother was too sick to live without help, she and her sister came here.” He looked up and smiled at Collette, who smiled wanly back.

      “I fell in love with your mother the moment I laid eyes on her, and we were married less than a month later. It caused no small stir among the nobility, I can tell you.” He laughed deeply, as he did every year when he told the tale. But Snow didn’t mind. The story always made her feel closer to the mother she never knew.

      “Deniz was born first, of course. A great surprise, as we had assumed that Nevina—the daughter of my first wife—would inherit the throne, seeing as I had no sons to fulfill the preferential inheritance laws. But once I had a son to inherit the crown, I believed myself finished with adding children. As your mother was sick, the doctors believed her to be done with carrying children as well. When you came, though…” His eyes twinkled. “You were the greatest of surprises. Your mother called you the perfect blend of us with your skin like hers, as white as snow, and hair and eyes as dark as mine.”

      “Does…” Snow faltered. “Does the kingdom know I exist?”

      Her father sobered quickly. “They don’t. After Nevina was murdered, I quickly hid your mother away here. She was large with child by then, and we knew you would arrive any day. And still, somehow, she was killed. So for your protection, the world was told that you died too.”

      “So this means I’ll… never leave?” Snow’s throat tightened more with each word. “You promised, though. You said that when I was of age⁠—”

      “I’m not saying never,” he said, standing. “Only for now.” He reached down and helped her to her feet. When she was standing, however, he didn’t let go of her hand. “I promise, Snow. One day, you’ll be free. Just…not yet.”

      With that, he placed a kiss on her forehead and went back inside the palace.

      The garden was too quiet for a long time. The birds seemed to have stopped chattering, and the bugs sat still. Only Emre seemed to remember how to move and scurried into Snow’s lap, looking up at her with his large, dark eyes.

      “He isn’t wrong, you know,” said Collette quietly.

      Snow looked up wearily. “About?”

      “You do draw attention. The few of us who have seen you have all noticed it immediately. There’s something about you that makes people look.”

      Snow didn’t respond. She supposed some people might have thought she should have been grateful for such a gift. But now it felt more like a curse.

      “Would you like to hear another story?” her aunt asked cautiously.

      Snow shrugged, then returned to filling the bags with the dried tea blossoms again, trying to ignore the tiara that seemed to mock her as it glistened in the sun.

      Her father had been making promises her whole life. The utmost had been that she would one day leave this prison of a sanctuary. But Snow was no longer a child. She would be eighteen years in two days. And after her encounter with her father today…

      She knew she never would.
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      Snow stared morosely at the candles she and her aunt had hung out to dry. Twenty-four. It was a good batch. Twenty-four beeswax candles that would light their evenings as they sat reading to one another by the fire. She should have been happy, especially as this next winter was already predicted to be a long one. But for the first time in her life, the promise of evening light on cold nights brought Snow no such pleasure.

      Because for the first time in her life, Snow realized that those kinds of evenings were the only kind she would ever see.

      There would be no friends to laugh or talk with. No husband to hold. No babies to kiss or nurse or snuggle. All the things she’d read about…all the people she’d imagined meeting and knowing and loving…

      They would never be.

      “I have an idea,” her aunt said, breaking the silence. She was in her chair across the room, mending a hole in her apron that she’d torn that morning. “When your father returns, why don’t we ask him to bring us some new fruit trees? We have space where we cleared out the old blackberry patch last year. My mother used to make the best…”

      Snow sighed. Collette had practically fawned over her for the past two days, trying to pull Snow from the deep, dark hole she’d sunk into since her father’s visit. And though Snow was thankful that Collette cared, she wanted nothing more to be left alone. She needed to mourn the dreams her father had killed with just a few simple words. And as much as she wished for Collette’s sake that she might enjoy this birthday and smile and take delight in the beautiful dress her aunt had sewn her, or the other presents her father had sent down after his visit—presents inspired by guilt, Snow was sure—she simply couldn’t.

      Snow wished she was able to forget her birthday altogether and return to the days where she believed she would one day be free.

      A knock sounded on the cottage door, and a familiar voice called from outside.

      “I have your birthday gift. Don’t make me wait!”

      Collette muttered something that sounded a good deal like, Thank the Maker, as Snow stood and went to answer. When Snow opened the door, a bearded young man stood on the other side.

      “As I’m your favorite brother—” he began, but he didn’t get any farther before Snow threw herself at him and buried her face in his shoulder. He stumbled back slightly at the force of her embrace before wrapping his arms around her in return.

      “Snow!” he exclaimed. “What’s all this?”

      Snow, much to her shame, was sobbing into his coat. He would have to change it after this, but at the moment, she didn’t care.

      “Hold now. Let me look at you.” Deniz gently took her shoulders and forced her back so he could study her red, puffy face. “Snow, what’s wrong?” he asked gently.

      This only made Snow cry harder.

      Before this moment, Snow had put herself to bed for the last two nights imagining what it would be like to tell her older brother of her father’s revelation. How he might burn with righteous indignation for her. But each time, even in her head, it had ended with him making excuses for their father. The crown prince couldn’t oppose the king, after all. But now his dark brown eyes, which were almost an exact reflection of her own, stared fixedly at her. His expression was nearly angry.

      “What’s happened?” he demanded. As he spoke, he led her over to the little table in the corner of the room and seated her in one of its chairs. He took the one beside it.

      “I think I’ll go do some weeding,” their aunt said softly, letting herself out and shutting the door behind her.

      Snow opened her mouth to tell him of what her father had said. But before she got the words out, another idea came to her. “I…” She sniffed and tried again. “I was wondering…how many Destinian spies do you think we have within our walls?”

      He frowned. “Destinian… Why would you wonder at that?”

      Snow looked down at her hands. “Father told me,” she said quietly.

      “He said he thinks we have Destinian spies—Wait.” Deniz put his hand up and briefly closed his eyes. He shook his head. “How in the depths did that come up in conversation?”

      Snow took a deep breath. “He… He says he won’t let me out of the garden because there are Destinian spies and allies within the court.” Her voice began to warble again, and she took a moment to recover it. She hadn’t cried this much since she was learning to walk and talk. “He had always said when I was of age, but when I asked him two days ago…” She let the words die there. No more needed to be said.

      Her older brother closed his eyes and ran a hand down his face. “Oh, Snow. I’m so sorry.” When he looked at her again, his mouth was set in a grim line. “Father suffered greatly when Mother died,” he said slowly. “And he’s terrified of losing you.”

      “I understand that,” Snow whispered. “But I feel like I’m suffocating.”

      “The older I get,” Deniz said slowly, “the more I’m realizing that the world might not be… exactly the way Father thinks. Not that I would ever say that to him.” The warning glance he sent Snow would have made her giggle if she hadn’t been so distraught. “And don’t you dare tell him that either.”

      Snow only gave him a tired smile. “You know I won’t.” She glared at the door. “I’m not sure I ever want to speak to him again at all.”

      They were quiet for a long time. The birds chirped outside, and Emre peeked out from the shelf upon which Snow kept her books and special treasures. Deniz had never gotten comfortable with the idea of a pet squirrel, and after being sat upon by the prince some years back, Emre preferred to keep his distance.

      “I can’t defy Father,” Deniz finally said, breaking the silence. “I might be the crown prince, but I have no power on my own, nor would I wish to put us at odds.”

      Snow nodded miserably.

      “But,” he said, taking her hands in his, “I promise you this.” When she didn’t meet his eyes, he gently lifted her chin so she had to look at him. “You won’t be here forever.” His dark eyes burned as he spoke, igniting a hope in Snow that her father had dumped water on two days before. “One day, I will be king. And when I am, you will be free.” He poked her gently. “And don’t think I don’t remember giving you all those stories of heroes and their true loves. I know I’m partly to blame for the hole it left inside.” His smile faded. “You’ll get yours. One day.”

      Snow gave him a tremulous smile, which he returned with a warm grin of his own. As she often did, Snow considered just how fortunate she was to have Deniz for a brother.

      “What is this?” she asked, poking his beard while trying to blink the tears out of her eyes. “Are you trying to impress me with all your wisdom and age?”

      Her brother leaned back to avoid her. “That, I will let you know, is the beginning of a very kingly beard.”

      Snow smirked. “What does Father think?”

      “He quite likes it, thank you very much. And so does Dilara.”

      “Who’s Dilara?” Aunt Collette called through the window. So much for privacy.

      “Dilara,” Deniz looked at Snow, “is my betrothed.” Then he turned to the window. “Was that loud enough for you, Aunt Collette?”

      Aunt Collette peered into the window and gave him a shameless grin.

      But Snow just stared at him for a moment before jumping to her feet. “You’re betrothed? Oh, Deniz, can I meet her?”

      Deniz laughed, obviously pleased with her reaction. He got to his feet as well. “One day,” he promised, his expression sobering as he did. “I wanted to bring her today as a birthday surprise for you, but⁠—”

      “Let me guess.” Snow huffed. “Father wouldn’t allow it.”

      He gave her a sad smile and shook his head, and Snow thought for a moment that she caught a hint of anger in his dark eyes. “Father is… well, he doesn’t fully approve of my choice. At least not yet. But I promise you’ll one day meet her. I’ll make sure of that.” His voice hardened at the end.

      Snow laughed, then his smile turned sad. “I’ve always wanted a sister!” Snow hugged him again. “And now you’re giving me one!” Not that Snow had ever seen sisters in real life. But she’d read enough about them in books over the years to have desperately wished for one of her own.

      Her brother hugged her back. “I wish the rest of the world could see life as you do,” he said, his voice slightly muffled by her hair. “Things would be far simpler. Oh! And I forgot. I brought you this.” He pulled a little leather-bound book from his cloak. “I got it while I was traveling. And I thought you might like it.” He flipped it open and made a face. “It’s disgustingly sappy, and the romance seems utterly ridiculous. Just what every silly girl your age desires.” He tried to poke Snow, but she dodged him. “Or so the merchant assured me.”

      Snow squealed as he raised the book high above his head, forcing her to stand on her tiptoes as she tried to snatch it away from him. Their laughs echoed through the trees, and Snow suddenly felt that it wasn’t such a bad birthday after all.

      One day, she would be free.
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            His Majesty

          

        

      

    

    
      Snow bolted upright and nearly fell out of bed at the sound of banging on the door. She had been in the middle of a rather vivid dream, and several seconds passed before she was oriented enough to climb out of bed without toppling over. But just when her heart began to slow as she began to grasp that she was not being chased by a pack of angry raccoons, it sped again as she realized it was the middle of the night. Something was very wrong.

      “You stay in bed,” Aunt Collette ordered as she stood and wrapped her robe about herself. “It’s not fit for the princess to answer the door in the middle of the night.”

      “But it could only be Deniz or my father,” Snow replied only somewhat coherently. “They’re the only ones who ever come here besides the healer!” Even as she spoke the words, however, she knew them to be unlikely. Her brother’s last visit had only been four days earlier. Never before had he returned so soon to see her, nor had he come in the middle of the night.

      The pounding sounded again. “Open up in the name of His Majesty, the king!” came a shout that most certainly did not belong to Deniz.

      Her aunt shot Snow a warning glare as she opened the door. “Yes?” she answered, pulling her robe even tighter. Snow couldn’t see the man from her bed, but she could hear his deep, rasping voice.

      “Princess Snow is summoned to the throne room by His Royal Majesty, King Deniz,” the guard said. If he was curious about the sudden appearance of a princess, he didn’t betray it in the dying light of what had been their fire.

      But that didn’t matter right now. All Snow knew was that she had been summoned to leave the garden. For the first time in her waking memory, she was leaving her little plot of land. Instead of watching her father or brother pass through the wooden door that led into the castle, she would be the one going inside.

      She looked down and carefully shook each foot to make sure she was actually awake and not dreaming.

      “Give us five minutes,” Collette told the guard. “The princess must dress.” She shut the door and turned to Snow, who was already pulling on her good stockings. But it was only as her aunt was helping Snow into one of her better gowns, one she’d received for her birthday last year, did Snow comprehend what the guard had just said.

      King Deniz.

      His Majesty.

      Deniz was king.

      But what had happened to her father?

      A new kind of urgency made her clumsy as she tried to find her slippers in the dark. Eventually, however, she found them beneath her bed, and after Collette had quickly brushed and pinned her curls, they left the cottage to join the guard outside.

      Snow did her best not to gawk at the guard as he led them toward the door. She’d certainly imagined guards before. She’d even read the royal writings on how guards were to dress and carry themselves, and she’d read stories about them in her books. But she couldn’t remember ever seeing one for herself. The only men she’d ever seen besides her father and brother were the few healers and apothecaries who had come to tend to her when she’d gotten sick or injured.

      This man wasn’t quite as tall as her brother, but his shoulders and chest were much broader. He carried various weapons on his person, and if the situation hadn’t been dire, Snow would have been tempted to ask him to demonstrate the use of each.

      As he led them through the door that had separated her from the world, however, Snow forgot to study the guard as she tried to prepare herself for the world that had been denied her. And the news that seemed more and more likely with each step she took. Her father would never have allowed her to walk openly through the castle halls.

      She did her best to look calm as she and her aunt followed the guard, but with each passing second, that was growing more and more challenging.

      The entrance into the real world, however, was not nearly as grandiose as she had always imagined it would be. The wooden door that had always separated her from the rest of the castle led them to a hall and then several flights of stairs. Which led to another hall. Which led them to…someone’s chambers.

      Snow had always believed their little cottage the height of luxury. With sheets of silk and all the fabric she and Collette could ever want delivered by her father and brother upon request, bowls of ceramic, and a tea set with gold paint, she’d never felt lacking. But this…

      These personal chambers—whomever they belonged to—were larger than Snow’s entire garden. Everything from the massive bed to the chairs to the paint and various types of decorative stone was either white or black or some shade in between. Based on the life-size portraits on the wall of her father and a woman who looked quite like herself, Snow could only guess these to be her father’s rooms. It made sense to put access to her garden through his bedroom, after all, as her father had meant to hide her from the world.

      But they didn’t tarry here. Instead, they moved quickly out of the chambers into a main hall that made Snow feel even smaller than the bedchamber had.

      This, though… These high arched ceilings with exposed beams of dark wood made up the world she had always dreamed of. But her imagination, as large and stuffed with books as it was, could never have conceived of the soaring ceilings above them, or the way the polished black stone floor reflected those who walked on it like a dark glass sea. Sconces lit the way, and sleepy servants were moving about as though they’d just been awakened. Snow would have gawked and perhaps faltered at the sudden sight of so many faces if it weren’t for the growing fear that drove her forward.

      Where was her father?

      They were now approaching an enormous set of wooden doors with silver handles as long as Snow’s arm. Without pause, the doors opened as though by magic, and Snow’s guard led them into a room larger than Snow had known was possible.

      But, Snow reminded herself, she was a princess. And she was determined to follow him with the dignity and power a princess of Tumen should exude. She might never have visited court before, but her aunt had spent hours training her in every art her father believed important. Collette herself had been trained in court etiquette when Snow’s mother had been chosen as queen and had requested that her sister be her lady’s maid.

      But none of that training had prepared Snow for this. She knew from what she’d read in her books that she was now in the throne room. Aptly named, as there were two high stone thrones on a five-step dais at the opposite end of the large hall. Life-size limestone statues lined the walls, and large black and white tapestries hung from the ceiling-high windows on each side. The floor here was the same as in the hall. Black granite, if she wasn’t mistaken.

      And on the throne sat Deniz.

      Snow came to a halt.

      By now, Snow was aware that she had attracted the attention of a number of servants who had chosen unsubtly to follow her from the hall into the throne room. Courtiers were also starting to appear, distinguishable, she knew, by their fine clothes. Servants and nobility alike stood at the edges of the room, many of them behind the statues, whispering and staring as though a wild animal had just walked in. Were they gawking at her dark eyes, which were just like her father’s? Or possibly her pale skin like that of her mother? Or maybe the suddenly shabby dress that had seemed so practical when it had been given to her in the quiet safety of her garden?

      Snow squared her shoulders. No matter what they were looking at, there was nothing she could do about them, so she did her best to focus on her brother.

      Nothing about his person had changed, of course, in the four days since her birthday. But now he wore a thick, fur-lined robe, and several jewels sparkled on his fingers. A large crown with even more gemstones sat on his brow, and Snow suddenly found herself feeling shy and unsure of what to do.

      “Your Majesty,” Aunt Collette murmured.

      Snow looked over and saw that her aunt had fallen into a deep curtsy.

      Oh. Yes.

      Snow dipped into a curtsy as well, low and measured, just as Collette had taught her. She’d been practicing since she was five years, but as of late, she’d become convinced she would never use it. Now she only hoped she’d practiced enough, as it seemed the eyes of the world were bearing down on her.

      Her heart felt as though it beat loudly enough for the whole court to hear. At least, it was the only sound Snow could hear as she remained crouched low in the curtsy, waiting to hear those fateful words.

      Finally, they came.

      “Rise, Princess of Tumen,” her brother’s voice boomed through the hall. “And present yourself to your king.”

      Snow dared to look up at her brother once again as she stood. Deniz had left his throne and was standing before her. He smiled, but his eyes, so like her own, were tired and sad.

      “Father?” she whispered.

      Deniz seemed unable to speak for a long moment. Finally, he turned and barked, “Everyone except my sister, out!”

      If the confirmation that Snow was indeed the new king’s sister took them by surprise, no one let on. The courtiers and servants merely scurried out like Emre when he’d been caught stealing berries from a pie. Even Aunt Collette curtsied once more to Deniz before leaving.

      But Snow didn’t have much time to consider their quick obedience. Because the moment the door shut behind Collette, her brother had pulled her into a tight hug, and before Snow knew what was happening, they were weeping together.

      Snow didn’t know how long they cried, but eventually, there seemed to be no tears left, and Deniz let go of her and dried his eyes with the fur robe he wore. “Come,” he said, gesturing to the dais. “Sit.”

      Snow did as he said, and they sat on the dais steps. After clearing his throat twice, Deniz spoke again.

      “Father’s party was traveling to a trade meeting,” he began in an unsteady voice. “There hadn’t been much rain in the area, and water was scarce. But eventually, they found a watering hole.” At this, his voice broke, and it was a moment before he recovered it. “The entire party was discovered dead the next morning by a local farmer.”

      Snow felt as though she’d sprouted roots and was stuck to the floor. “But…you don’t think it could have been murder?” She paused. “Do you?”

      Deniz was already shaking his head. “The farmers don’t use that water. Apparently, it’s known for making animals sick.”

      Snow immediately felt a stab of guilt for the words she’d said just days before. What was it she had told Deniz in the heat of anger?

      I’m not sure I ever want to speak to him again at all.

      If only she could take those words back. Every. Single. One.

      “So…” Snow said, searching for something…anything to say. “You’re king now.”

      He cracked a smile. It was sad, but still a smile. “Yes,” he said slowly. “But more than that, it means you’re free.”

      Snow stared at him, not able to fully comprehend. “You mean…I can visit the palace now?”

      For some reason, he thought this was funny. He laughed until his face was red, and he was crying once again. “Snow,” he finally said, wiping his eyes and pulling her to her feet. “Father was worried that some Destinian spy or ally might wish to destroy the royal line, and in doing so, kill you.” His eyes took on a new brightness. “But what I wish is for bygones to be bygones. Our kingdom has harbored hostilities against the Destinians and many other kingdoms for long enough. And you, sweet sister,” he touched her cheek and smiled affectionately down at her, “will be part of this new start.”

      But Snow stepped back and frowned at him. “The Destinians killed Nevina. And Mother.”

      “They killed Nevina after she invaded their land,” Deniz said, watching her carefully. “And…I’m fairly certain they did not kill Mother.”

      Snow frowned more deeply. Could this be true? Their father had seemed to believe with every fiber of his being that the Destinians had killed her mother and step-sister. And they were the reason her mother and aunt had had to fly to Tumen for help.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” he asked slowly.

      Slowly, Snow shook her head.

      He studied her for another long moment before shaking his head as well and breaking into a soft smile. “I suppose you’ll have to spend enough time in the world to see for yourself. In the meantime, however…” He strode up to a small door on the right side of the hall and gave it a single sharp rap. It opened a second later.

      Snow couldn’t hear what he said to the person on the other side, but after a moment, her brother returned with the most beautiful woman Snow had ever imagined. She was even lovelier than any of the pictures in Snow’s books.

      She was beauty itself.

      “Snow,” he said, leading the woman toward her, eagerness shining in his eyes. “You always told me that you wanted a sister. And now I shall give you just that. Snow, meet Dilara, my betrothed.”

      Snow automatically dipped into another curtsy, but the woman stopped her and gave her a little tinkling laugh. “Oh, I’m the daughter of a metalworker. You have no need to curtsy.”

      “But my brother loves you,” Snow said with a shy smile. “Of course I do.”

      The beautiful woman looked at Deniz and beamed. “You weren’t exaggerating, love. She’s absolutely charming.”

      Snow felt herself blush, which meant they could see her blush too. One of the drawbacks of having nearly translucent skin. It had been her undoing as a child anytime she’d tried to stretch the truth to her aunt.

      The woman was truly dazzling. Her eyes were large and almond-shaped, as were most Tumenians’, and they were a rich shade of brown with streaks of gold running through them. She also had more curves than Snow, curves in all the places that drew the eye. Still, she was tastefully dressed as though she was aware of her advantages but didn’t wish to flaunt them. Her pink lips were so full they nearly formed a pout when she wasn’t smiling, and her dark brown hair was luxuriously thick with large curls that seemed to bounce with her when she moved.

      She was utterly breathtaking.

      “Your brother has told me of your situation,” she said, taking a step toward Snow. Her large eyes focused on Snow’s as she took Snow’s hands. “And now that you’re…no longer in seclusion, it’s only right that you shall have a coming out ball!” She looked at Snow’s brother. “She’ll also need new clothes. Shall I set a fitting so she can have new clothes by the wedding?”

      As Dilara and Deniz talked, Snow tried to keep the smile on her face, but it was suddenly difficult. A ball? New clothes? And just how soon was the wedding for which they would need clothes made immediately?

      “A fitting, yes,” Deniz said. He looked at Snow, his brow creasing slightly as he did. “As to introducing her at a ball, however, I think that perhaps we ought to take her out in the open carriage first. She can see the city from the safety of our company. The people will also be able to see her, but it won’t be so overwhelming. Then we’ll go from there.”

      Snow stared at him in awe. “That would be utterly perfect!” she exclaimed. She would far rather see all the people and animals who made the sounds that floated over her garden wall…without having to greet them in a stuffy gown. For as much as she wanted to experience the grand balls she’d read about, the market seemed a far better place to start. The idea of having a ball all to herself, where the entire court was focused on her all evening, was far more attention than she was ready for. She didn’t even know what one did under the attentions of the entire court. Dance? Talk? Recite poetry?

      “Snow?” her brother asked kindly, “what would you prefer? Would you like to ride through the marketplace?”

      “Yes!” Snow paused, then added quickly, “But only if you’re quite sure it’s safe.” All of her father’s worries came rushing back to her again, but this time with more urgency. After all, it seemed Deniz wasn’t taking the Destinians seriously. Would that open them up for war?

      Her brother seemed to sense her fear. Letting go of Dilara’s hands, he took her shoulders and drew her close. Then he bent down so they were face to face. “Our father meant well,” he said softly. “But you’re not a newborn anymore. You’re strong. And…” He glanced at Dilara, who smiled and nodded. “Perhaps it’s time for some things to change. Besides,” he winked, “I’ll be right beside you.”

      Snow didn’t know what he meant about things changing, as though they hadn’t changed already, but his promise warmed her soul.

      Deniz wouldn’t let harm come to her. Of that she had no doubt.

      “Yes, then,” she said, her own smile growing to mirror his. “Let’s visit the market.”
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      Snow’s brother wanted to move her into the palace that night, but Snow begged to be allowed to return to her own little cottage one more time. She needed some familiarity in which to consider the tidal wave of change that was threatening to drown her…in a good way, of course.

      And even when she was finally in her own little bed once more, with Collette’s familiar breathing across the room from her, she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. There were too many emotions and fears and—Dare she think it?—Hope pinging around her like bees moving from flower to flower.

      Her father was dead.

      Her brother was kind.

      She was getting a sister.

      She would meet her people.

      She was free.

      She was frightened.

      Oh, how she was frightened.

      She looked up at the stack of books on her hanging shelf, barely visible in the embers of the dying fire. She had spent her entire life memorizing every text her father or brother brought her, traveling the world as best she could through any written word she could find. But this…this would be real life.

      Finally, tired of being tired, Snow got up and fetched a dried baboshk petal. Then she got back into bed beside Emre, who had taken up residence on the corner of her pillow in the moments she had been gone, and put the petal beneath her tongue, where it melted along with her consciousness. The last thought that passed through her mind as she drifted off to sleep was that tomorrow she would see the animals that made the noises on the street behind her wall.
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      Snow’s brother kept his promise. Before Snow felt as though she were fully asleep, her aunt was calling for her to wake and dress.

      “Your brother sent word that he’s having the horses saddled already!” Collette said, sounding more flustered than Snow had ever heard her. “Get dressed! Quickly! And dress warmly. It’s an unusually chilly day for spring. I feel as though it might rain.”

      Snow didn’t have to be told a second time. She bounced out of bed and was pulling her dress over her head as Collette shoved a biscuit into her hand. Snow chewed the biscuit quickly as her aunt helped her tie the back of her dress.

      Finally, after racing a comb through her hair yet again, Collette turned to Snow so she could look at her. She studied her from top to bottom twice before letting out a small sniffle. “I’m going to miss this,” she said, her voice cracking as she did her best to smile. “I became spoiled, I suppose. It was almost like having my little sister back with me again.”

      Snow threw her arms about her aunt and hugged her fiercely. “You’re coming into the palace with me,” she said, her own throat taut as she spoke. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “No, I know that.” Collette leaned back and wiped her eyes. “But you’ll be restored fully to the princess you always ought to have been. And I’ll have to make sure you’re treated as such. Which means you can’t be making a fool of yourself by strangling your aunt.” She wiped the tears running down her face with the backs of her hands as she gently wriggled free of Snow’s embrace. “I just hope that the new queen⁠—”

      A knock sounded on the door, and someone called out, “The coach is ready for Princess Snow.”

      Her aunt stopped her fretting and bade Snow not keep her brother waiting. Snow wanted to stay and hug her aunt one more time, suddenly unsure whether she really ought to drive out. But the memory of how excited Deniz had looked when he’d made the suggestion banished all thoughts of escape from her mind, and she didn’t look back again until they were standing on a platform overlooking the stable that was nearly as large as her garden.

      As neither her brother nor Dilara was there yet, Snow walked about the large, open carriage, admiring its gilded wheels and painted sides. But she stopped when she reached the horses.

      “Aren’t you lovely?” she murmured to the first horse. She ran her hand over the length of his strong neck and then rubbed his thick shoulder. “Your mane reminds me of silk.” She combed her fingers through it. “And though I can’t see well in this light, I’d say you have a bit of red in that rich brown coat, yes? Oh, you beautiful, beautiful boy.”

      “You seem very good with horses,” came a smooth voice from behind her. Snow looked up to see Dilara approaching, a maidservant following behind. For being the daughter of a metalworker, Dilara’s gowns were impeccably measured and sewn, and made in excellent taste—at least, as far as Snow could judge. She was in a white and blue dress today, with blue gems dangling from her ears, and white pearls woven through her dark hair.

      Snow gave her a bashful smile. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never seen one before. I mean, not one outside of pictures.” Her smile widened at the memory. “For my birthday once, Den—my brother hired an artist to paint me a picture book about all sorts of things out in the world.” She ran her hand down the horse’s nose. The horse responded by nuzzling her with its lips and playfully pushing her hand to the side.

      Dilara looked somewhat perplexed, so Snow changed the subject. “You spoke of your wedding as though it were soon. When does it take place?”

      Dilara beamed. “In three days!”

      Snow gaped. “Three days!”

      Dilara gave her an enthusiastic nod. “Oh, yes!” Then her face fell slightly, her full lips even closer to pouting than usual. “We would have wed far sooner. Only…” She sighed. “The king was against the marriage from the start. But as your brother is now king,” she finished, brightening, “the sooner the better, of course! Not that I shouldn’t have liked to have a few more days to decorate and send invitations and such…” She gave Snow a wistful smile. “But, as your brother says, we have our duty to think about.”

      Snow wasn’t sure how to respond to this, but she did understand the haste, at least on her brother’s part. With an enemy on their southern border, each day spent without a king was a risk. The fact that her father had been opposed to the match, however, was something she would need to think about later. She wondered if his objection was merely to Dilara’s common birth. That was highly possible. She knew her father had been entertaining marriage prospects for Deniz from among the nobility of not only their own kingdom, but a few of the surrounding ones as well. He had told her as much several times.

      “Decorations are overvalued,” said a familiar voice. Deniz appeared behind Dilara and lifted her hand to his lips. “I am, after all, in a great hurry to marry the most beautiful woman in the land.”

      Dilara blushed far more delicately than Snow ever had. “Oh, you just like to flatter me,” she said, but let him kiss her on the cheek as well.

      “Truly,” Deniz said, beaming at Snow, “it’s what the people have begun to call her.”

      Snow wasn’t a bit surprised by this. Looking at Dilara was almost like seeing someone who wasn’t quite real, as if she had been imagined in a dream.

      “And now,” Deniz continued, kissing Snow’s hand as well, “it’s time for the people to meet another beautiful woman.” And he helped Snow and Dilara up into the coach, which had been fitted with small pillows and fur-lined blankets. Guards took their places on foot or horse before, beside, and behind the vehicle. And once the royal party was all tucked in, and the guards were accounted for, the stable doors were opened. And for the first time in her life, Snow was leaving the castle.

      They pulled out onto a hard-packed gravel drive, and Snow’s heart felt as though it were in her throat. A small part of her mind prodded her, reminding her that her father had just died. She ought to have been in mourning right now. Collette had informed her that morning that they would need to commission a gown of black immediately, but as for now, she didn’t have one. And, to be honest, Snow realized that she didn’t… Well, she just didn’t…

      She didn’t really want to wear one. For while she was mourning her father’s death—she did love her father after all—in less than a day, she had already experienced a taste of how much he had denied her. Today was the day she was beginning to live. Perhaps that made her a bad daughter. But as they pulled out, and her brother leaned over and kissed the top of her head, she was struck with the realization that Deniz had been more of a father to her than her own father ever had.

      They came to another large gate at the end of the drive, and from behind it, Snow just had time to make out the same noises she’d heard a week ago from inside her wall. And then the gate opened.

      The carriage pulled out onto a wide cobblestone street. Vendors were crowded against houses and shops that lined the street, many calling out their wares. Animals, both those who provided labor and those being sold, were everywhere, tied to posts or in cages. The savory scents of baked goods mixed in the air with salty meats and the unavoidable smells of animals. Snow had experienced it all in some sense from her side of the wall, but now it all hit her full force. Colors seemed to wave in the wind everywhere she looked. And there were people.

      So many people.

      Snow sank back into the seat as the carriage turned onto the main thoroughfare. And as the carriage moved out into the street, the people below turned to watch and wave at the royal coach. Every face registered surprise, however, as their eyes turned to Snow and then her brother.

      Despite the vast difference in their complexion, Snow could only guess that the people would discern their connection easily. With their father’s hair and eyes, they looked too alike to be mistaken for anything but siblings.

      “Are they looking at Dilara?” Snow whispered hopefully to her brother.

      He turned and smiled down at her. “They’ve seen Dilara. Now, they’re looking at you.”

      Snow wasn’t sure how she felt about that. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, exactly. But it was unsettling.

      Dilara didn’t seem to think so. She smiled graciously and nodded at those who gawked from below. She seemed to have been made for such attention. Who would have believed that she was a metalworker’s daughter?

      “Tell me if you wish to stop,” Deniz murmured. “We can’t be on the ground for too long, or it will be near impossible to leave, but…” He gave her a knowing smile. “I think we can make a few exceptions today.”

      Snow looked back down at the market. Did she wish to step out of the carriage into what was quickly growing into a sea of faces? Would there be anything or anyone worth the anxiety she knew such a show would cause? Because it would be a show. For the people, at least.

      At first, Snow saw nothing that intrigued her enough to wish to climb down. She was content to simply marvel at the complex beauty of the world she’d spent eighteen years listening to from the other side of the wall. They passed meat vendors, seamstresses, tailors, smiths, glass blowers, and⁠—

      “There,” Snow said, grabbing her brother’s arm as she pointed. “I wish to go there.”

      Deniz looked to the corner stall at which she pointed. “The potter?” he asked.

      Snow nodded.

      He gave the order, and the carriage stopped. One of the foot soldiers helped Snow climb down. Her brother and future sister followed her down as well. Once they were all on the ground, Snow looked back at her brother once more. But he only smiled and nodded. Then, pretending the crowd that surrounded her didn’t exist, she crept closer to see.

      The man in the stall seemed to be one of the few villagers not gawking at the royal party now. He sat humming at a large wheel with holes in it and a lump of what looked like thick mud in the middle. Snow knew from her books that this mud was actually clay. She watched in fascination as he placed a long stick in one of the wheel’s holes, and then he turned the wheel until it was spinning so fast it blurred before Snow’s eyes. Once the wheel was spinning, he quickly removed the stick, wet his hands, and began to mold the lump of clay in the center. With his hands, he gently but firmly changed its shape again and again until Snow could finally see that it was taking the shape
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