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      “Look at me, Jack. I need you to look at me when I’m speaking to you. This is important.”

      Ma was always talking about “this is important” and “that is important.” Honestly, I don’t take much of what she says as too important at all, but there are always far more interesting things to do than work on the meager farm she and I are trying desperately to keep. Pa went off and disappeared a while ago. Apparently, he went to the drinking hole one night and never came back. Ma said he probably went to find us more money, but I’m old enough to know what it means when adults go out and don’t come back. I’ve watched it happen to a few of my friends. The resentment I have towards my Pa for going and leaving me here to take his place is strong for a twelve-year-old, but despite that, Ma needs me, and I can’t let her down.

      Even if I think half of her ideas are silly.

      “I’m listening, Ma,” I groan as I continue lifting the firewood onto the pile by the house. We’re going to need it judging by the way the clouds are rolling in. The Enchanted Forest isn’t merciful when winter comes. Those who struggle will succumb to her eternal sleep. At least, that’s what the local churches go on about. I don’t know much about gods or damnation. What I know is that those gods aren’t chopping my wood for me or piling it up. We make our own fate. Pa taught me that at least.

      “I need you to take Old Bessy to the market—”

      “Old Bessy?” I growl, pausing my movements to stare at Ma. “She’s all we’ve got left, Ma. We can’t go selling her.”

      “We must,” Ma chides, her arms wrapped around her for warmth. “The cold snap is coming and . . . we don’t have any food left, Jack. If we don’t sell Old Bessy, we’re going to starve before the cold even gets here. I know I’ve been asking you for a lot but—”

      “You don’t have to apologize or anything,” I grumble, shouldering the last of the wood into the pile. “It’s Pa’s fault we’re in this situation. Not yours.”

      “Pa’s coming home, Jack. I know it.”

      I turn and look at my mother, at the strain around her eyes, at the lines starting to etch into her face. The stress is apparent in the dark rings around her too large eyes. Her lips are tight with that same stress. She’s trying to hide it, but no one can hide such bone deep exhaustion for long before it begins to leak into your posture. I’m young, but I’m not stupid.

      “Whatever you say, Ma,” I murmur before glancing over at the ramshackle barn Old Bessy stays in. Honestly, it’s not good enough to keep a cow alive through the winter anyway. Old Bessy will likely freeze when we need her the most. Taking her to market would ensure she lives to tell her tale and it would give us a few gold coins to last until Spring.

      Hopefully.

      But I’m going to need to leave now if I’m going to make it to the market before everyone starts shutting down.

      “Do we have anything else to take to market?” I ask as I wipe my hands on my trousers. “I know you’ve been knitting.”

      Ma shakes her head. “The best I’ve got is a sweater, but I knitted it for you. I didn’t have enough yarn to make much more than that.” She glances away and I can see her sadness. “We’re going to make it, Jack. We’re going to be fine.”

      She never cries in front of me. Ma is strong like that. She doesn’t want me to see how hopeless things are, how in trouble we really are, but I know. At twelve, after watching my Pa walk out the door and never come back, at the pure anger I’d felt at that man leaving someone as sweet as Ma to fend for herself, I’ve learned a thing or two.

      “Old Bessy will fetch a fair amount of coins,” I tell her, glancing toward the barn. “She’s still got a few years of steady milk in her and she’s healthy. We can always buy another cow in the Spring.”

      “Exactly,” Ma nods, scrapping her greying hair back from her forehead. “I’m sorry to ask this of you, Jack—”

      “It’s fine, Ma,” I say again, firmer this time. I may now be the man of the house, but I won’t have her stressing about it. I’m strong enough to take care of the both of us. “You go on inside and get warm. I’ll get Old Bessy ready and take her to the market before they close up shop and then I’ll be back as quick as a fiddle. Don’t you mind.”

      Ma nods and tugs me into a hug that’s a little too tight, too desperate. I can feel the shaking in her fingers, can feel her fear like an aura around her. She doesn’t think we’re going to make it through the winter, but I’ll be damned if we’re going to freeze because of Pa. We’re going to survive it, and then when I’m big enough, I’m going to hunt down that asshole and beat him just as hard as he used to beat me. He’ll deserve it. He’ll deserve each and every hit.

      I immediately set to work getting Old Bessy ready, tying the rope around her head like a halter and leading her outside. She lets me know her displeasure with a forlorn, “moo,” as I lead her into the chilly air. As if she knows she’s being sold, she meanders beside me, her head bumping against me as she asks for pets. She’s a good cow, the finest. I’ll be sad to see her go.

      The market is a few hours walk into town. If I keep a good pace, I can get there a few hours before they close down for the day. Farmer Dan will probably offer a fair price for Old Bessy. He’s always looking for milking cows. The question is if I’ll be able to get enough gold to last through the winter.

      The pathway we must walk is lined with the glittering trees of the Enchanted Forest. As a small child, I’d been enamored with the sparkle. Now, at twelve, they’ve lost their allure since it’s an everyday part of life. I haven’t yet grown much, but I can imagine the older I get, most things will lose their sparkle. People do. The sky does. Each and every thing eventually becomes mundane. That’s what it means to become an adult. You lose that sense of wonder.

      Pa taught me that, too.

      “I’m sure gonna miss you, ol' girl,” I tell Old Bessy. “You’ve been a great friend over the years, but now we need your help one last time,” I say as we walk. “Between you and me, with how bad Pa left the barn, you would have never been able to keep warm through the winter and it’s not like we can afford anymore hay. This is a mercy for you as much as it is for us.” I pat her on the head. “You’ll get to make friends with other cows and roam in pastures maybe. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      “Moo,” is her only answer, a deep solemn sound that makes me think she’s going to miss me, too.

      My thin legs start to burn after an hour of walking, but I know I can’t stop to take a rest. It would add too much time, so I push through it. Old Bessy is starting to grow annoyed at our trajectory, at the fact I won’t let her stop to nibble on the late blooms along the path. I’m so focused on tugging her along, on my burning legs, that I don’t see the old, weathered man until he’s right in front of us.

      “That’s a nice heifer you’ve got there.”

      I nearly jump out of my skin at the sudden voice adding to the forest sounds. I jerk and look up into the eyes of a man so old, he looks like his bones should hardly hold him up. He stands in front of us, his glittering eyes taking in Old Bessy. Despite his shaking and gnarled hands, he reaches forward and pats her on the head, making the cow huff.

      “Thanks,” I tell him for the compliment, and immediately go to move around him.

      “Are you taking her to market?” the old man asks. “I’ve been looking for a quality milking cow and this old girl looks like the finest.”

      I pause and glance over him carefully. He’s dressed in clothing that looks old but well taken care of. There are no holes or stains, just pristinely pressed cloth. Though he’s clearly as old as dirt, he seems strong enough to shoulder Old Bessy along, but if he purchased her, it wouldn’t be my business if he could handle her or not anymore. The sudden idea that I could sell Old Bessy without having to go all the way to the market hits me and I smile.

      “Yes, I am,” I declare. I pat Old Bessy’s neck. “It’s time for Old Bessy to reach finer pastures. Are you interested, sir?”

      “Am I interested?” the old man wheezes, his lips splitting into a grin that reveals missing teeth. “You bet I am. How much are you willing to sell her for?”

      Ma hadn’t told me a price I should fetch. I assume I should get as much gold as possible, so I think of the only sensible number I know and double it. Negotiation is a proper tactic. I’d seen Pa negotiate himself out of trouble often enough.

      “Thirty gold coins,” I say, puffing up my chest. “Old Bessy is the finest milker. She’s steady and produces a consistent amount of milk each and every day. I’d say a cow like that should fetch at least thirty.”

      And thirty gold coins would be plenty for Ma and I to survive the winter.

      The old man nods in understanding and reaches into his pocket much to my excitement. “Oh, of course! A cow like this? Thirty gold coins is a steal.” He shuffles around his pocket for a minute before his brow furrows. “Uh oh.”

      “Uh oh, what?” I ask, my eyes on his hand in his pocket. Any minute now he’s going to show me those gold coins and I’ll be able to run home and tell Ma we’re saved.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have any gold on me,” the old man says before pulling out his hand and holding his palm toward me. “I only have these beans.”

      There, on his hand, sits twelve large, green beans. They have the same sheen as the trees around us but all I can think of is the uselessness of twelve beans. It’s not even enough for a single pot of soup.

      My heart sinks.

      “Sorry, mister,” I tell him. “I need gold.”

      I go to move around him, to lead Old Bessy further down the path. If I move fast enough, I can make it to market just fine, but I’ve wasted time here with this old man. I don’t blame the man for trying but there are things that must be done, gold I must return home with.

      “No, no, no. Wait!” The old man tries again and moves in front of us far faster than I expect a man of his age to move. “These aren’t just regular ol’ beans now. These here are magic beans.”

      I’m sure my disbelief is written all over my face. I’ve long since stopped believing in fairytales and silly dreams. I stopped believing in those the day Pa didn’t come back. Life is hard and magic is bullshit. If there were magic in the world, we wouldn’t be struggling so much.

      “Magic beans. Right.”

      “I swear it,” the old man tries again, his hand reaching out to rest on Old Bessy. “These magic beans are special. You plant them in the ground outside your house and all your wildest dreams will come true.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t believe such nonsense,” I growl, trying to move around him. “If you’ll move, I need to make it to the market before they close.”

      “Jack, I swear on my existence that these beans are worth more than all the gold in the world. You have my word. Just give me that cow you’ve got there, and the beans are yours.”

      I pause and eye the man. “How did you know my name?”

      He grins, those gaps drawing me in, highlighting the darkness there, and for some reason, it unnerves me. “You told me.”

      “No, I didn’t. I would have remembered that,” I point out.

      “Look, Jack. This conversation is fruitless. Your legs are tired. You don’t want to walk all the way to the market, do you? I swear on everything that these magic beans are exactly what you need.”

      I scowl. “What I need is for my Ma and I to survive the winter. I don’t need twelve measly beans!”

      “You’ll more than survive the winter with these,” he promises. “You will have so much gold, it’ll stain your eyes with the color, Jack. Don’t you have any faith anymore?”

      “No,” I grunt. “It walked out the door with my Pa.” I eye the large beans in his hand again, the sheen they hold. It’s almost as if they sparkle, and if I focus hard enough, I can feel the charge in the air around them. Either it’s the chill in the wind or the beans actually have something. “Say I consider your deal? What’s to guarantee that you’re not pulling my leg and swindling me out of my cow?”

      “Well. . . I suppose nothing,” the old man shrugs. “But you must feel the call of your destiny in them. Don’t you feel it?”

      “I feel the chill,” I answer, staring at him. “How are they magic?”

      “I can only tell you they’re the right kind of magic, tailored for just someone like you. After all, hunger makes all beasts equal.”

      I tilt my head at those words, at the weight of them. Just for a second there, his voice had changed, had resonated in a way no human’s should be capable of. Old Bessy doesn’t seem to like it either. She shuffles closer to me, as if asking me for protection from this man.

      “My Ma would kill me if all I brought back were beans. . .”

      He nods. “But she will celebrate you once you plant them and your dreams come wildly true. Trust me.”

      Almost every instinct in me is telling me to keep going, to get to the market and sell Old Bessy to Farmer Dan, but if I’m being honest, I know Farmer Dan will give me a maximum of five coins for Old Bessy. She’s a good cow, but she’s only got a few more years left in her. A small voice in my head starts prattling on about the beans, about what if they really are magic, about how five coins won’t do no good for the winter, but magic could help. Ma might be mad at first, but surely once she saw they were magic, she’d understand. My instincts war inside me, the time ticking past in a way I know I’m going to miss my chance at the market if I don’t get moving. Then I’ll come home completely empty handed.

      “You’re sure they’re magic?” I ask, glancing up into the old man’s eyes. They sparkle with excitement and something else. Malice? Intrigue?

      “As sure as I am that you’re Jack of Hollowford,” he grins, holding his hand closer. “Embrace your true destiny, Jack. It’s waiting for you.”

      I glance at Old Bessy again, at the way she’s watching the old man warily. Animals have a knack for spotting evil men and she doesn’t seem too keen on this one, but she’s also not running away in fear. I’ve seen her run from a squirrel, so she’s frightful enough that she would run if faced with evil. She’s not doing so now.

      “And these are going to make us rich, right? Ma and I will have all the gold we could want?”

      “And more,” he nods. “There’s no limit to their reach.”

      I take a deep breath. Possibly five gold coins at market, or magic beans that will help us forever? At twelve, it seems like a no brainer. Hesitantly, I hand over the rope to the old man and he gleefully dumps the magic beans in my waiting hand. All twelve of them. They make my fingers tingle when they touch my skin, so I immediately pocket them.

      “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Jack of Hollowford,” the old man says with a grin before patting Old Bessy on the head again. Old Bessy looks forlornly back at me and moos again, so I pat her on the hide.

      I nod, knowing I’m going to miss her. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “I didn’t give it,” he replies, then he starts to lead Old Bessy away in the opposite direction. The cow looks back at me, her eyes pleading for me to take her back as he starts going round the corner. They disappear from view and I hear her moo echo through the trees. There’s panic there and it suddenly makes me want to change my mind.

      “Hey! Wait!” I call, rushing after them. “I changed my mind, mister. I don’t want the beans!”

      But when I round the corner, the pathway is empty. No old man. No Old Bessy. There aren’t even any hoof prints on the ground to follow, to see if they disappeared into the trees. I should be able to see them still, but they’re nowhere to be found.

      “Hey Mister!” I call, turning in a circle, panic in my voice. Ma is going to kill me. “Mister, where are you? I’ve changed my mind!”

      The beans burn a hole in my pocket, reminding me they’re there, threatening with whatever black magic they hold. I’ve made a mistake. As sure as I know who I am, I’m sure I’ve made a mistake, but I don’t know how monumental it is. I hesitate there on the road, not sure if I should try to track the old man down or if I should head home. It’s never good to be in the forest at night, not with the creatures that prowl after dark. Still, I’m not sure what else I can do besides turn around and head home to face Ma. The old man is gone. Old Bessy is gone.

      The twelve beans in my pocket suddenly feel so heavy.

      Dejected, I return the way I came from, my head hung low. I hadn’t even gotten to tell Old Bessy good-bye. Not truly. I’d just let her go with that man, had sentenced her to whatever evil he may have had. I’d heard that last panicked sound. I’d heard her begging for me to save her.

      And I’d just let her go.

      Fear churning in my gut when the sight of our shambling house comes into view, I hesitate there knowing I’m going to have to face Ma. She isn’t going to be happy, but perhaps, whatever magic is in my pocket will make things better. Perhaps, things will be okay still.

      When the sun starts to fall and the chill threatens, I finally get up the courage to go inside, to push through that door and find Ma sitting in front of the low fire, her fingers carefully knitting. When I come in, she turns to me with a bright smile, excitement there, but when she sees my face, she frowns.

      “Did you sell her, Jack? Is everything okay?”

      “I. . .” I swallow down my fear, trying my hardest to raise my chin. “I made a mistake,” I finally rasp. “I don’t know how he convinced me, but he did, and I’m sorry, Ma. I’m so sorry. I’m going to go out first thing tomorrow and try to find a job that’ll take me on. There’s gotta be something—”

      “Stop,” she says, holding up her hand. I immediately fall into silence. “What do you mean? How did who convince you of what?”

      I grimace. “There was an old man on the path. He wanted to buy Old Bessy.”

      “And?”

      “I told him thirty coins for her, thinking to get as much as possible, but all he had were these magic beans.” I reach into my pocket and pull them out. They feel like metal in my hand. “I told him no at first, but somehow, he convinced me. He said if we just plant them, then we’ll have more gold than we can imagine.”

      Ma’s face goes hollow. She’s so pale that it makes the rings around her eyes stand out in stark contrast. “You traded Old Bessy for a few beans?”

      “Magic beans,” I remind her. “Look. You can feel their magic if you just hold—”

      “You traded Old Bessy for beans,” she rasps again, before she slumps in her chair, the knitting dropping to the ground, forgotten. “Oh, Jack. What have you done?”

      “I’m going to find something tomorrow, Ma. I promise. I won’t let anything happen to you. I—”

      The sob echoes in the house around us and makes me stop talking. Ma never cries in front of me. She never lets me see. But now, at the thought of what I’ve done, at the hopelessness, she cries. Great heaving sobs wrack her body, make her shoulders shake, and shame fills me.

      “Ma?” I whisper, moving over to wrap my arms around her. “Ma, it’s gonna be okay. I’ll find a job tomorrow.”

      She shakes her head, her tear-stained cheeks shining in the low light of the fire as she looks up at me. “No one will hire you, Jack. You’re a child.” She sniffs and wipes her face on the back of her arm, wiping away the evidence. “We’re doomed.”

      I flinch. “What if we just plant the beans? What if we just see—”

      She snatches the beans from my hand and holds them up to the light, the sheen reflecting, but she shakes her head. “A few lima beans aren’t going to save us, Jack.” She stands and moves over the door, opens it, and throws them outside.

      “Ma!”

      “Tomorrow, you’re going to go ask Ms. Louetta if she needs wood chopped in exchange for yarn. The best I can hope for is to knit a few things to take to market.” She eyes me. “I’ll take them to market.”

      “But the beans—”

      “Go to sleep, Jack,” she sighs dejectedly. “Perhaps, if I’m strong enough, we won’t freeze this winter.” She waves away the fear on my face. “Go. Rest.” And then she wanders away to her bed, leaving me to sit in front of the fire feeling nothing but shame.

      Eventually, I lay down, hoping for sleep, but when it finally comes, it’s filling with the grinning face of the old man and my Ma’s tear-stained face. By the time the sun rises again, I feel as exhausted as Ma must feel, so I’m hardly paying attention when I slide on my boots and go out to see if our last two hens have laid any eggs. I’m so focused on putting one foot in front of the other that I run right into it.

      I bounce backward, grunting with pain at the hard hit as I fall on my behind and look up.

      And up.

      And up.

      I rub my eyes just in case I’m imagining it, thinking it’ll go away, but when I open my eyes again, there it is, standing so tall I can’t see the top of it.

      A beanstalk. Right where Ma threw the beans outside.

      I stand, my eyes wide, as I study the thick trunk, trying to figure out where it leads.

      All your wildest dreams will come true.

      My face growing hard at what I must do, I reach up. . .

      . . .and start to climb.
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      “Aurelia, go! Save the baby!”

      Those words still echo in my mind despite the many years since I’d heard my sister shout them. Heavy words. Desperate words. Words that had meant nothing. We’d been too late.

      I’d lost many things that day. My mother. My nephew. My sister.

      Myself.

      Despite still being alive, despite that trauma that now lives in me, that haunts my nightmares, I’m alive physically.

      That scene feels as if it were eons ago, and in some aspect, it was. I’m twenty-four now, but the years have gone far slower than they should have. In the Grimm Forest, time moves normally and the inhabitants live longer, but here, in the Enchanted Forest, a single year feels like a hundred. I’m older now, more jaded, and still a bird trapped in a gilded cage.

      Not long after Phillip captured me, the King of Warith had begun to decline. Within the year of being trapped in the dungeons, the King had died and Phillip had taken his place. But not all men make good kings. Phillip is a terrible king, one who cares not for his people, only himself. He’d immediately taken me from the dungeons and paraded me around his palace like a trinket, declaring me his future bride. Lucky for me, Warith believes that a woman is only ready for marriage at twenty-five. Unlucky for me, I’ve been trapped here, desperately trying to free myself before I reach that age. I’ve been unsuccessful.

      But Warith was also a failing kingdom before I’d arrived, and in Grimm, things were starting to decay all around us soon after I was kidnapped. When the merges began appearing, Phillip’s grand idea to leave Grimm and conquer somewhere new took over his mind, and ten years after I was captured, what was left of his kingdom leapt through one of the merges.

      Now Warith exists in the Enchanted Forest.

      Here, the trees sparkle more. They draw you in and hide their danger behind glittering bark, but it’s no less dangerous. This world is hardly different from Grimm when you think on it for too long. Two different worlds, one purpose. A place for those of us desperate creatures to exist. They’re both dangerous, both a prison for me.

      I’d screamed and fought that day so long ago when I was taken. The moment I realized I was a permanent prisoner, I fought again and tried to fight my way out. Each time I escape, I’m dragged back screaming. Each time I’ve tried to kill Phillip, I’m thwarted before I can ever stab a knife through his heart. I’ve been too weak, but the longer I’m here, the stronger I grow.

      I will not be that monster’s trinket forever.

      Now, I’ll be twenty-five in a matter of weeks and Phillip had been looking forward to this day with unconcealed anticipation. His appearance disgusts me, the way his receding hairline highlights his strained visage. The way grease stains his shirt, and he doesn’t care. The way those horrible eyes take me in as I sit at the lessons he insists I need to be his Queen.

      And his incubator.

      All of the lessons are training me for nothing more than to make babies and be the silent, compliant wife he expects. He should know better by now. I’ll sooner stab a knife through my womb than let that man paint me with his seed. I hope to kill him before it comes to that, but I am not afraid of death.

      I’ve been dead since that day he captured me.

      The teacher today is a portly woman coaching me through what it takes to birth a baby. I don’t interrupt her and let her know I’ve birthed a baby before, that at one point, I’d wanted to be a nursemaid. Instead, I listen to her spew incorrect facts. Apparently, if you drink a lot of orange juice days before giving birth, the baby will just slide right out without pain. Imagine that.

      When Phillip enters the room with a disgusting smile on his face, the teacher dismisses herself to leave us alone. I don’t move, sitting primly on my chair, my eyes on him. When he stops beside me and reaches out to touch my chin, I jerk away, hating the way his fingers feel on my flesh. Like thorny vines that prick before you’ve realized it.

      “Soon, you’ll belong to me completely, pet,” he purrs. “And all these years and my plans will finally come to pass.”

      I glare up at him, bitterness in my chest. “Let us pray you choke on the food you steal from the townspeople before then,” I grunt. He’s a terrible King. The kingdom he’d stolen here, the king used to be perfect. He used to take care of his people. When Phillip took over, they began to starve. And why wouldn’t they when Phillip demands most of their crop to waste at his table? Fucking pig.

      Phillip narrows his eyes. “When you are my wife, your sole duty will be to produce an heir as quickly as possible,” he says, leaning in. This time when I try to jerk away from his hold, his grubby fingers latch onto my chin and squeeze painfully. “You will remain pregnant and swollen until I decide otherwise.”

      I jerk my chin free, disgusted. “You will not touch me.”

      He grins. “Oh, I’m going to touch you, Aurelia. Even if I have to tie you down to do it.”

      I’d rather die than be an incubator for this man. I’d rather die than let the monster touch me. The only reason he’s waited this long is because of Warith’s ingrained beliefs. I thank whatever god listens that they believe it or else I might have been a pregnant child. Now, I’m stronger and growing more powerful every day. They think twenty-five means my hips will be wide and ready. In reality, it means I’m going to destroy each and every person who dared to put me in this gilded cage.

      I will be free, either in blood or otherwise. But I’m taking Phillip to his grave.

      I’ll allow no such monster to live, and I certainly won’t let him make me his bride.
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      Phillip, as the King of New Warith, holds an audience twice a week where the villagers can come to the castle, declare their problems, and ask for assistance. Like clockwork, it always happens, like some great event the village looks forward to. I don’t understand why the poor people keep coming. Phillip never helps. He rarely does anything more than demand more assets from them. But I suppose when you have nothing but desperation, you’ll try anything.

      Phillip insists I sit in on these things because as the future Queen, I’ll have to do so anyways. I’m an ornament, nothing more, placed on a smaller throne than Phillip’s slightly behind and to the side of him. I’m not allowed to be front and center like he is and if I were already Queen, that wouldn’t change. Phillip’s ego would never allow anything else. I never feel more like a decoration than I do at the biweekly audiences.

      It’s hard to believe this monster once wore a mask so well that my sister fell in love with him. I realize now that the worst monsters are so very good at fooling people, though. And my sister had been desperate for the love she’d never received. It made her easy prey even if she was so powerful.

      This audience is nothing but a charade, a thing the old King used to make sure his kingdom was healthy, and that Phillip keeps up for appearances. He never helps the peasants, but from what I understand, the old King did. Years ago, the old king perished beneath Phillip’s sword after he’d offered Phillip and our kingdom safe haven. In return for that gracious offer, Phillip killed him and stole his kingdom. I’d been there. I’d watched as that kind old king had bled out on the floor, his eyes meeting mine and telling me to run.

      As if I ever had that option. As if I hadn’t already tried.

      No, Phillip never helps the peasants. If anything, he makes their lives worse, taking from them until they’re starving and desperate. He doesn’t help them at all.

      “Your majesty,” an old man rasps as he bows nearly to the floor before us. He’s clearly reaching the end of his life judging by the way his bones practically rattle. “I’ve come in desperate need. I’m very ill and can no longer tend the fields as I once did. The crops are dying with my negligence. If I could simply borrow a few knights—”

      Phillip holds up his hand to silence the man and pulls out his roster. “Your name, peasant?”

      “Norman of. . . New Warith, your majesty.”

      Because this wasn’t Warith before. It was Featherglen. And all the villagers had learned the mistake of calling it by its old name.

      “Norman,” Phillip repeats, scanning down the list. “It says here you’re behind on your taxes, that you still owe a large chunk of crop.”

      Norman nods. “As I mentioned, your majesty, I’m sick and can’t tend to—”

      “I don’t care about your problems,” Phillip interrupts. “Pay your taxes or I’ll send my knights to end your life far sooner.”

      The man begins to shake. “Your majesty, might I borrow a few knights to help in the fields? Please? I beg of you. I have children—”

      Phillip waves him away. “My knights are for protecting the kingdom and making sure you lot stay in line. They don’t work in fields. Use your children until their hands bleed. Now get out and have the taxes ready by tomorrow.”

      Norman is shaking, desperation on his face. “If I don’t have more help in the fields, the crop will rot, and then no one will have any food, not even you!” A knight comes forward and shoves him toward the door. “The black rot is nearly to the fields! It’s taken out some crop already! You’re dooming us all!”

      “Get him out of here,” Phillip snarls, rolling his eyes. When the old man is shoved through the door, Phillip shakes his head. “Peasants.”

      “Why not just send your knights?” I ask, glaring at him. It’s a simple fix and the knights are assholes. The least they can do is some manual labor.

      “You’re not here to speak,” Phillip grunts, glaring at me. “Sit there and be silent.”

      “But he needs help. Why not help a little?”

      His eyes flash. “You want me to help?”

      Nodding, I meet his eyes. “Yes, I do.” It’s foolish of me to think he’ll actually help. I should know better before I speak.

      He bares his teeth. “Very well. Zander, send a group of knights out to Norman’s farm. Pluck all the crop not touched with rot and bring it to the castle. When you’re finished, kill the old man and any children who resist.”

      “You’re a monster,” I snarl. “I hope the rot travelling across the land eats you from the inside out.”

      But he’s not paying attention to me. He’s ignoring me as if I’m a petulant child.

      “While you’re at it, make sure to announce before you kill them that it’s because of the future Queen they die,” Phillip adds before Zander can leave. “Hang the man in the fields to feed the crows, a reminder to all who are weak to mind their roles.”

      My chest freezes and I fall into silence, understanding that the more I talk, the more he’s going to make a point. I’ve doomed that man to die, but then again, he would have died anyway. There’s no way he was going to be able to pay the taxes before tomorrow or pick his fields, not with the sheen of sickness on his skin.

      I hate it. I hate this. I hate the man sitting in front of me so completely that I’ll do anything to destroy him. I’m a well-kept pet, a finch in a cage, but I’m going to shred him from the inside out, even if I have to die to do so. I will no longer be this trinket.

      Phillip wears his sword at his hip. If I can move fast enough, I can slide it out and stab him with it before anyone else is the wiser. I’ve been training in my chambers since I was captured, working on my reflexes, knowing one day I’ll need them. I may not have been in true battle, but I’ve practiced the movements with a piece of wood, know how to move. It can’t be much different.

      “Don’t look so sick to your stomach,” Phillip says, drawing me from my thoughts. “There are far worse things than dying for taxes.”

      “Like dying for a monstrous, ill-advised king?” I growl, crossing my arms.

      He looks over at me with a lewd grin. “Continue having an attitude, pet. I can’t wait to break you of it on your birthday.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Oh, I intend to,” he grins, and it makes my stomach roil. I nearly vomit in my mouth.

      “Bastard,” I mutter under my breath and turn away, refusing to look at him and give him that satisfaction. Realizing this might be my moment, I lurch forward, intending to grab his sword hilt and
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