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        Who has never ever treated me like anything less than the prettiest of princesses.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT PRETTY PRINCESS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Meeting a legend isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s been nearly two decades since Rence has lived in Eflorencia. After leaving part of his magic inside Beatrice Wolfe when she was a mere baby, the world learned to survive without its creator.

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s not until he returns to the land he abandoned that Bea and the rest of her family realize Rence might not be the savior they need, nor is it his priority to right all the wrongs of the world. With his swinging temper and unpredictable demands, Bea knows that if she doesn’t do something, Rence won’t just break the hearts of the people who have been counting on his return, but Eflorencia itself might crumble under the weight of his ego. With a battalion of soldiers to feed and house, and little assistance from Rence, Bea must learn to see people for who they are, not just who she wishes they could be.

      

      

      

      
        
        "Pretty Princess" is book six in the Tales of Eflorencia. This coming-of-age story is for fantasy readers who devour first kiss butterflies only when accompanied by scandalous secrets. Enjoy the entire series, written by USA Today bestselling paranormal romance author Mary E. Twomey.
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            THE STRANGER WATCHING ME SLEEP

          

        

      

    

    
      The scent of roses and peonies fills my nose as I roll over, after a night of finally being able to rest my aching muscles on a mattress. For all the advertisements touting luxurious sleep for various back sensitivities online, nothing compares to the most basic of beds when you’ve been on your feet for the better part of a month.

      Two months?

      Three?

      I have no concept of time anymore.

      Stretching out is far superior to even the tenderest of cuddles that were shared with Nic when we were curled on the floor of the carriage. I can roll around on the bed here. I can cast covers off or pull them up over my ears in the comfort of my cozy cabin that I keep all to myself.

      The smell of greenery convinces me I am back in my childhood bed with my window open on a spring morning. The gentle breeze wafts a lungful of freshly grown green plants. They are so deeply colored with strong vines and veins that it almost feels as if they are sprouting inside of me.

      It’s a rich sensation, maybe not of monetary wealth, but that deep sense of satisfaction that creates a sigh in your soul one cannot duplicate elsewhere.

      I believe I was born to live in nature. If Rafe had moved us to the city, I know part of me would have carried an incompleteness. It would bear itself out in the form of me growing every type of indoor plant so I could surround myself with a sea of green.

      Here in Eflorencia, the magic that was stashed inside of me for safekeeping has a mission. It pairs well with the part of me that danced barefoot in the forest behind our home and could not stop climbing trees.

      My eyes are closed but my brow furrows when a thought crosses my mind.

      Was I born this way, or is my love of nature a product of Rence burying his magic in me when I was a baby? Am I who I am because that’s who I am, or would I have grown to be an indoorsy sort of gal who enjoyed things like needlepoint or online gaming if Rence had chosen Vamessa to be the bearer of his magic?

      How much of me is me, and how much is the programming that was infused into my body after birth by some deity who couldn’t care less if the world he created thrives or burns to ash?

      I suppose it doesn’t matter one way or the other now, but that question sits on the sill of my mind. I keep it contained in a jar for me to pull down and examine at will, because I am not finished grappling with it just yet.

      I turn onto my other side, kicking the thin sheet off me. Eflorencia is always about ten degrees too hot for me. The curtains are no match for the sun that beams through the threadbare fabric. Since none of us went to bed until just before dawn, I’m guessing we’re well into the afternoon now. I’m just grateful I have finally rested.

      I reach over to knock once on the wall separating me from Nic to let him know I’m totally fine, no monsters ate me in my sleep, and I hope the same holds true for him.

      Sort of. I mean, if a monster ate Nic in his sleep, would that be such a bad thing? Jury’s still out on that one.

      My arm freezes midway.

      A gasp traps itself in my throat as my vision focuses on the sight that shouldn’t be there. My eyes widen at the stranger sitting in one of the two wooden seats at the table. He is long and lean, watching me with a studious expression. His short black curls are brushed back from his face, revealing high cheekbones that angle slightly when he takes a swallow from the cup he got out of the cupboard.

      My cupboard.

      He’s helped himself to the front door, the chair and table, my water tank, and a cup, as if he owns the place.

      Of course, I’m not one to point fingers. I’m wearing a nightgown, sleeping in a bed, and cuddled up to a doll—none of which are technically mine.

      I vaguely recognize the serene intruder. I had a dream about him… yesterday? Two days ago? Last week? I have no concept of time anymore. But his face is familiar in that déjà vu sort of way that feels concrete and simultaneously abstract.

      I take in the golden glow that surrounds him like a halo. I clock the similarity of the gilded dust emanating around this guy and the stuff that encircled Hinnah—the ghosty woman who lived in this forgotten village. She had yet to cross over because her husband Kulma was an abusive tool who kept her in place, even in the afterlife.

      It was satisfying to see Kulma’s defeat that accompanied Hinnah’s victory when she moved from this life to the next, even if it did bring the roof of the saloon crashing down on our heads.

      This guy at my table must also be a ghost that has yet to cross over.

      I sit up in bed, my startled gaze meeting his.

      My ginger girls have turned to pure frizz, sticking out at wild angles. I am in a filthy nightgown that used to be white but is now spattered and stained with dust and dirt.

      I really should avoid nice things.

      I venture a greeting to the new guy after we blink at each other for a few beats, as if daring the other to make the first move. “Um, hi?”

      I locked the door before I went to bed last night. The ghost town we’ve been squatting in is now housing a battalion of around a hundred soldiers. Granted, they were all given homes on the other side of the dustbowl-turned-meadow-like village, but that doesn’t mean one of them didn’t wander over here. My family made sure to communicate that this side of town is off-limits to the soldiers until proper trust has been established.

      Obviously, that takes more than the length of a morning.

      But this guy doesn’t look like one of the hollow-eyed, hungry soldiers we ushered through the gap in the mountain wall that surrounds the village. I accidentally grew nature’s attempt at a solid gate when I was worried something bad might happen to my family. It was meant to protect us from the king’s battalion when they were marching on the town yesterday. They had been ordered to take me to the palace in cuffs on King Barune’s orders.

      My birth father’s orders. I wish my actions here weren’t a threat to his rule.

      I don’t mean to be a disrupter. All I’m doing is walking through Eflorencia. The magic which the eternally absent god Rence infused in me when I was a baby apparently is the ticket to keeping the land fertile. When I was living in Lifeless (because my father tried to have me murdered when I made the horrible mistake of being born a girl. Gasp), Eflorencia turned mostly barren, with natural resources drying up over the years.

      Now that I am here, when I walk with bare feet, the ground turns from hardened brown earth covered in thick dust to lush black soil. Grass and fruit-bearing plants bloom in my wake.

      It’s kind of cool.

      You would think that would make me an asset to the throne, a boon to King Barune’s rule, but it seems that if the people aren’t always clambering to him for their next meal, he doesn’t feel important enough. Barune needs to be needed, I guess, so much that he is happier with mass scarcity than abundance for the people he is supposed to be looking after.

      And if help for Eflorencia comes along, the king means to capture it and claim it, so he can remain the sole source of the people’s future.

      Talk about an out-of-control ego.

      I really hope Barune doesn’t know it’s his daughter, his own flesh and blood, whom he sent out the arrest warrant to capture. Somehow that makes it a level of worse that I cannot stomach.

      It’s all more upsetting and crueler than I have the brain space to fight.

      Especially now, when I have my hands full with a ghost sitting in my studio-style cabin. Dude is watching me as if I am supposed to be giving him some vital information about the life of the living, and what the crap I am doing in the town in which he died who knows how long ago.

      The man nods to my puzzled greeting like a nobleman, his posture erect as if he would never deign to slouch. He is clad in fitted, pressed gray trousers that look more expensive than any clothing we’ve found in town so far. He’s paired the slacks with a slim-fit white dress shirt. The cuffs are rolled artfully midway up his forearms. He has two jeweled clips on either side of his head. They hold back his ebony curls, revealing a face that appears equal parts angular and delicate. He could pose as one of those depictions of unaffected angels who look like they read poetry and paint all day, while moonlighting as vengeful destroyers when needed.

      “Hello,” he replies, sounding like an aristocrat who has never held a hammer in his life.

      “You’re not a soldier. They only had their uniforms on them.” I scratch my head to wake myself more fully. “But you could have borrowed those clothes from one of the houses.” I tilt my head at him, recognizing the oddity of the gold dust in the air. It encircles his form like it is drawn to him. “No, you’re not one of the soldiers we let in last night. You must be another ghost.”

      I had hoped I was done dealing with more things that should never be. Yet here I am, back in Eflorencia’s grip.

      I can only hope it doesn’t strangle the good things out of me this time around.
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            CHILDISH ANTICS

          

        

      

    

    
      The man purses his lips, studying me as if I am an odd bug.

      I’m used to people staring at me like that. I’ve had massive scarring over the left side of my face my whole life. I tend to catch people’s eyes for mostly uncomfortable reasons, and not the peppy cute ones.

      I draw my knees to my chest and inch Becky closer. My corncob doll doesn’t know what to make of this man either. “Is this your house?” I motion around the interior of the cabin. “Did you live here when you were alive?”

      Best cut to the chase. I’m not going to freak out about conversing with a ghost this time. If dude needs help crossing over, then that’s what I’ll start out my morning doing.

      First step: uncover unfinished business.

      Second step: help him work through it so he can cross over.

      Third step: finish whatever he’s drinking, because it smells like raspberries and… I dunno, mint or something. Yum.

      “Pardon?” He tilts his head at me, as if I’ve asked something strange.

      I glance around the cabin. “Is this your home? You appeared here, so I assume this is your house.” I hold up Becky. “Did you have a child? Was this doll theirs? I didn’t know you hadn’t crossed over to the Golden City, so I didn’t think to ask if it was okay for me to play with her.”

      Though, I’ve only seen clothing for a woman here, and things for a child who, judging by her dresses, lived to be around eight years old or so. There were no garments for men in the drawers.

      His lips press together as if he is holding back many things he would like to say that would be impolite. “You are an adult. Nineteen, yes? And yet you still play with dolls? Are you touched in the head, or would that be a conversation to be had with your guardian?”

      I frown at his crisp assessment.

      Now it’s my turn to choose my words carefully, which I have yet to learn how to do. “Playing with dolls is awesome. I don’t need to justify my imagination with a ghost. I only brought up Becky because I was going to apologize for rifling through your family’s things. I didn’t know you were still floating around here.” I make a show of stubbornly cradling Becky to my cheek. I shift my weight so I can sit crisscross-applesauce on the bed facing the man. “Okay, let’s do this.” I rub my palms together, waking myself up the rest of the way so dude can cross over.

      Fingers crossed that it happens this time without a ceiling being leveled to accomplish the task.

      “Do what?” He looks equal parts amused and annoyed with me, which is usually the reaction I get from guys, once they get over my scars. He doesn’t seem to need to stare unnecessarily at the unnaturally smooth and rippled sections covering the left side of my face, so that’s good. Maybe the mark of the pronus covers the worst of it. I still haven’t found a mirror to see it for myself.

      “I’m supposed to help you cross over. Yesterday your neighbors Hinnah and Kulma crossed over.”

      I scratch my head. My golly, was that yesterday? Maybe it was the day before. Each day in Eflorencia feels like it has been packed with a thousand hours of events.

      I motion toward the door. “That’s what the big demolition job on the saloon was. Did you not see it?” When this does nothing to shine light on the objective he clearly needs to be part of, I clarify further. “Hinnah and Kulma are also ghosts who were trapped in this abandoned town. You’re a ghost, trapped here too. You died of Fopner’s disease years ago. The throne didn’t come for you and give you guys any help. Some of you are super pissed about that. You’re lingering here because all the children died of starvation that could have been prevented if King Barune had cared enough about the people to do anything about it.” I harrumph when this doesn’t seem to shine a light on the situation. “I really shouldn’t have to explain your life story to you, dude. If that’s not why you’re a ghost with unfinished business, then why are you haunting the place? What’s your damage? The sooner we deal with it, the sooner you can move on to the Golden City.” I motion toward the window. “That place sounds like it might be a far sight better than this one. How many of you are left here? I thought Hinnah and Kulma were the only ones lingering.”

      He straightens. “I am the only one like me.”

      He says it so haughtily that I have to resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Then why are you here? I’m new to Eflorencia, but I was told that ghosts are here because they have something they don’t want to leave behind.”

      “I have the opposite inclination, actually. I don’t want to stay.”

      He brushes a crease on his trousers, as if he cannot deign to allow a modicum of dust to settle near him (even while he is surrounded by golden dust, the weirdo). He strikes me as the finicky type, the kind to send a meal back if it comes with the wrong sized fork.

      I can’t even fully enjoy the sight of my cabin filled with bulging vines, fat leaves, red tulips and a variety of herbs I couldn’t begin to identify. Everything smells and looks like a haven. Apparently, I now live in a greenhouse. I never put that on my list of ideal homes, but I see now that was a massive oversight on my part.

      I shrug at the newcomer. “Well, if your problem is you don’t want to stay here, that could be unfinished business.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “I said ‘inclination’ not ‘problem.’ A problem is something a person wants to solve. I have no such burden. I come and go from here as I please.” He waves his hand with the grace of an orchestra conductor. “This is all mine.”

      I should give Becky back, since the doll is the property of his family, but I hold her to my chest. I love her. She’s my friend. She listens to me when nothing makes sense. “You don’t care about Becky, so if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to hold onto her.”

      “Becky? I don’t care about anyone named Becky. In fact, there are precious few I care about.”

      “That shocks me,” I deadpan. “You’re such a love bug.”

      His nostrils twitch. The corners of his mouth quiver slightly, on the verge of sacrificing his superior demeanor. “Are you… Are you teasing me?”

      I cast him a wry look. “What are you going to do about it? Haunt me some more? I think I’m okay resorting to whatever jokes I can muster if it keeps me from calling you an arrogant prick.” I feign surprise at the words that purposefully slipped out, making a show of putting my hand over my mouth. “Oops.”

      A short laugh bursts from him, startling us both. He presses his hand to his chest as if to check his vitals. He looks as if he cannot recall the last time he laughed. It’s sad to watch him discover himself at the ripe old age of… I’m guessing thirty. Not sure. His face is unlined, though I can’t tell if that’s because he is young or if it’s because his skin hasn’t earned the pleasure of laugh lines.

      I hold up the corncob doll, who couldn’t look more indignant at the notion that she should not be played with simply because I am an adult. And no, I’m not projecting. “Becky is what I named the doll I found in your cedar chest over there. Did she belong to your daughter?” I tilt my head to the side. “What’s your name?”

      He recovers himself, looking winded from the unexpected bout of levity. He gestures toward me with a small flourish of his long fingers. “What is your name?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Seriously? You won’t tell me your name? I’m literally your only friend.” I don’t care that my harrumph sounds dramatic. “Fine. I’m Bea. Now it’s your turn.”

      He purses his lips in thought, as if he cannot recall his own name, which is sad. “Let’s see. I’m a ghost who owns this house and possibly a daughter. I died years ago from Fopner’s disease, and my child then starved to death. My name is… You can call me Cal.”

      The way he talks is irksome, as if he is amused by this whole exchange. “Fantastic. Can I call you a cab? A carriage? Something to get you to the Golden City? Because you’re crossing over today, one way or another.” I motion to his form, not bothering to hide my attitude. “I didn’t plan on waking up to this.”

      I fix him with the full force of my stubbornness, unrelenting that this whole ordeal will end peacefully, and today. I will tolerate no more roofs caving in on my head.

      That’s just a good rule of thumb in general.

      When he doesn’t reply, I harrumph. “And you have more issues than the fact that you clearly don’t belong here, if you’re the type of man to say he ‘owns’ a daughter. You don’t own children, jackass. You love them. You take care of them.”

      His eyes focus in on me in a way that makes me worry he can see straight through to my soul. “Do you have parents who love and take care of you?”

      Becky stills on my lap. The entire world seems to still as I gather my words to communicate in a way that even this irksome asshat should be able to understand. “I have the best father in all the worlds that has ever lived or will ever live. I am not owned. I am chosen. Every day, Rafe chooses to show up for me, to make sure I have all I need to make the most out of this life. He is my best friend, and the person I respect above all others, because he is a good, honorable man.” My declaration comes out slowly, unequivocal in its sincerity. “I was also raised by the most precious and perfect aunt and uncle, and the most wonderful, thoughtful, selfless grandparents a person could have.”

      My eyes gloss with emotion that comes whenever the full force of my love for my family is articulated. My chin lifts with all the self-esteem they have instilled in me, which was an uphill battle for all involved. “You are looking at the most loved daughter in any world that has ever existed.”

      Clips of memories flood my mind.

      Granny taught me how to juggle oranges. She didn’t care one bit how many I dropped, nor that I accidentally broke one of her cups when I swore I could juggle those too.

      Papa ran alongside me when I learned how to ride a two-wheeler. He cheered me on when I finally got it, and gently picked me up each time I didn’t.

      Aunt Tessa braided my hair each morning to get me centered before school. She quizzed me on the things I was supposed to be learning, but could rarely remember when it came to test time.

      Uncle Crowly dropped me off at school every morning. He stayed in his car outside for the first hour, in case anything went south and I needed him. Did I fake a few stomachaches so I could get out of school and run into his arms? No. I faked more than a few. I faked several ailments, thank you very much. Sometimes a girl needs to be held.

      And Rafe… A lump forms in my throat. There is no beginning or end to the long list of things Rafe has done to make me feel like the most special girl in the universe. We do everything together, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Something tells me Cal didn’t have the same upbringing. He strikes me as a person who might have been raised by a stoic British nanny, one who valued rules above all else.

      Cal crosses one leg over the other, his posture perfect. “I think I’ll stay wherever you are.”

      My shoulders deflate. “Oh, goody.”

      Cal chortles airily through his upturned nose, then reaches down and strokes one of the wide leaves on a taller bush growing near his feet. “I haven’t seen pure foliage like this in ages. I rather like it.”

      I make a show of rolling my eyes. “You know, I’ll bet the Golden City has a plethora of flowers and whatnot.” I hold up Becky. “And I’m keeping the doll.”

      He flicks his wrist at me dismissively. “Feel free to be as juvenile as you wish. If you’re this old and still playing games, I’m sure I cannot do a thing to mature you now.” He motions to the plants on the floor. They sprouted from the half a foot of dirt that birthed out of my feet last night. “How did this happen? Usually people tend to plant things outdoors. But there is an entire garden in here. I think you’ve got it backwards. Is the soil in Eflorencia so far gone that a wooden floor is a better base for growing things?”

      I feel no need to dip him gently into my weird abilities, since he’s a ghost and is no doubt accustomed to unexplainable things. Perhaps he is even bored by them. Becky holds me, nuzzling my chest. I can tell she isn’t terribly fond of Cal.

      Same, girl. Same.
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      I shrug at Cal through my condensed explanation of how Eflorencia recently began its rejuvenation. “I did it. All this greenery and growth? That came from me.” I blanch and then backpedal, worried I sound weirdly boastful. “I don’t mean to make it happen; it just sort of does. This dude Rence who invented Eflorencia buried his magic in me when I was a baby. At least, that’s the story I was told. I was taken as a baby to Lifeless when my mom died. I only just learned about Eflorencia a month or two ago when a wizard tracked us down to try and steal Rence’s extra magic.” My head tilts to the side as I search for the right terminology. “No, not a wizard. A mage. The last mage is the one who had me abducted.”

      I bat my hand in the air to dismiss the holes in my story.

      To be fair, it’s a long story and I don’t have the patience to spell out every detail to a ghost.

      I twirl Becky in the air, watching her skirt bell out merrily. “The janky mage guy wanted Rafe at first, because Rafe has more magic than most. I was supposed to be dead, so the mage didn’t know about me. He stole Rafe, so we went after him and landed ourselves in Eflorencia. Magic doesn’t translate to Lifeless, so I had no idea what was inside of me. When I got here, a whole crap ton of original magic started barfing out of me.” I mime the action of dirt violently vomiting out of my toes.

      Rence’s expression pauses from astonishment so he can wrinkle his nose at me. “That is quite the visual.”

      “You’re welcome for that.” I hold up my foot and wiggle my bare, dirty toes at Rence. “The magic comes out of me without warning and without me being able to turn it on and off, is what I meant. Namely it comes out of my feet. When I walk barefoot in Eflorencia, fresh dirt and plants and trees and whatnot sprout up in my wake.” I motion around the inside of the cabin. “That is, until the magic is exhausted, or I am exhausted, and I have to take a break. That’s why we camped out here for a bit.” I gesture to the greenery-covered floor. “I guess sleep worked because I woke up to this. It wasn’t nearly as lush yesterday as it is now.”

      Cal looks like a cartoon, his jaw practically on the floor with shock. “You are Princess Beatrice, yes? You’re the daughter of Queen Vera?”

      I nod as if the whole thing is no big deal. “I mean, yes? Technically, I guess. But my birth father doesn’t know I’m alive. Or maybe he does now. I can’t say for sure. My brother knows. When the last mage brought me to palace, my brother found out I was alive. The prince tried to have me locked away so he could keep the crown.” I shrug, trying to make light of the crushing heartbreak. “Not quite the family reunion I was hoping might happen, but whatever.”

      Cal’s expression darkens. “He did what?” He clears his throat to regain his composure. “I wasn’t aware Barune had a second child.”

      I shrug as if it’s all no big deal. “The second that Queen Vera gave Barune a boy, he tried to have me and my mother killed, so a girl wouldn’t inherit the throne one day.” I pull my hair back and grip it in my fist, so I don’t get too worked up. The hard tug helps release the angst a little. “You must’ve been dead a long time if you didn’t know any of that. Kind of cool to finally know more about the stuff going down in Eflorencia than someone, I’ll admit. I’m usually the one trying to keep up.”

      Cal purses his lips before ironing displeasure from his expression. “Yes, it seems I’ve missed quite a bit. Who is this prince now?”

      “Leron. Wouldn’t that have been a fun name to work into a song?” I beatbox for a few seconds, then remember I have no talent for beatboxing or rapping, so I let it fade after trying unsuccessfully to rhyme “Leron” with “Get your gear on.”

      Cal looks at me with wide eyes, the way strangers do whenever I try to make up a song on the fly.

      One day, I will remember to stop doing that, but not today. I’ll wait until I no longer find it entertaining, then I’ll limit my random rapping attempts.

      I hope I always find myself funny. The moment that stops, I wonder if I’ll lose myself altogether.

      I frown at him, mildly embarrassed. “Like you could have done any better?”

      Cal’s mouth opens in confusion before he dismisses my song with an incredulous, “Anyway, now that that’s out of your system, tell me more that I’ve missed concerning the royal family.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose when the conflict inside of me grows too loud to safely ignore. “I don’t need to talk about all that. My grandparents, Rafe, Crowly, and Tessa raised me. They’re my parents, as far as I am concerned. I’ve never met King Barune. From what I’ve heard, I don’t think he would like me. Being that he sent a battalion to capture me so the world wouldn’t benefit from anyone other than him, I’m guessing I’m not too far off on that assumption.” Insecurity pokes through the verdict that I try never to think about, much less say aloud.

      Hopefully it doesn’t count as talking about it if the person on the other end of the conversation is a ghost.

      Cal is silent for several beats. I can tell this is more excitement than he’s had in ages, bumming around this abandoned ghost town. He casts around, clearly unsure which wild fact he should address first. “You’re Princess Beatrice.”

      I guess he’s looping back to the basics. I’d really hoped not to delve into all of it, but it looks like a little examination of the news will be necessary. “I mean, I guess. But being that I couldn’t pick King Barune out of a lineup of two, I don’t really feel comfortable being called that. The only time I’ve been in the palace was when I was dropped there by the last mage. He wanted the prince to give him money in exchange for the original magic I have buried in me. The plan was to lock me away so I could be slowly drained of my magic. Then it would look to the people as if Prince Leron was providing enough magic for the famine to end.” I shiver at the thought. “The king does that, you know. He takes people with boatloads of magic in them. If they won’t give it over to him, he imprisons them and drains them slowly against their will. The prison is full of people whose only crime is keeping what’s theirs.”

      I can picture myself slumped in a jail cell, chained in place while an IV or something scary slurps the syrup from my veins. I wouldn’t see the sun. I wouldn’t be with my family.

      Rafe would slowly be driven to insanity, knowing I am out there somewhere, but not being able to find me.

      I shake my head at my pounding heart, willing my hands not to flap.

      No. None of that is real. Rafe will always find me.

      Cal’s nostrils flare. I can tell this upsets him. “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      “You can say it sucks. Try it. ‘That sucks, Bea.’”

      Cal bristles. “I don’t talk like that.”

      My nose scrunches. “Why not? You should try it. Might dislodge the stick from your butt.”

      Cal’s eyes widen. “I’m sure no one has ever spoken to me like that before.”

      “Maybe not to your face,” I mutter. “Try it. I won’t tell.”

      Cal sighs. “Very well, if it’ll get you to move on.” He rolls his eyes, even while his cheeks redden. “That sucks.”

      I bark out a laugh, then press my hand over my mouth to stem the giggles. “I didn’t think it would bring me that much joy to hear you say it, but it did. Well done, Cal. Well done.”

      Maybe I don’t dislike Cal all that much. It bodes well for any future conversational banter if we’re on the same page about what constitutes a grotesque violation of rights.

      Cal stiffens, as if he needs to check that the stick up
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