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      Turn your soul

      Toward Mother Moon,

      Let the demons

      Fall behind you,

      

      Turn your heart

      For the good of all,

      And the demons

      Cannot harm you.

      

      Turn your soul

      Toward Mother Moon,

      Let the demons

      Fall behind you,

      

      Turn your heart

      For the good of all,

      And the demons

      Cannot harm you.
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      All things considered, today was a good day to die. The warm sand pressed against my hands and knees, and the roaring of high tide resounded on the distant rocks below the cliff. The setting sun cast elongated shadows, like weary, stretching tendrils before the slumber of night. Sea salt and wood smoke scents floated through the air. I stared at the burning embers near me—a dying fire. Blackened, burnt wood intermixed with gray ash sprinkled with fading amber light.

      I didn’t want to die, but I could see no other option. My purpose was to die—on this day, at this moment, by the hand of Evil.
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        EIGHTEEN DAYS EARLIER

      

        

      

      I should have been grateful, really. I was grateful to have a job, even if it wasn’t ideal. Knowing there were people without jobs meant I should genuinely appreciate having one. And I should appreciate my brother, Paul, for getting me the job.

      This was an advantage to being the younger sister of the finance minister of Queen Rebekah of Marrington. One disadvantage was always being reminded of how grateful I should be, which Paul did whenever we crossed paths since I started my new job.

      After gazing across the great ballroom to the dining hall, I looked back down at the schematics in my hand. It appeared that all of the busts were properly arranged, as were the floral decorations. I pulled a handkerchief out of my skirt pocket and brushed off a spot of dust from the queen’s counsel’s balding bronze head.

      Leaning over to one side, I breathed deeply the sweet scent of pink roses set against a background of gold and silver draperies. I crossed the polished floor to the dining hall, thinking of that sweet smell and what I would give for a pastry right now, just as sweet.

      Having not eaten since breakfast with all the preparative work for the ball, I could already imagine vast trays of mouthwatering food splayed across the buffet table. The dining hall was grandiose, with five enormous windows, a balcony, and five glimmering chandeliers. It would soon be filled with hundreds of people for the night’s annual celebration of V-Day.

      Reaching the Queen’s vacant chair, I dusted the rich mahogany one last time and made sure that Her Majesty’s water glass was located within arm’s reach of her seat. Gingerly, I touched the plush maroon cushion. How strange and frightening would it be to sit before hundreds of people as a leader, a ruler, a queen?

      “Right everyone. Spit spot, best behavior,” Leonard called out to the crowd of servants.

      We gathered around him for one last meeting before the grand event. He was a lean man with a thin, crooked nose and sagging cheeks that dangled below his jawline like a bulldog.

      Marcy leaned toward me, whispering, “It’s the same pep-talk nonsense before the ball every year. ‘Spit spot. Best behavior everyone.’” She smacked on a piece of licorice and rolled her eyes. “He’s completely elliptical.” Loose strands of brown hair had escaped the two tight knots drawn behind her ears.

      I suppressed a grin at her insult.

      Tuning out Leonard’s droning voice, I looked around at the bulging room. It was filled with tidy, pressed black-and-gray uniforms standing at attention. The waitstaff was in white, the greeting staff in navy blue, and the Queen’s assistants in black.

      Since I’d only been there a few months, I scarcely knew a dozen servants. Nevertheless, a common theme seemed to prevail among them: they all performed to the best of their ability in hopes of some recognition and promotion. In doing so, they created a perpetually priggish, competitive environment.

      Marcy was different though—more like me. This was a temporary job to get us by until other opportunities rose. Mine was the opportunity to have money to finish my studies at the University. We’d no intention of a lifetime commitment of servitude to Her Majesty, however remarkable she may be.

      

      After the servant assembly, we had a half-hour break to eat and ready ourselves for the onslaught of hungry, thirsty guests eager to revel at court with the Queen.

      Once the festivities began, we alternated hour after hour, kneeling or standing at Her Majesty’s side. It was such a relief when she asked for something, a glass of water, a sniff of potpourri, a chocolate truffle, so that I might move just a little. Aside from that, she didn’t dance, nor eat, nor converse, nor interact, except to occasionally nod or wave when it seemed appropriate. Her face was covered in thick white makeup—a mask—beneath which her expression was stoic, passively interested or disinterested in the room; it was hard to tell.

      In all my life, I’d never been to such a party. Certainly, I never imagined getting a front seat to such extravagance. The smell of food in the distance was at once delightful and torturous. There were twelve geese adorned with celery and carrots and baked to a golden brown, and five pigs bathed inside and out in a cilantro, garlic, and ginger paste, roasted to a delicate crisp exterior and moist, meaty interior. Silver bowls filled with turnips simmered in lard decorated the table accompanied by an array of fresh vegetables and cheeses. The last table was filled with the most delectable of all—truffles made from fine imported chocolate, mouthwatering candied pecans, and delectable fudge squares. It was a magnificent feast for a magnificent celebration.

      The dancing patrons wore lavish dresses or pressed petticoats with shined shoes that sparkled like glass. Their movements were fluid and flawless, a choreographed masterpiece. I possessed no such talent for dance, but then no such activity in my life called for it. I didn’t attend balls, nor seek courtship with gentlemen who would be wooed by such a talent. It seemed frivolous, and yet more appealing than my current station.

      Looking down gratefully at the white satin pillow I had to kneel upon, I distracted myself with a piece of lint on my black dress. As magnificent as everything truly was, I was no more than a speck of lint on the evening’s activities.

      The long festivities were drawing to an end, and I welcomed the thought of closing my eyes while horizontally positioned on my cool linens. After a near twenty hours without sleep, I could’ve slept on the ballroom floor contentedly, but my mattress in the basement with the other assistants beckoned me.

      “You are Paul’s sister, Abigail, are you not?”

      I took a moment to realize the Queen was addressing me. She had hardly spoken a word all night.

      “Yes, mum,” I mustered.

      I’d watched Paul in and out of the dining room all night, his tall, lean build adorned in a black suit with burgundy trim. He conversed with various dignitaries and bourgeoisie, but was far too engrossed in business to dance or really enjoy the evening. He must’ve walked past the table of food a dozen times and not once stopped to eat. It was so like him to turn a celebration event into a business affair. We were terribly unalike. I coveted the dancers, and he didn’t even notice them.

      I looked up from my subservient position at the Queen’s imposing figure and stern expression. The pale makeup crinkled slightly at the wrinkles around her gray eyes.

      “You will accompany me in my carriage back to my quarters,” she stated.

      I blinked and then glanced at Marcy, who gaped at me with wide eyes. Without looking at Penelope, I could feel her burning glare. I remembered being told when I first started that there was great honor in riding with the Queen, but only the senior assistants achieved such a feat. Penelope had been here for years and talked of little else but her status as the “chosen one” who was always selected for “special tasks” by the Queen, whatever that meant. Usually, her self-gloating stories began with a flick of her thick, curly hair followed by directing her pointed nose toward the sky, saying, “The Queen wanted me, personally, to ...” That was my cue to stop listening.

      I didn’t think the Queen even knew who I was, much less that she would put me in the predicament of being the most envied and despised assistant because of favoritism. I’d no desire for such an accolade. Feeling my palms sweat, I could do nothing more than bow obligingly and turn my gaze back to the ebb and flow of the beautifully adorned and brightly colored dancers before me. I sighed, just slightly, and hoped it’d gone unnoticed.

      

      As the Queen stood and walked down several steps to the ballroom floor, the music silenced and the crowd stilled. I stood, legs aching, and followed her out the large double oak doors. A merciful breeze graced my cheeks. Closing my eyes briefly, I inhaled the sweet smell of roses.

      Her carriage awaited us, a rich mahogany wood with royal purple velvet velour. The style resembled her plush throne. The wood was polished to a brilliant shine, and the velvet brushed free of dust and dirt. Pulling its mighty weight were two magnificent white steeds, equally spotless. I wanted to reach a hand out and feel their soft, groomed hair as it glistened under the light of nearby lanterns.

      Were their manes as silky smooth as they looked?

      I hadn’t touched or ridden a horse in almost two years when I’d spent four weeks in Aithos, horse canyons to the southeast. It was a beautiful, arid country inhabited by the Caballus Clans, people who bred the finest horses in all of the Queen’s land. They wore dazzling red tunics and capes and inhabited the canyons near the river.

      As part of a study abroad program, I was there learning geology. I’d spent most of the days with my class measuring and observing rock sediment in the canyon walls, but at night I would sit at the Caballus Uni Clan hearth, drink their creamy cactus wine, and listen to their tales.

      They often talked of the revered Gunthi monks tucked away in a remote canyon at the river basin. They were a holy tribe who separated from the Caballus three thousand years ago and lived in seclusion. Living near the Aqua Santo, a sacred river, the Gunthi monks drank from it, and it was said their eyes turned as blue as the water. The water was rumored to give them extended life and the ability to prophesize. The Caballus proudly talked of some of these prophesies, which were entertaining tales of bold rulers and fearless warriors, those who had come and fulfilled their destinies and those whose destiny still awaited them.

      The Caballus also had their own tales. They believed that of every thousand horses, one Princeps was born. Heralded as a divine and intelligent creature, it was said to choose its rider and provide lifelong companionship. It would die when its human died, only to be reincarnated after a thousand horses were born.

      Although I such a romantic tale couldn’t seduce me, I was pleased to be introduced to Phobus, a magnificent chestnut steed with black stockings. His wide brown eyes were separated by a crimson star on his forehead that gave him a noble air. I rode him alongside the Caballus on weekends—or during the weekday when I occasionally skipped class.

      As my knees gripped the smooth leather saddle, the muscles of the large steed flexed beneath me. His hooves bore into the ground, kicking up fresh dirt as he galloped across the prairie. He showed me their far-stretching plains and wide starlit skies. I would’ve loved to take him back to Oxville with me, but I was only a college student and couldn’t afford the luxury of boarding a horse. Besides, I couldn’t cruelly deprive him of the beauty of his home.

      Now, as a temporary servant, I still couldn’t afford to keep a horse and would have to settle for coveting the Queen’s horses.

      As I climbed inside the carriage, I glanced back at the black carriage behind us where Paul, staring at me with a perplexed look, was waiting to board. I tried to shrug back at him, since I was as baffled as he was, but I wasn’t sure that he saw the gesture in the dim light of the lanterns.

      I sat meekly beside the Queen, diligently trying not to touch her elegant red dress. Two of her most intimidating bodyguards sat across from us, staring impassively at the wall behind us. It was comical the way their large bodies were compressed together in order to fit in the space on the seat that was really only wide enough for one of them. Because bodyguards and servants kept different quarters and mess halls, we were not friendly or familiar. Perhaps this was intended. They were stiff and impassive, seeming to mirror the Queen’s disposition.

      As the carriage began to roll, I listened to the rhythmic click of horse hooves against the cobblestone. Since we were seated facing the rear, I watched the grand pavilion, with its shimmering lights, fade into the distance. It would be a 500-meter ride from the ballroom to the Queen’s quarters, and a beautiful scene meandering through the decorated grounds—lit with streams of dancing lights that cast colored shadows from the arching trees above the path. I couldn’t help but lean just a little out the window to take in the beauty of it all.

      In the distance, I could see Paul’s carriage and imagined that he was wondering as much as I was what I was doing in the Queen’s carriage.

      I looked around at the vast and elegant courtyard, surrounded on all sides by the castle’s enormous buildings. The real beauty of the castle belonged to its grounds, or inner ward, though I may have had that perception because of my preference for being outdoors. The northeast corner of the courtyard was an open dining facility surrounded by immaculately groomed bushes sitting atop lush trimmed grass.

      The northwest corner contained awe-inspiring statues depicting famous mythological heroes from millennia past. The southeast corner was the grand pavilion outside of the ballroom, and the southwest corner contained the Four Horse Fountain and Marrington Chapel. Within its walls were also housed the Queen, the court and the ministers, as well as all of their meeting halls and business rooms, ornately furnished with dark mahogany wood and regal draperies. There were figurines and expansive collections of artifacts from centuries of diplomatic excursions across the world. I knew them intimately, since I dusted them weekly.

      With a sudden chill, the light from the lanterns all abruptly extinguished and the line of carriages came to a halt. I heard the horses neigh with unease. As my eyes adjusted to the moonlit darkness, Paul’s carriage became visible once again in the distance around the bend, just at the last gate leaving the pavilion. It was streaky black under the light of the moon, looking more like a box cage than a carriage.

      Shadows came to life as tall, lanky, dark figures appeared on either side of Paul’s carriage. Their general form was similar to human, with two arms and two legs, but their body and limbs were thinner, and they appeared taller than any man I’d ever seen. My stomach lurched in alarm. Whatever they were, their stealth and demeanor conveyed the danger of a predator.

      Long arms stretched and opened the doors on both sides of Paul’s carriage, and silently and swiftly, they lifted the passengers out and swallowed them whole. The horrible figures vanished into the dark shadows as quickly as they had appeared.
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      I shook once, not believing my own eyes, but too frightened to scream. My heart pounded and spasmed, threatening to shake through the rest of my body at any moment.

      I turned to the only other person who sat in a position to see what I’d seen. The Queen shot me a look of caution, shutting my mouth before I could speak. She had seen, I knew, and if it were possible, her pale face seemed even whiter. Although her eyes were not as wide as mine, her pupils had dilated, the way I’d seen an untamed filly’s eyes when cornered by a would-be rider. Yet, she kept her composure.

      I could hear the confused murmurs of the drivers. Then, the dismissive humphs presumably accompanied by dismissive shrugs.

      The carriage moved forward again, encroaching on some dreadful fate. Even as the surrounding lanterns illuminated once again, numbing darkness engulfed me.

      Paul?

      The Queen gazed impassively forward, then with a faint disinterested yawn, spoke. “I think we’ll take a walk for the remaining distance. I’ve not stretched my legs all night.”

      One guard snapped his fingers, and the carriage halted.

      Walk? Out there? With those things?

      Despite my quivering knees, I followed the Queen out of the carriage. I’d been conditioned over the last several months to follow orders, so it was less of a struggle than it might have been before my employment here.

      When the guards began to follow us, she stopped them with a faint flick of her wrist. “We’re on the castle grounds. We’ll be safe here.”

      I wanted to contradict her, but my throat seemed to have convulsed shut, the way vocal cords spasm when liquid threatens to erroneously enter the windpipe. All I could do was focus on breathing.

      The guards bowed and climbed back into the carriage.

      Floating in a world of confusion, I walked beside her stiff figure. How could we possibly be safe? I started to turn, wanting to look back and see Paul safely sitting in his carriage, though I knew he wasn’t there.

      “Don’t,” she snapped in a hushed tone. “Your brother is dead now, and you will be as well if you let on that you saw anything.”

      I stiffened, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other while the starry night spun dizzyingly around me. “I don’t understand, mum,” I whispered.

      She pursed her lips disapprovingly. “It’s obvious we’re under attack. They are already on the grounds.”

      “Attack?”

      Another prickly look came my direction. “It’s very important, Abigail, that you pretend not to have seen anything until we are in my quarters. Do you understand?” Her voice was sharp and commanding.

      I wanted to say “no,” but “Yes, mum,” reflexively came out of my mouth.

      I walked by her side until we reached the Queen’s cottage, an elaborate fortress of marble and stone three stories high. We climbed two flights of stairs and entered her chambers. The pleasant night air seemed to have turned cold, and I shivered uncontrollably as if drenched in an icy bath. My stomach clenched into a knot.

      Once the doors were closed with the bodyguards posted outside, friendly eyes met us inside the Queen’s room. The Queen’s counsel, Aman, gave us a strained smile. He ushered the Queen to her dressing chair. The agile old man brought her tea, but she waved him away with a hand. He handed the cup of tea to me instead, then laid a coat across my shoulders.

      He introduced himself, and leading me across the room, sat me down on a sofa. Few, I had been told, ever met the Queen’s counsel, for he was her personal advisor and confidant, unspoiled by the opinions, affections, and attentions of others. He had sad eyes, brown, leathery skin, a slumped posture, and wisps of gray hair. He indeed appeared to be a man who had been denied affections and attentions.

      Staring around the room, I tried to keep my trembling hands from spilling the tea. Although I was a servant, I was not one of the higher tiered servants who attended to the Queen in her personal quarters.

      Her bedroom was everything I would have imagined for a queen, with shimmering mauve drapes and a canopied bed. Somehow, though, it all looked very dismal in the candlelight. Long, deep shadows cast along darkened walls.

      Paul? My heart ached as though a corset was squeezing my torso.

      I sipped the tea, and the hot liquid soothed my throat. I could discern only a few of the hushed words exchanged by the Queen and her counsel. We were leaving tonight, just the two of us, in the dark.

      “The guards were already overcome,” I heard the Queen explain. “The Swallowers were on the grounds.”

      Aman nodded gravely. “You will go and I will remain to distract them.” He continued to speak quickly, but I couldn’t discern the other words.

      “And I’m to take this journey with that girl?” I heard the Queen ask incredulously.

      There was a solemn nod. “It has been shown to me.”

      With sudden urgency, I was helping the Queen into a plain, faded charcoal wool dress, attire I’m sure she’d never worn before this moment. I somehow avoided destroying the great curls of gray that were situated so elegantly above her head. Even in such a drab dress, her queenly dignity was unmistakable. We removed the makeup on her face, but this disguise was unlikely to fool anyone. She donned a hooded coat and grasped an iridescent torch.

      Aman gave me an odd comforting pat on the shoulder as I followed the Queen into a secret passageway through the back of her closet. As she gave one final glance back at her counsel, I thought her face softened for a moment. Perhaps there was even a hint of pity, as though she might not see this lifelong friend again and knew what fate awaited him. Perhaps to be devoured by those repulsive creatures.

      Swallowers, they had called them.

      I shivered.

      Swallowers had swallowed Paul.

      I choked back tears and followed silently. We walked for what seemed like many kilometers on a dizzying course through endless passageways of cold stone. The blue and purple haze created from the iridescent torch lit the way. The Queen had the special bioluminescent algae imported from Waterton. It was a hearty saltwater algae that could survive for weeks in salted jars feeding off sunlight. One need only dip a stick or branch into a well and the algae would adhere to it. Once in darkness, the glow lighted a pathway by which to travel.

      Admittedly, I’d never seen it used as a torch, probably since I’d never traveled secretly at night. I’d seen it used for a more entertaining purpose. At Winter Festival, a delicate film of algae was brushed on the tips of bushes and bare trees, illuminating the outskirts of the carnival in a glow of blue and purple. The beauty was an uplifting sight to see amidst the cold, barren landscape of winter.

      While the light of the algae on the Queen’s torch reminded me of this yearly celebration, it did not convey the warmth that it did at Winter Festival. Now, the glow was a light to guide us as we ran for our lives from the most secure location on the entire continent—Marrington Castle was overtaken!

      And on V-Day, no less.

      Victory Day was a celebration of our independence. In the year 4,061 we became a land with a governing body, the Queen’s Ministers. The rule of royalty ended and the separate towns all agreed to unite as Marrington Kingdom. Although we still kept a ruling Queen, she was selected by the Ministers, and the people elected the Ministers. It was a fairly nonviolent transition, but we were heralded as the first continent to implement a form of democracy. In the decades to follow, the other continents followed suit.

      We reached an iron gate, blocking our escape route. The Queen fumbled with the lock, mumbled something, and then swung it open. Tossing our only light back into the tunnel, she lifted the hem of her dress off the ground and plummeted into the dark night. I looked longingly back at the iridescent torch, realizing we would certainly fail in our escape if pursuers could see a glowing torch snaking through the forest away from the castle. Yet, traversing the terrain in darkness seemed hazardous.

      Since my black dress only came to my knees, I had no hem of which to be concerned. Instead, I bit my lip, rolled up my sleeves, and followed my Queen. We were fleeing while a castle full of people were left behind—to what?—to be swallowed like Paul?

      An endless black forest stretched before us, beckoning with shadowy tentacles to some dreadful fate.

      

      My eyes adjusted to the night. A dark gray sky loomed behind a forest full of black trees. I’d hiked these woods and even studied them during a botany course. I knew the rich mix of birch, maple, and pine that shaded the underbrush. They were pretty and pleasant in the daylight, but tonight they overshadowed us.

      A faint breeze wound through the trees, creating a high-pitched rustling sound, as if warning the forest of our presence. The occasional sound of animals scurrying in different directions pierced the forest. With each passing noise, my heart raced as my ears strained to determine if they were two-legged or four-legged and if their footsteps were approaching or departing. Always four-footed, always leaving.

      The Queen and I didn’t speak, both of us concentrating on keeping upright and attempting stealth. She walked with swift agility, despite her age and overflowing dress. After trudging through thicket, over decaying trees, and atop dense layers of dead leaves, we came to a long wooden bridge that crossed a rumbling gorge. From this location, we were only about ten kilometers from Oxville University, which lay just outside the city.

      “Now, Abigail, you are to decide our hiding place for the rest of the night.” The Queen stopped just before the bridge, waiting for my reply.

      “I don’t understand,” I stammered.

      Although she wasn’t surprised by my complete confusion, annoyance marred her facial features. Even in the darkness lit only by one of the moons, her scowl indicated she thought my expression of confusion was insolent.

      She shook her head ever so slightly in irritation. “You have to be the one to decide where we go, because they will have foreseen any place I may choose to hide. They do not know you, and you have had no inkling to think of hiding places before this very moment; therefore, they will not be able to see your decision.”

      Certainly, I couldn’t be responsible for the safety of the Queen. I didn’t have hiding places. Indeed, with her castle under siege, there could be no safe place at all. Suddenly, I thought of a residence where the men knew me well enough to know I’d never be walking in the middle of the night at the Queen’s side.

      “There is a place,” I began slowly.

      “For Crithos’ sake, don’t tell me where it is. Just start walking,” she ordered.

      I led the way across the bridge, which swayed and moaned with each step. In the dark, it was as though we were walking across a vast abyss. The bottomless depth reminded me of staring off the cliff of an icy mountain, wondering what jagged rocks awaited me, or if I would just never stop falling. I stood paralyzed for a moment, remembering the time I’d faced death on Mount Kapri. I gripped the rope railing with white-knuckled force. My stomach turned and the familiar pain in my chest burned with the memory.

      The Queen cleared her throat firmly, waiting for me to continue. I slowly gained composure, swallowed my rising stomach, and continued the trek across the gorge.

      Safely on the other side, we traversed through the meadows on the outskirts of the university and trudged into the first sliver of town where the college students lived. The street lamps above the worn cobblestone were a welcoming sight. They cast a warm yellow glow over the confetti-laden streets. Oxville University had seen a different form of celebration last night than the events at the castle ball.

      The entire country had celebrated V-Day in its own form and fashion. I would have preferred the college form of celebration to kneeling before a ballroom of dancing dolls. Would we ever be celebrating such a day again if we were suddenly under new rule—the rule of monstrous, lanky beings that swallowed people whole?

      I shuddered.

      I arrived at the faded green door of suite two of a four-suite domicile and welcomed the familiar sight. Chattering emitted from behind the walls, suggesting stragglers were still celebrating into the early morning hours. I hesitated, looking back at the Queen, who nodded, pulling her gray hood over the great beehive of curls on her head.

      I knocked.
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      A tall and burly man with brown hair and lively hazel eyes swung open the door and stared down at me. I winced, waiting for him to recognize Her Majesty and fall to his knees, creating a ruckus of untoward disaster.

      Instead, he lifted me off my feet and swung in a circle like a rag doll. “Abbey!” Joshua cried in delight.

      He kissed my cheek, shaved jaw brushing my skin, and I could smell the sweet spirits on his breath.

      Blushing feverishly, I was mortified to think my Queen had seen such a greeting. Surely, this would only heighten her dislike of me.

      “Fantastic to see you, Abbey. Really, fantastic.” He grinned stupidly.

      “Joshua, really. You’ve got to put me down.” I squirmed in his grip.

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” Setting me down with uncharacteristic delicacy, his eyes turned to my hooded guest. “Who’s your company?”

      Now, I was the one grinning stupidly. We hadn’t actually discussed how to introduce her since she was in hiding. “My, uh, family friend, Madame Q.”

      Certain that her eyes were boring a look of disapproval in the back of my head at my poorly contrived name for the queen of the country, I didn’t turn around.

      “Well, greetings, Q. I’m Joshua Colt. Come in and have a drink. Happy V-Day!”

      “Joshua.” I frowned. “We need more than a drink. Have you got a spare bed for the night?”

      Well, what’s left of the night, I thought dismally.

      “Of course, of course. There’s always room for friends,” he assured me.

      With that, he ushered us into his home. He was never one of the brightest students, too preoccupied with sports and parties for studying, but I was so delighted at his ignorance tonight and glorious hospitality that I wanted to pick him up and spin him about the room. The idea was ridiculous, since he was twice my size, but it would be a pleasant distraction from this wretched night.

      The sitting room was filled with similarly burly athletes, some of whom I knew. In keeping with the ways of pleasantly drunken men, they raised their glasses to us as though we were all good friends, and shouted, “Happy V-Day!”

      Joshua offered us some libations, but we turned them down, too exhausted to eat. He then poured us each a glass of water, and we drank. The Queen consumed hers delicately, while I gulped mine down like a dehydrated elephant.

      “Thank you,” I sighed.

      He nodded slowly, taking my empty glass and looking at me with an arched eyebrow.

      I returned his look, daring him to ask me what I was doing walking in the middle of the night with an elderly woman.

      He smirked, shook his head, and said, “Follow me, then.”

      We followed Joshua up a spiral staircase. “You can stay in my room, Q. There is a spare set of sheets in the bottom drawer. Bathroom’s just through that door.” He pointed. “Abbey, I’ll set you up on the couch.”

      I nodded gratefully, closing the bedroom door as he left.

      I rushed to the bathroom, expecting to find some layers of filth I would need to scrub before the Queen should dare enter. Surprisingly, the bathroom was quite clean. I wiped up a few water spots, but there was little else to be done.

      As she slowly took off her layers of drab disguise, I put the clean sheets on the bed. None of this place was fit for a queen, but what choice did we have?

      “Abigail,” she said softly.

      I turned to her and bowed slightly. Suddenly, I realized how dangerous such a reflex could be if we were in public. I’d bowed before her dozens of times a day in the last few months, and now, I would have to undo that training or I was liable to get the Queen captured, or even killed.

      She too realized what a bow could do, and granted me an uncharacteristically forgiving nod.

      “You went to college?”

      “Yes, mum. I’m only four credits shy of a science degree, but I need to earn money to finish. No one is hiring women teachers right now in this economy, so I suppose it isn’t much of a delay.”

      Her brow furrowed slightly. I was unsure if she felt disapproval at my lack of degree, attempt to earn one, or my observation of the economic state of the country—her country. “Makes you a bit overqualified to be a servant, doesn’t it?”

      “Actually, I’m feeling a bit underqualified at the moment,” I stammered, tucking in the last corner of the blanket on the bed. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, I will retire now.”

      “Yes, mum.”

      I exited her room, ashamed at not having room and board fit for a queen. At least she had a place to lay her weary head. Descending the stairs, I proceeded to the living room where Joshua had created a bed out of his couch. His guests were still boisterously discussing the most recent shullby game in the sitting room.

      He handed me a cup of orange tea with a smile, obviously pleased at what a good host he was being. Thanking him, I took a sip and set the cup down on a nearby table. My hands were shaking, and I didn’t want him to notice.

      Though the room was warm, I still felt chilled. I pulled a blanket off the couch and sat on the floor, leaning against the wall in view of his glass patio door, which led to a quaint sitting area shared by the students of all four suites. I had studied in that spot many afternoons.

      “You’re on holiday, then?” I asked the obvious. University students got several days of holiday for the V-Day celebration.

      He nodded. “For a few more days.”

      Wrapping myself in the blanket, I stared into the black night. I longed for daylight, warmth, and safety—none of which were guaranteed to come. Joshua slid down the wall and sat beside me.

      Did I put him in danger by coming to his dormitory? What was it that these intruders were able to foresee?

      Joshua put a friendly arm around my shoulder. Over six months had passed since we’d seen each other and endured some meaningless argument of brains over brawn. He’d always been more Paul’s friend than mine, but delighted in taunting me on subjects of politics or religion, knowing I would lash him with my tongue before the discussion ended . Tonight there was no taunting, and I’d no idea how or when to tell him of Paul’s demise.

      I waited for Joshua to create idle conversation I would be unable to endure, but he remained silent. Did he have such empathetic powers of observation to realize I was not myself?

      I curled under the weight of his arm and leaned back into his broad, firm chest. I’d always considered his muscular body a waste of excessive amounts of time in exercise and training that could’ve been directed in other avenues, like self-growth. Now, buried securely in those strong muscles, I felt their immense worth. I breathed in his wonderful pine scent and relaxed into his warm cotton shirt.

      Against my will, I cried softly. In a gentlemanly fashion I’d never known him to possess, he silently took me into his arms and held me tighter.
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      Streams of light cascaded down upon me in welcomed warmth. I woke to the smell of breakfast—eggs, glorious eggs—and recognized late morning had arrived.

      Finally, I was to have a day off after such hard work for the V-Day ball. I rolled over, realizing I was sleeping on a cushion that was softer than my bed at the castle. I opened my eyes to Joshua’s living room.

      Gasping slightly, I sat up, and the dizzying events of last night returned to my memory. I stood up, still in my black servant’s dress and smelling like damp leaves. Smoothing my hair, I rushed to the kitchen to see the Queen seated at Joshua’s table as she ate toast and poached eggs. Her elegant gray hair cascaded in waves down her shoulders in a fashion I was sure she never wore outside of her chambers. Her face was rosy, though tired.

      “Morning, Abbey,” Joshua said, pouring a glass of juice and offering it to me.

      Parched, I drank eagerly. It was thick with pulp. Fresh squeezed.

      “I was just telling Q about your trip back from Ntajid and how you ended up disguised as a boy on a boat full of courtesans to escape jewelry thieves,” he said with amusement.

      I gaped at him in disbelief.

      What could possess him to tell anyone that story?

      I looked at the food on the table, but couldn’t bring myself to sit beside the Queen. No servant was allowed to dine with the Queen.

      “Come on, Abbey,” Joshua encouraged me, “have a bite. I’ve cooked a meal fit for a queen.”

      I choked on my juice, then glanced at the Queen. Although her face remained calm as she looked at her eggs, she gripped her fork so tightly that I could see the whites of her knuckles.

      “I’ll just get cleaned up before breakfast,” I said, dismissing myself from the room and hurrying upstairs. My stomach let out a growl of disapproval.

      After a brief, cold shower, I felt only partially refreshed. Sunlight streamed in through the bathroom window, comfortingly trying to suggest that today was a day like any other.

      But I knew differently. I stared at myself in the mirror. My large brown eyes looked tired against my pale skin. The scar on my left chest tingled a bit as it did sometimes on a day of impending danger. Last night, however, on the perilous bridge, it had burned with fury like the night the scar had been created years ago. I touched it lightly, feeling the smooth, irregular texture.

      Wishing I had time to wash my dress, I reluctantly slipped it back on and brushed the snarls out of my wet, black hair.

      Paul had dark hair, too. It was thick and wavy, the adoration of so many women over the years, for none of whom he’d made much time. For all his hard work, there was never a fleck of gray. He didn’t smile much, but I knew if even a corner of his mouth was raised in amusement, he was heartily chuckling on the inside.

      I was already missing that laugh, however subtle it may have been. I hadn’t seen his lighter side much in the last several years. This was a combined result of me being at the university or studying abroad whenever the opportunity presented itself while Paul was engrossed in whatever royal business a finance minister tackles. Nonetheless, he’d  always been available to help me when needed.

      When I was taking the boat ride across the Ntanic Strait en route from Ntajid, it was Paul who funded Joshua’s trip to meet me in Ntik and aid my escape. Terrified of my pursuers, I disembarked The River Bounty wearing a costume mustache and top hat, only to meet Joshua, who was laughing hysterically.

      I tried to explain I wasn’t at fault—the thieves bag of jewels looked the same as my side bag. I’d turned it in to the captain hoping to find my bag, not knowing the diamonds had been stolen. What ensued was a terrible circus in which the thieves had escaped boat security and were pursuing me while the security and crew were hunting them. I had to use a disguise to avoid their wrath.

      Though I’d retrieved my bag, I was incredibly shaken by the ordeal. I don’t think Joshua had heard one bit of my explanation through all of his roaring laughter and tears of amusement.

      Returning to the kitchen, I passed the Queen who’d excused herself from the table. I suppressed a bow as she walked past me, never making eye contact.

      Grabbing an egg, I sat at the table near Joshua as he looked up train departure times in the Marrington Chronicle for Madame Q.

      “You just going to poke at it or eat it?” he asked.

      I took a spoonful of egg into my mouth and swallowed. My stomach rolled over, having been empty for so long. I nodded back at him.

      “Seems a bit strange you showing up after six months, all distraught and what-not,” he observed, not looking up from his newspaper.

      At that instant, I wanted to leave, hoping the Queen would appear at my side and say, “We’d best be off.”

      Staying longer would only make me confess last night’s events. I ate, keeping food in my mouth to keep me from having to talk.

      “There’s a 1:45 train to Meredith. Seems as good a place as any, since Q suggested I pick the destination.”

      I nodded again, taking a bite of toast.

      “You know, if you’re in a bit of trouble, perhaps I could help. I could at least go to Meredith with you, since we’re on holiday this week.”

      The idea was comforting, yet if he figured out who Madame Q really was, her identity could be exposed. As strong as all of his sinewy muscles were, they couldn’t be any match for frightening, grotesque forms capable of swallowing a man whole. Joshua would either be a liability or a victim, not unlike myself.

      “Thank you, Joshua, but we’re just on a stroll of our own.”

      “This wouldn’t have anything to do with that fortune-teller nonsense from last winter?”

      “Course not,” I replied curtly, though his mention of it conjured those dreary words and dreadful tone spoken by the rotund man dressed in blue.

      The fortune-teller might have been taken more seriously if not for the blue makeup. But why did I take him seriously? I rubbed uncomfortably at the seven-pointed blue star tattoo on my palm.

      The Queen entered the kitchen again, this time dressed for departure.

      “Hello, Q. So there’s a 1:45 train to Meredith, if that suits you.”

      I winced at his casual tone.

      “Splendid,” she replied, with no intonation of cheerful delight for which such a word was designed.

      To my surprise, I was already out of my chair and standing at attention. I twirled around, clumsily gathered my dishes, and brought them to the sink, trying to ignore Joshua’s mixed expression of amusement and bewilderment.

      The wonderful host that he was, Joshua walked us to the door to bid good day.

      I thanked him several times in a gracious manner I’d never expressed to him before, and then I turned to leave. Glancing back at him, I glimpsed a perplexed smirk on his lips and a twinkle in his eyes mixed with a slightly furrowed brow of concern. He looked so captivatingly charming that I hurried back to him and hugged him, something I had never felt inclined to do in five years of knowing him.

      With his large arms, he returned the affection. “I’ll miss you, Abbey,” he said.

      And I you, I thought.

      “Thank you,” I whispered into his ear, breathing in his scent to take with me, and not caring that such affectionate displays were forbidden in the Queen’s presence. Her opinion of me could not be any lower anyway—fidgeting servant, college dropout, and rowdy associates.

      With a fleeting, sinking thought that I might never see Joshua again, I kissed his cheek. Then, I left, not daring to look back for fear of losing what little strength and integrity I had left and asking him to join us.
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      The Queen and I walked for several miles in silence, arriving at the train station one and a half hours before the Meredith departure. The station was a sizable wooden structure with vast rows of walnut wooden seats filled with people waiting for their train. It had a great arched ceiling with spacious windows through which wide beams of sunlight burst.

      After I purchased our tickets, I joined the Queen, where she sat with her back leaning against one of the benches. I watched the bustling crowds hurrying about the train station, ignorant that the castle was under siege at this very moment. They were off to work or the countryside or other silly trips. If they knew how vulnerable they were, they would hardly flutter about with self-importance. I wanted to shout out warnings, tell them to run and hide, but that wasn’t an option. My job was to protect the Queen. I needed the train to stay on schedule and get us out of Oxville safely.

      My gaze wandered around the station, then settled back down on the Queen who’d stood up from her seat. She was staring at a spiral staircase off to one side that led to the Elite Lounge upstairs. Gaping at her with wide eyes, I started to object with a slight shake of my head.

      She bristled at my impudent behavior, as though I thought I had any right to put restrictions on her activities. I averted my eyes to the floor humbly and pursed my lips to suppress a disgruntled murmur.

      Relaxing in the Elite Lounge to wait for the train was as reckless as carrying a lighted torch through a black forest. She had sense to avoid one, but not the other. Obediently, I followed her up the stairs to the Elite Lounge.

      At the top of the stairs, we were greeted by the maître d’s stern, disapproving eyes. He didn’t see a queen and servant before him, or even two ladies. He saw two people dressed in plain clothes with nothing about their appearance indicating they had an elite status. Puffing his chest forward, he put out a hand in protest and opened his mouth to scold us.

      Part of me wanted to run and hide, and another part to chide him for such disrespectful behavior to his queen. Before any words were spoken, the Queen produced a wad of currency and handed it to the maître d’. He rapidly assessed the amount before standing aside, begrudgingly allowing us to pass.

      We entered a beautiful lounge with polished wooden floors and tiny tables surrounded by plush sheepskin seats. Lively gentlemen and ladies, dressed in their most elegant casual clothes, sipped wine and discussed polo. The Queen walked to a nearby table, oblivious to the stares from onlookers, who were aghast that two people dressed so plainly would be allowed in the Elite Lounge. I followed her example, sitting down and ordering the same glass of wine that she did.

      When the beverage arrived, I drank it uncharacteristically fast, nervous at the stares and murmurs in our direction. Agonizingly, I wondered how soon boarding would begin for the train. The alcohol hit my empty stomach with a thud and dulled the piercing edges of my anxiety.

      Just as a dainty woman dressed in pastel pink was passing us with a turned-up nose, the Queen’s gray hood slipped off her mound of silvery satin curls. The pinkish woman turned and gaped.

      “My Queen!” she cried, as she melodramatically hurled herself to the floor on her knees.

      Gasps and squeals of delight echoed around the room. I looked at the surprised faces. We were doomed. I wanted to slap the surprise off the woman’s pink face to knock some sense into her. Clearly, the Queen was in hiding—even if she had a lapse in mental judgment that brought her to the one place people were guaranteed to recognized her.

      From that moment, the lounge buzzed with activity. Staff rearranged the entire room so the Queen sat prominently at the head. Bottles of wine were replaced with bottles of champagne. The Queen magnificently played off her presence as a plan to sneak away to the countryside, but she’d been caught in the act.

      I was ushered off to the back corner of the room where I watched the scurry of staff and guests working tirelessly to earn favoritism with the Queen. I’d seen this ballet many times now in my brief stay within the castle walls. Someone provided her with a lovely royal blue dress, completely impractical for the countryside, which she returned from the ladies’ dressing room wearing.

      She once again looked magnificent and regal, wearing her pale mask of makeup. Even from across the room, I could see she wasn’t enjoying such lavishes. Behind her smiling lips were cloudy eyes of concern. For a moment, I felt sorry for her. Her position in life was an inescapable prison. Although the bars were brightly dressed citizens and the food delectable, she was trapped. Did she ever feel that way in her enormous castle?

      A waiter dumped the Queen’s gray garments into my lap as though they were a dead skunk. I neatly folded them, not knowing what else to do.

      I could’ve joined the circus buzzing around the Queen, but as I was the only other person to know that the Queen’s life was in danger, I felt obligated to watch for unwanted guests. Staring outside where a white gazebo was being decorated and rose petals strewn on the ground, I thought what a predictably terrible disaster this was.

      When the lawn was properly lavished, the festivities moved outside and the Queen settled into the gazebo. Impromptu musicians began playing on stage left, while staff erected a bar was at stage right. There were no seats to be had close to the Queen, so I assumed my kneeling position at her side, using her wad of plain clothes as a cushion.

      I thought about how I wasn’t even supposed to be here. This was a temporary job, a means to get back to earning my degree. Degrees were needed for better paying, less subservient jobs such as those of teachers, healers, writers, ministers of the Queen’s court, sea captains, and small-business owners.

      There was honor in any job, servant or otherwise, but a degree opened possibilities to those willing to expend the effort, no matter their position from birth. It elevated the status of its beholder regardless of what that status was before advanced schooling. If one had a particular talent, then scholarship funding may be possible. Otherwise, the scholastic fees were adjusted based on what one might be reasonably capable of affording according to one’s economic status.

      Everyone had to complete eight years of mandatory pre-collegiate education. Some families paid for additional pre-collegiate schooling, but either group could take the university eligibility exam. Those who passed could apply. Oxville University was the largest, followed by Matheo University south of the desert lands and Ntajid University to the southwest.

      Classes were a mixture of lecture-based learning, group problem-based learning, and field studies. For field study, students had to pay extra or be willing to perform manual labor in exchange for the privilege of participating. Needless to say, I did quite a bit of manual labor. It was worth the unique opportunity for cultural immersion, and I could often learn as much about the people as the scientific aspects I was there to study.

      I looked up at the clock tower above the train station. Twenty minutes until departure. Trying to fathom a way to escape this entourage, I heard a rumbling from the sky. Clouds were overtaking the sun, and the sky was growing darker by the second.

      Far across the lawn, I could see the road leading to the front of the train station. Four dark carriages pulled by beastly four-legged animals with the muscular body of an ox and jutting head of a boar had just stopped near the train entrance.

      The crowd was too engrossed in the festivities to notice. A rotund blob of a man dressed in black floated in our direction, surrounded by four lanky black Swallowers. They were tall and dark with long, overstretched arms—as though someone had taken an elongated human shadow and materialized it into a three-dimensional nightmare.

      My heart raced, and the scar on my chest burned. I reached up and grabbed the Queen’s wrist, too terrified to speak. She began to pull away from my grip, but stopped. When her pulse quickened beneath my fingertips, I knew she had seen her pursuers as well.

      With another roll of thunder and crash of lightning, the dark clouds released their torrential rain. Guests and waitstaff scattered in every direction, screeching with surprise. The Queen stood, walking into the rain toward the black blob in the distance, as though resigned to surrender.

      I took that opportunity to throw the gray cloak over her shoulders, hiding the vibrant blue dress. My eyes darted around at the chaos. Where to hide? Fleeting waiters and waitresses streamed into their kitchen quarters, and I led her in a sprint with them. It was a dank, square building that was dimly lit by candles at one end and a large stove fire at the other.

      I found the female dressing room and ushered the Queen into an empty stall. After pulling the curtain closed, I fervently stripped the dress off of her and wadded it into a ball, wrapping her gray cloak around it to hide the pretty blue.

      She was too shocked and out of breath to do more than stand and shiver. I stuffed the wad of unwanted clothes under a footstool and found two waitress uniforms.

      Helping her into the light gray dress with a white apron, I noticed that in the rain and run, all of her hair had fallen down and her make-up had washed off as well. Despite her ambiance of nobility, she might be able to pass as common. Tying her hair back in a braid, I gently rested a towel in her arms and left to hurriedly dress myself.

      The dressing room quickly filled with other waitresses readying themselves for the train ride. We followed the crowd out into the main room, more brightly lit now with additional lanterns. The room had filled with chefs, waiters, waitresses, bartenders, janitors, and errand boys, all attempting to dry off from the rain. I was amazed to think that it took a waitstaff of fifty for one train, but grateful the numbers meant we were unnoticed. Leading the Queen to an available seat, we sat at the last table.

      Looking outside, I could see through the pouring rain that the Swallowers were lurking in the shadows, searching the boarding lines for the Queen. Passengers, distracted by the rain and rushing to board the train, seemed oblivious to their presence.

      “Attention, everyone. Same routine, as always. First table waits on cabins A and B. Second table waits on cabins C and D. Third table waits on cabins E and F. And fourth table waits on cabins G and H. I’m told the Queen will ride with us today, which of course will be cabin A. No mistakes, people.”

      Spit, spot, I waited for him to say. Then a pang of sadness struck me. Was Leonard even still alive? What about Marcy, Penelope, and the other servants? We’d left everyone behind. Had we left them behind to die?

      We were each given a box of perishable goods to carry on the train and proceeded to load more of them from the caboose, an area I hoped our pursuers would be unlikely to check.

      “I have no inkling on how to serve,” the Queen whispered in my ear. Her tone suggested that the idea of her in servitude was preposterous, but her words were also laced with genuine concern.

      “Just, um, treat them as you would have them treat you,” I replied, which conjured a ghastly image of her bowing before some slimy businessman her age who would look down her dress. “What I mean is, just provide food and drinks people ask for and keep them content.”
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      As the train departed the station, the scar on my chest was no longer tingling, and I hoped it meant we were out of danger. I began the mindless job of serving drinks and snacks to maintain our disguise.

      I thought back to how I’d gotten that scar.

      Karnelik was a cold and unforgiving land, but rich in ore. I’d traveled there to study smelting under the Ballik, a people known for their metal forging. I stayed with a family of four for the month, but I discovered that tagging along with their eldest son, Vallik, was more exciting than standing in the frigid air watching the making of an axe.

      Lean and sinewy, Vallik had playful eyes and shaggy black hair. Traveling higher and higher into the mountains with him every day, I learned how to survive in subzero temperatures.

      Unbeknownst to his family, Vallik had secretly become a member of the Dubik gypsies, an elusive group of pacifists living in the high altitudes of the mountain peaks. They searched tirelessly for Chevorik Ambria, the mythical, magical stones said to give their possessors powers of healing, protection, foresight, and more. Called Che stones by the gypsies, they were pretty enough rocks, but I’d have been more impressed if they could start a fire. As excited as the gypsies were to compare their stone collections around the campfire every night, I never saw them do anything more remarkable than shine.

      On the third week of my Karnelik excursion, I awoke one night to bloodcurdling screams and terrifying chaos. Tents around the Dubik gypsy camp were on fire and large, shaggy beasts were attacking unarmed gypsies. They walked on two legs and thrust swords into their victims. Throwing on my snow leopard coat and ice boots, I dashed out of my tent and followed the fleeing crowd. The noxious smell of burning animal furs—the tents—filled the air.

      “Vallik!” I shouted. I couldn’t see him through the dim firelight.

      I discovered that my footing was not near as sure as the gypsies’. After stumbling on jagged rocks and slick patches of ice, I was soon separated me from the group.

      I slipped and found myself looming on the edge of a cliff, unable to see the bottom below through the dark night. I struggled on my tiptoes to keep from falling off the edge. Staring at the black, bottomless pit, a wave of fear and nausea crashed over me.

      I turned around to see an enormous figure encroaching, wielding a Ballik blade. He was a monster, man-like, but taller and wider with a disproportionately small head. He wore a shaggy goat-hair coat. His mammoth silhouette blocked the night sky, and my legs went watery.

      Facing my attacker, I teetered on the edge of the icy cliff. Death awaited me in both directions—by sword or by fall.

      His dark eyes squinted, and his face snarled into an expression of disgust and anger. It was both terrifying and baffling.

      Who did he think I was that he was so angry with me?

      I tried to catch my breath, to think of something to say, but there would be no reckoning with a face like that. I looked fearfully at the dizzying darkness behind me. Trying to hold my ground, I thought if he wanted me dead, he was going to have to do it himself. I wouldn’t plummet to my death for his convenience. He would have to look in the eye of his unarmed victim.

      This did not pose a moral dilemma for him, as there was no hesitation when he plunged his sword into my chest. The pain was both bitingly sharp and burning, as though the fire the blade had been forged in still burned within it.

      I screamed in pain and fell back into the enveloping blackness.

      Then all was dark, silent and cold.

      When I awoke, I was back in a gypsy tent, warmth from a fire spreading around me. Pain shot through my chest and down my arm, causing me to gasp. Vallik and several Dubik gypsies stood above, as though confirming with satisfaction that I was alive. Vallik knelt down and put a restrictive hand on my uninjured shoulder to keep me from moving.

      He explained that I’d slipped off the cliff edge at the same instant the barbarian stabbed me, so the sword didn’t make it beyond penetrating skin and fracturing a rib. I’d landed
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