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The music thundered. Sasha clenched her teeth and her hands as her headache persisted, strong and relentless. She’d hoped the walk in the snowy garden would relieve her of the throbbing in her head, but after seeing Bella, her younger sister, making eyes at her new husband, Sasha realized she’d rather endure the music in the ballroom. She peeked out of the curtain she was hiding behind. A man in gray pantaloons and a gray jacket passed, dancing. Sasha closed the curtain quickly, hoping he hadn’t noticed her. After a few moments, she took a breath and opened the curtain again. 

Bella danced toward Sasha with her new husband, King Levenworth of Hiltor, who she’d just married only hours ago. The man swung Bella around and smiled down at her as they passed by Sasha. He had despised Bella at one time, but then Bella broke the curse that was put upon him by a nasty faerie, and it seemed all the hatred was forgotten. Anger surged in Sasha’s heart. “It should’ve been me,” she whispered vehemently under her breath, staring daggers at the happy couple.

“You want that man?” spoke a girlish voice beside Sasha. 

Sasha turned and jumped when that same nasty faerie that cursed King Levenworth appeared beside her. She was about Sasha’s height, with white, stick-up-straight hair and a unibrow that sat over otherworldly, purple eyes. The faerie folded her hairy arms, and her lavender dress bunched up over her large potato-shaped body as she tilted her head to gaze at the dancers in the ballroom. Sasha had seen her only once when the curse had broken over His Royal Highness. Sasha now watched the faerie sniff disgustedly while she watched the king twirl Bella to the music. 

Sasha begrudged her sister for becoming the queen, but she knew she would never have fallen in love with a beast, cursed prince or not. Still, seeing her sister smiling and twirling around in a gown more stunning than Sasha had ever worn made her anger grow. Sasha should have been the one twirling with the king. It was all because of her sister worming into her business that it was she that hid behind a curtain, watching the dancing instead of being the handsome king’s partner.

“You’re the one that cursed the king,” Sasha said.

The faerie shrugged as she watched the happy couple dance by. “Possibly. Which king are you talking about?”

Sasha pointed at the man flirting with Bella and wrinkled her nose. “That king.”

The faerie smiled gleefully. “Oh yes, he’s definitely one I’ve cursed.”

Sasha frowned. “You have great power,” she murmured. “Almost like you could do anything.”

The faerie’s unibrow rose. “Almost,” she said.

Sasha stared hard at the faerie. “Can you grant wishes?”

The faerie rolled her eyes. “In my sleep,” she said, her eerie purple eyes watching Sasha. “Why? Do you want a wish?”

Sasha stood up taller and stared down at the faerie. “Would it backfire on me?” she asked.

The faerie smiled, a very sharp-toothed grin. “It might.”

Sasha’s skin erupted in goose bumps and she looked away from the creepy faerie, but it would take more than a feeling of foreboding to stop her from asking what she wanted to ask. “Could you change the past and give me King Levenworth instead?”

“Believe me, King Levenworth only seems tempting because of his love for your sister and her love for him. If it wasn’t for Arabella, he would still be the piggy little prince with a vulgar temper,” the faerie said in a huff.

“I could’ve changed him,” Sasha murmured.

The faerie scoffed. “You ran the moment you laid eyes on the cursed man like any other sensible woman. No. Only Arabella could have loved such a creature.”

Sasha clenched her jaw and then ducked behind the curtain when a very unsavory lord came past. The faerie watched her with a gleam in her eye.

“I could find you a husband if you so desired,” the faerie said.

Sasha rolled her eyes. “I only want a husband if he’s a nobleman who is very handsome and of course, wealthy." 

“What about love?” the faerie asked.

Sasha laughed without humor. “What about it? I have no time for such a frivolous thing as love.” She’d been the lovesick fool for a certain duke at one time, but that had been a mistake. Never again.

“There are plenty of men in this crowd that match your desire.”

Sasha scoffed. “Yes, they seem that way. Unfortunately, they are far below my standards.” Memories of the way many of these men treated her only a few months back flooded her mind, and Sasha clenched her hands harder. 

The faerie’s brow rose a little, and she looked out over the crowded dance floor. An evil smile erupted on her face as she watched the dancers move about, and then she stared at Sasha. Sasha felt sweat bead on her forehead at the look the faerie gave her, like a stealthy spider watching a butterfly coming nearer and nearer to its web.

The faerie’s sharp teeth glistened in the candlelight as she said, “Challenge accepted.”

“W-what challenge?” Sasha asked. 

“The one where I find you the husband you dream of.”

Sasha shook her head and held out her hands as though to push the faerie and her ill begotten idea away. “Oh no, you don’t. I’ll find a husband on my own.”

But the faerie was no longer paying attention to Sasha and had produced out of thin air a parchment that she shoved into Sasha’s outstretched hands.

“Sign this,” said the faerie as a black feathered pen appeared in her hand and she gave it to Sasha. Sasha looked over the parchment, but the writing was in no language she’d ever seen before. “Ahem.” The faerie cleared her throat and looked pointedly at Sasha. “Well?”

Sasha looked down at the parchment. “Well what? I can’t read what’s written.”

The faerie stared down at her purple nails. “All it says is I will find you the husband of your dreams and in return, you will help me.”

Sasha narrowed her eyes. “Help you with what?”

The faerie sighed. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing that’s going to affect you. Now sign the form so I can leave.” 

“But …”

“Trust me,” she said with a glint in her eye.

“Why should I trust you? You’re the reason the king was a beast.”

“I promise I won’t curse you. There. You happy?”

“But—”

“Sign it!” the faerie yelled, her eyes bulging in madness.

Sasha gritted her teeth. She watched the harried faerie breathing hard, like she’d run throughout Hiltor forest. “Why do you want me to sign this so badly?” she asked.

The faerie slumped. “If you sign it, then the contract is sealed. I will find you the man of your dreams and then you can fulfill my dream.”

“And what’s your dream?”

The faerie looked at Sasha with narrowed eyes as though weighing if she was someone she could trust to tell her dreams to, but then Bella’s laughter rang through the room and grated on Sasha’s ears. Sasha glanced through the curtain and watched the king steal a kiss from his wife. He was mine, Bella. You’re the reason I have to find another rich man to marry, and I will do it by any means necessary. Sasha’s blood boiled, and she turned back to the faerie. “Where do I sign?”

The faerie pointed to a small space at the bottom of the parchment.

“I’m warning you, faerie,” Sasha said as she wrote her name, “this better not be a trick.”

The faerie winked at Sasha. “Trust me,” she said and then guffawed like a fat man and disappeared in a burst of pink dust with the signed contract. 

  The dust settled around Sasha, as the eerie words, trust me, kept echoing through her mind. Trust was something fools did. It seemed Sasha had just become a fool. Again.

Sasha startled when the curtain she hid behind was thrust open by King Levenworth, and he peered down at her with cold blue eyes. Sasha smiled tentatively at him.

“Ah, Sasha, my dear sister-in-law,” he said. “I have a wonderful surprise for you.” The way he talked reminded Sasha of the way he used to speak to Bella before they fell in love. Back when he would play nasty tricks on her.

“W-where is Arabella, Your Majesty? I saw you dancing with her a moment ago.” Sasha looked behind the king to find her sister.

“She’s talking with some ladies of the court over there,” said the king as he flourished his hand carelessly in a random direction.

Panic set in Sasha’s heart when she realized the king had sought her out without Bella. It went into full force when the king took Sasha by the elbow and led her out of the ballroom.

“And where exactly are you taking me, Your Majesty?” They passed old and expensive vases holding a variety of roses, and intricately carved side tables and chairs with soft blue velvet cushions. The king smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes, and Sasha wanted to bolt.

She pulled her arm out of his grasp. “I can walk by myself, thank you.” She tried to sound unaffected by his cold demeanor. He smirked and walked on ahead of her. Sasha was just about to follow when she noticed a very young servant girl trying to clean a window. The girl kept jumping up to reach as high as she could, but she couldn’t quite reach the top of the windowpane. Why isn’t there someone here to help her? Sasha watched the little girl precariously balance on the arm of a chair nearest the window, attempting to reach the parts she couldn’t from the ground. Sasha did a quick search. No one was around. She hastily went over to the young servant girl and lifted her up.

“Oh!” said the girl in surprise when she looked down to see Sasha’s arms holding her up.

“Hurry up and reach the top!” Sasha hissed as she looked around to make sure no one was watching her help the servant. The king had disappeared into a room near the front doors of the castle. The girl nodded and quickly wiped the top of the window. Sasha swiftly put her down and brushed off her own dress.

“Thank you for your help, my lady,” said the young servant and she curtsied to Sasha. Sasha gave her a subtle nod and regally walked toward the open door of the room that the king had entered. 

This must be about the punishment for me because I  tried to stop Arabella from becoming the queen, she thought as she walked to the door. Why else wouldn’t he bring Bella along? What’s he going to do to me?  Sasha took a deep breath and stepped into the room.

A lovely fire was burning in a large fireplace to the left of Sasha, and long windows behind an expansive desk were in front of her, letting in the early morning winter light. Sasha watched the snow flitting down softly on the windowsill. But her nerves wouldn’t let her relax. Why has he taken me here? Sasha turned to the king, standing by the open door, and realized they were not alone in the room.

A dozen men stood in a line beside her beaming father. 

Her father cleared his throat and pointed toward the line of men. “These men are the most eligible in the kingdoms, Sasha. I know you’ve been pining for a husband, and King Levenworth has kindly asked around to find you the perfect suitor.”

Sasha’s mouth fell open, and she narrowed her eyes at the king. “Find me a husband?”

King Levenworth lowered his head to Sasha’s ear and spoke so only she could hear, “I know how much you want to marry a rich lord, so I have found the wealthiest men at the ball, just for you. Please do not hesitate to take the one that lives farthest from your sister and me.” There was more threat in the last sentence than Sasha cared for, but she also didn’t want to live too close to the happy couple. It would always be a reminder that she should have been the queen, not her usurper of a sister.

Sasha turned to her father. “You mean to say you are marrying me off to one of … them?” She didn’t lower her voice. She didn’t care who heard her in the room. Most of the men were gentlemen of her acquaintance. Men that had flirted with her when she was well off, but turned their backs on her when Sasha’s father lost everything and she and her family were forced to live like peasants on a small farm. They only wanted Sasha if she was wealthy once again, and being the sister of the queen probably didn’t hurt her in their eyes either. One lord cleared his throat, and another scratched behind his ear. But it was when the duke she admired and thought she loved at one time winked at her that Sasha’s temper rose. These are the most eligible in the kingdoms? She couldn’t believe it and snuck a peek at her brother-in-law who had a smirk on his face as he watched her. 

A smile sprang to Sasha’s lips. Well played, Levenworth, she thought as she watched a rather plump baron, who had snubbed her on multiple occasions when she was living on the farm, pick at his teeth. Sasha looked around the group in disgust. It was time they got a taste of their own medicine. 

“Well?” King Levenworth asked.

Sasha grinned mischievously and walked up to the lined-up noblemen. “You must be playing a trick, my dear brother-in-law, to think that I would ever desire to marry any of these men.” She then patted the tooth-picker's stomach. “This man is too round,” she said and went to the next man in line, who was thin and tall. “This one looks as though he is starving.” Both men gasped in outrage, but she had plenty more to say as she walked past each man and ignored their angry words. “Too old, too young, and he is short and squat.”

Her smile grew when she came to the duke who broke her heart. Sasha learned quite quickly it was her money that he loved, and when she lost that, he never acknowledged her again, until she came into her sudden wealth and became sister to the queen. “This one,” she said as she ground her teeth and stared at his cold eyes with her own, “is too dim-witted to ever be the man for me.” Sasha looked away and ignored all the gasps from the dismissed men, then she startled at the last nobleman in the line. She had never seen this man before with the regal clothing to rival even King Levenworth’s. He wore a large golden crown upon his head, but that wasn’t what made her mouth drop.

Turning to look back at King Levenworth, Sasha scowled. “Now I know this is a trick. Why look at him?” she pointed toward the man with the large gold crown. “He looks like he has a thrush's nest for a beard!” She cleared her throat and stared daggers at King Levenworth. “He is the ugliest man I have ever laid eyes upon. I would never mar—” 

“That is enough!” cried her father, and he looked at Sasha with dismay. “These men are above us, Sasha, in rank and now it would seem, in manners as well. You just insulted King Wallace of Caldor!” 

Sasha folded her arms and sighed. “I don’t care who they are. I will marry none of them.” 

“You may all leave this room,” said the king to the noblemen who stood in the line. He frowned at Sasha, and she barely stopped herself from sticking out her tongue.

Some lords scowled at Sasha as they exited, saying things like, “Why, I would never!” and “How dare she?” 

Her father pulled her toward the crackling fire. “Pack your things, Sasha, we’re going home.” He pulled on her arm, and it shocked Sasha that he was treating her so. “Mark my words, my girl, it’s time you grew out of that vain and prideful head of yours.” He threw her arm down and marched out the door.

Sasha followed him out. “Wait, Father,” she said, but her father stomped up the stairs that led to their rooms.

“The next man, whether beggar or king, we come across. I will give them your hand in marriage,” he shouted down at her. 

Sasha quickly lifted her dress and watched her steps as she ran up the stairs. He cannot be so unreasonable! He saw how awful all those choices were for a husband. Especially the man with the large thick beard! A solid mass blocked Sasha from reaching the top. She looked up, scratching her face on the man's exorbitant amount of facial hair and angrily yelled, “Out of my way, Thrushbeard!” Sasha pushed him to the side, and his golden crown fell from his head. Sasha stepped over the crown and ran down the hall to catch up with her father, hoping she could soften his heart and put him in a better mood.
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Sasha sauntered into the room she was staying at in the castle and turned to face her father at the door. “Goodbye, Father, I will see you when I am done packing.”

“You have fifteen minutes, Sasha, to get everything packed before I come back. Anything that is not ready to go, you will have to leave behind.”

Sasha smiled at him. “Whatever you say, Father.”

“I mean it!” Sasha shut the door softly, ignoring her father’s tantrum behind it. No amount of pleading had changed her father’s mind on the quick walk back to their sleeping quarters. She had embarrassed him immensely, and she could see he wasn’t in the mood to have his heart softened. Sasha seethed at his stubbornness, but decided to change tactics. If pleading would not get her back in his good graces, then she wouldn’t waste her time buttering him up. 

Breathing hard, she grabbed her traveling bags from under the bed and threw them on top of it. Then she picked up a pillow and smashed it against her face, screaming as hard as she could.  

“Well, now that you got that out of your system, a simple thank you will suffice.” 

Sasha looked up at the wide-open window near the bed. The hideous faerie sat on the sill, her eyes glittering in what Sasha realized was amusement.

“What do you think is so funny? And what in the kingdoms do you think I should thank you for?” she asked. 

The faerie hopped down from the sill and into her room. “I just got you the man of your dreams. I wish you all the best in your new marriage.” 

“What are you talking about?” Sasha asked, her hands flailing in the air.

The faerie rolled her eyes. “You know, your marriage to the king of Caldor.”

Sasha stared wide-eyed at the faerie. “You mean, Thrushbeard?”

The faerie pointed at Sasha with a long, purple-painted nail. “Yes! The man with the beard that looks like a thrush's nest. Very clever observation.” 

“There is no way I would marry him.”

“Why not?” the faerie asked. “He is everything you want: handsome—”

“Handsome!” Sasha shot off her bed. “In what world is he handsome?” 

“Beauty is relative, my dear. He is handsome in some circles.” 

“Name one.” 

The ugly faerie thought for a moment, then brightened up as she said, “Trolls or even goblins would consider him very handsome.”

Sasha scoffed. “Why am I not surprised? An ugly faerie chooses a hideous man to be my husband. You know, the least you could do is get me a man I think is handsome after everything I’ve lost, thanks to your meddling.”

Sasha glared at the faerie, then gulped when she saw the crazy glint in her eyes and the sharp-toothed grin the creature gave her. “Though looks matter, they are not all that is important,” the ugly faerie said, dangerously quiet. “That Caldorian king also has a magnificent castle, more servants than you could ever dream about, and he is very, very wealthy.”

“How wealthy?” Sasha asked, intrigued despite herself.

“Very,” the faerie replied. “So, consider yourself lucky you get to be married to him.” 

Sasha slumped onto the bed by her bags. “I refused him,” she said, looking at the floor.

“What?” 

“You should have seen all the eligible bachelors Arabella’s arrogant husband presented me with. I cringe at the thought that any of those noblemen would think I would marry them with how they treated me in the past. And it’s no wonder I overlooked the Caldorian king when he looks like an upside-down chimney sweep! I wouldn’t have chosen him anyway because I was waiting for the man you promised you would send me.”

The faerie lifted off the ground, her wings fluttering fast. “And that’s who I sent!” she exclaimed. “As soon as I left you, I slipped a note into something that fluffy King of Caldor was eating while he watched your newly-wedded sister and her husband dance. It simply told him about a grand opportunity to marry the queen’s beautiful sister. You should have seen the look that beastly husband of Arabella’s had when the Caldorian king asked to be a part of your choices.” The faerie looked in awe somewhere above Sasha’s head. “It is a look I shall treasure for always.”

“You chose King Thrushbeard for me?”

The faerie nodded.

Sasha smashed her face into a pillow again and mumbled. “What have I done?” 

The faerie ripped the pillow away from her. “You messed up my plans, which is what all you humans who I’ve had the … privilege of helping, seem to do!” The faerie shook her head. “Go back to the man and apologize.”

“Yes! I’ll just tell him I didn’t mean what I said.” Sasha got off the bed and ran to the door. “I’m sure he will let the whole thing go if I flirt with him. Men are so simple that way,” she said, and reached for the door handle just as her door opened. 

“It’s time to go, Sasha, whether or not you are fully ready,” Sasha’s father said as he stormed into her room, followed by an entire army of servants. Sasha looked back by the window, but the faerie was gone. 

“I can’t go now, Father. I have to apologize to King Thrush—I mean, to the Caldorian king,” Sasha said. 

“You should have thought of that earlier. He’s long gone by now. What man in his right mind would stay after being so thoroughly insulted?” 

“But I—”

“There is nothing to be done but go home and find another poor sap to marry.” 

“Father, please!” Sasha said. She rushed around the room, chasing random servants taking things from her drawers and dresses from the wardrobe and shoving them unceremoniously into the cases on the bed. Her father looked around the room and nodded. “That’s it. We’re off.” Sasha looked back at her father. Her little tantrum must have addled his brain. She still had a dozen dresses hanging in the wardrobe, but the servants were already closing the stuffed cases and carrying them out the door. 

“Wait!” she cried, but no one was listening to her. She ran after the servants and her father. “You can’t seriously be alright with leaving half my things here,” she said to him. 

Her father kept on walking without looking at her. “I told you to get packed up, and you had fifteen minutes to do so. I won’t go back on my word.” 

“But, Father,” Sasha exclaimed, “this is ridiculous! No one who says, ‘You have fifteen minutes,’ really means it.” 

Her father didn’t answer, and they had reached the main floor. A maid took Sasha’s dove-gray cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders. Another handed her a muff and then the butler opened the door for her and her father and bowed them out. 

“Good day, Mr. Tuft, Miss Tuft. I hope you have a safe journey,” the butler said.

A footman opened the carriage door for Sasha and her father and bowed her in. “Safe journey,” he said and shut the door.   

 They were off, her cases tied recklessly to the top of the carriage and a blanket thrown hastily over Sasha’s legs, leaving her incredulous at the treatment she was receiving from her only living parent.  
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Sasha’s backside hurt with all the bumps the carriage ran over none too gently. Her father had told the driver to hurry home and that he’d give him extra pay if they made it before dark. The driver obviously took that seriously, as they had left the castle at a breakneck pace. Those were the last words she heard her father utter, though they were still hours away from home. 

Sasha scowled over at her father who refused to look at her. She gave up and looked out the window, instead staring at the darkness of the evergreen trees around them as they rushed through Hiltor Forest on the path leading to Bounty Bay. It wasn’t as dark as the day it had been when she chased Bella, trying to get to the castle. Sasha supposed the curse must have disturbed the forest surrounding it. Now that the curse was broken, she could see sunlight shine through the branches more often, giving the forest a more romantic look instead of sinister. 

The carriage swayed and Sasha quickly brought her hands up to the leather handle above her head. The driver called for the horses to stop, but the carriage didn’t. It slid across the ground erratically. Sasha steadied herself with her foot on the bench across from her, where her father sat. 

“What in the kingdo … hold on, Sasha!” her father cried. He too reached up for the leather handle above his head. Sasha screamed as she felt the carriage tilt and then smash the ground, landing on its side. The carriage slid across the ice-covered ground until it crashed into something hard and immovable.

Sasha and her father were yanked from their handles and laid in a heap on the carriage side that was on the ground. Footsteps crunched the snow outside and someone wrenched the door open above them, blinding them with the light from the sun through the trees. 

“Sir! Miss! Are you alright?” the frantic driver asked with mud splattered all the way to his chest.

Are we all right? We almost lost our lives because you drove like a madman through the forest!

“We’re fine, John,” her father said with genuine relief in his voice.

Sasha looked over at her father in anger. Fine? They were not fine. They were lucky to be alive, and John should be released as their driver for the callous way he drove the carriage! She whimpered on the ground. Both men looked over at her, and she hated the pitying look they both gave. Yes, she was terrified, but no one need pity her. She needed to change the way they saw her.

She looked down at her dress and found a snag. “This was a new dress, John!” she shouted and got up, shaky and unstable while she stood on the tilted carriage. “Had you driven with more care, this never would’ve happened!” She whipped her cloak to the side and held up a part of her dark green skirt. The men squinted at it, trying to find what was amiss. Better to be thought of as a madwoman than a weak one.

Sasha threw her skirt down and stomped her foot angrily. “Out of my way, you good for nothi—” Her words halted in her throat as she popped her head out of the carriage. There, beside the crashed equipage, stood a man staring straight at her with bluish-gray eyes. He was tall and lanky with a red and gold cap on his head and a mouth that twitched as though he found something about her humorous. 

Sasha scowled and folded her arms, tilting her chin up. “Who are you, and what about this situation do you find so comical?”

The man took off his cap and smiled. Sasha’s jaw dropped momentarily. The man had a gorgeous smile whoever he was.

“Nothing comical,” he said. “I’m a minstrel. I was just leaving King Levenworth’s castle and was on my way home when I saw your carriage slide out of control.” He spoke with a lilt in his voice that signified he was not a native of Hiltor. 

Sasha was just about to reply when her father pushed her aside as he joined her at the open door of the tilted carriage. “Sasha, I cannot see why you are so distressed over your dre—” He stopped midsentence as he too saw the stranger below him.

Sasha closed her mouth and cleared her throat. “Father, this is …” She looked at the man for a name.

The man caught on and bowed with a flourish before her father. “Ace, my good sir, at your service.”

Sasha looked at him curiously. “He is a minstrel who is now going home from serenading King Levenworth at his wedding.”

Her father looked at Ace, then back at her, and a small smile appeared on his face. “It is too fortuitous that we have met you, Ace. You would not know how to fix a wheel on a carriage now, would you?” 

Ace walked over to the carriage and put his hand on his chin as though he were thinking. “It couldn’t be much different than fixing a wagon wheel, I suppose.” 

The driver walked up to him. “It’s quite similar.” 

Ace smiled and took off his worn-looking cloak. “In that case, I’d be happy to lend a hand.” 

“Splendid!” her father cried in joy and then crammed Sasha against the side of the open door when he lifted himself out of his sideways carriage. 

Sasha struggled to pull herself out of the open door when a hand was thrust in her face. She looked up into the eyes of the minstrel who had climbed onto the carriage. He smiled down at her again.

“Need a hand, miss?” he asked. Sasha felt her cheeks warm as she stared at the minstrel’s eyes and looked away. 

She cleared her throat. “I can do it myself, thank you.” She wiggled her way up and over the side of the door, breathing hard as she sat on the tilted carriage but proud that she did it without the strange minstrel's help.

“That’s the spirit!” the minstrel said, and he hopped down into the muddy snow below. Sasha followed him, wishing she’d taken his hand when she sloshed into the snow and icy mud flew up in her face.  

The work didn’t take too long, as the driver had a spare wheel and, with the help of Ace and Sasha’s father, could put it on quickly and efficiently before the sky grew too dark to travel any longer. Then the men flipped the carriage back up, and though the side was scraped and banged up, it was still intact and serviceable enough to get Sasha and her father home.

The time it took for them to put things to rights gave Sasha the moment she needed to pull herself together. She’d been on the verge of hysteria when the carriage turned over on its side and they kept sliding on the frozen ground. But now that the ordeal was over, Sasha felt more angry than terrified. How could John put us in such danger like that?

Dusting off his red-patched pantaloons, the minstrel came to stand next to Sasha and held out a smudged hand to help her up from the rock she’d taken refuge on while she waited. Sasha looked at his hand and wrinkled her nose. “No, thank you.” She pushed herself off the rock and tried to hurry back to the carriage, but the mud was thick, and Sasha felt her kidskin boots sinking into the freezing ruts left by carriage wheels. She slowed down and walked with more care, though her pride took a hit as she couldn’t flounce away from the minstrel and his barely-contained amusement.

“Finally, you’re done. I was half expecting to be sleeping out here in these awful woods. Time to be off,” Sasha snipped at the carriage driver. She lifted her foot onto the carriage step when she heard her father behind her talking to the minstrel.

“I cannot thank you enough. You have helped me in more ways than I can ever repay you for” he said, shaking the young minstrel’s hand.

“It was no trouble at all, my good sir. All in a day’s work as a minstrel.” He chuckled at his joke and Sasha rolled her eyes, ready to step into the carriage.

“We should be off, Father. It is getting late.” 

Her father ignored her and looked at the minstrel. “I would like to reward you for your kindness, Ace, if I may?” her father asked.

Sasha sighed. Fine, give him a bit of coin and let’s be off! I’m freezing out here!

The minstrel bowed his head. “I’d not turn down a reward from the likes of you, my good sir.”

Sasha scoffed. Of course, you wouldn’t. What man has ever done something out of the goodness of his heart?

“Then, because of your goodness, I will give you my daughter’s hand in marriage.”
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Sasha slipped on the step and barely held onto the side of the carriage, turning around rapidly.

“What?” She felt her face go pale. 

Her father was not looking at her as he waited for an answer from the minstrel. The minstrel also didn’t look at her when he nodded his head. “I have been thinking it was time I got m’self a wife.” 

“What?” Sasha said again, watching her father and the minstrel plan out her life without her having so much as a say in what was happening. 

“Well, here is your chance.” Her father took a hold of Sasha’s arm and pulled her toward the minstrel. “Sasha is a beauty known for miles around, and she is also the sister to the new Queen of Hiltor, Arabella. She is quite a catch, and she … she can cook better than any of her other siblings.” It almost sounded like her father was finding anything he could to sell her off, like how a man would sell off livestock. 

The minstrel walked around her and examined her like he had the carriage a moment ago. Sasha ground her teeth, ready to pummel him. She would show him she was no docile mare. The minstrel ignored her glare. “Done!” he said and held out his hand to Sasha’s father. 

She didn’t know what just happened, but things were certainly not done. “Now just wait a moment there, minstrel, I have not agreed to marry you.” Sasha pulled away from her father and looked up at him for help. 

He made eye contact with her and sighed. “What’s done is done, Sasha. A man does not go back on his word.” 

“Are you serious? That is your explanation for—” No one seemed to be listening to her and Sasha stumbled over her words, trying to figure out what she could say to stop this nightmare from occurring. “A ring!” she yelled out, halting effectively the conversation going on between her father and the minstrel. 

“A what, my dear?” her father asked. 

Sasha looked triumphant. “I refuse to marry anyone who does not give me a ring first, Father. That being said, I will not marry this man."

“Ahem.” Sasha turned toward the minstrel. “Beg your pardon, miss.” He held up his hand toward her with a sheepish smile and a blush to his cheeks. “I always carry this around with me, just in case.” The sun shone at that moment on the plain bronze ring in his hand, and Sasha stared suspiciously at him.

“Have you been expecting a situation like this to occur?” she asked.

“I just feel it’s best to be prepared,” the minstrel said as he sidestepped Sasha and bowed to her father. 

“Well, isn’t this perfect!” her father expressed in great joy and slapped the minstrel on the back as though they were great friends, not just men that were little more than strangers.

"No, no. This is not perfect. This is nonsense."

Her father looked at her. “You said you would marry him if he had a ring.”

“Well, yes I did, but—”

“He has a ring, Sasha.”

“I know, however—”

Her father smiled. “Come, let us into the carriage. We must get to the church in the next village at once.” 

He pushed Sasha into the carriage and seated her in between himself and her fiancé. The word made Sasha ill. They were on their way once again at a breakneck speed, but instead of her home, they were heading for a church. 

What is happening to me right now?
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The church was nestled in between two hills. It would’ve been picturesque with the sun setting nicely behind it, but Sasha couldn’t concentrate on the scenic view. She was being dragged into the chapel to await her doom. 

“Father,” she begged, “please do not do this. I promise I will be a better daughter and perform my duties better than I ever have before.” 

Her father smiled. “You can show me all that by being a good wife to this wonderful man here.” 

Sasha sniffed in anger. “You do not even know the man. He could be a villain and beat me, you know. Or a drunkard who brings me only woes and sorrow as he squanders our money away at gambling tables.” 

Her father rolled his eyes. “I highly doubt this jovial man is like that.

“How do you know?” Sasha desperately asked. Her father didn’t respond, but gently patted her hand. Could he have thought so little of her? Did he really not love her enough to let her out of this situation? He and that cursed driver, John, tugged her up to the front where the tall, scraggly minstrel stood. Apparently, her father did think that little of her.

Sasha stood next to the minstrel as a young priest came up to them and smiled. He shook their hands. “A pleasure!” he said. “It’s always such a wonderful thing to see two handsome people ready to take the next step in their lives, marital bliss.”

Sasha scoffed at the man and rolled her eyes. The priest’s smile faded a little till he looked toward the minstrel and saw the bright grin upon his face. 

“‘Tis a wonderful dream, is it not?” inquired the minstrel. The priest nodded and without further ado, he began to wed the two. Sasha tried to pull her hand away as the sly minstrel stuck his pathetic bronze ring that he just happened to carry around on her finger.

How am I in this mess? She watched her soon-to-be husband in dismay and loathing. The faerie promised me a rich husband. How did I end up with him? Sasha seethed by the end of the wedding. She may have been forced to marry the minstrel, but that didn’t mean she’d have to like it. The priest told them with great enthusiasm that they could now kiss.

Sasha eyed the priest and conveyed a message she hoped he understood well. By the way the priest gulped, he understood her thoughts perfectly. But though the priest could see how Sasha felt about this marriage, the minstrel was far from understanding. No sooner had the priest told them they could kiss than Sasha found her hand swept up to the lips of the traveling minstrel, who watched her as he laid a soft, chaste kiss upon her gloved hand.

Sasha’s heart skipped a beat at the look the minstrel gave her, but she couldn’t read what the man’s eyes were saying. Before she could ponder what they meant, his eyes changed from the foreign look to the mischievous one Sasha was beginning to understand was common for him. Sasha pulled her hand away and cleared her throat.

“Well, that was a lovely wedding,” her father spoke as he came up to her and gave her a hug. She felt stiff in his arms as he patted her back. “It is getting late. Shall we be off, John?” he asked the driver. John nodded in the affirmative, and her father smiled and shook her new husband’s hand. 

“I left all of Sasha’s bags and cases near the entrance to the chapel. If there is anything else you should need, please do not hesitate to ask, my dear son-in-law.”

Sasha felt lost as she watched her father walk toward the door. “Father, wait,” she called out and ran to him. “You do not mean to leave me here with him alone, do you?” Sasha was terrified as she looked back at the minstrel talking happily to the priest who married them. 

Her father gave her a small hug and patted her back. “That is how it works, my dear. You are now a married woman and therefore must cling to your husband and not your father any longer.” He pulled away and Sasha grabbed at his sleeve. 

She frowned. “But we do not even know this man! He could be a killer!” she said frantically. 

Her father looked at her in amusement. “Oh, Sasha, and I always thought it was Arabella who had the extensive imagination. I suppose you are afraid he will turn into a beast as well, hmm? He doesn’t look cursed to me.” He chuckled and pulled her hand gently from his jacket and patted it one last time, then turned to leave. 

Sasha tried to go after him, but a firm, soft hold on her arm held her back. Turning around, she saw the infuriating bluish gray eyes of her husband. “Let go,” Sasha said, hoping he sensed the disgust in her voice. He held on to her tighter.

“I think it’s time we were off. Else we may not have a place to sleep tonight.” He said and smiled down at her as he walked, gently pulling her to the chapel doors and out into the unknown future. “Dear me,” he exclaimed. ”Are these all your bags?” He looked down at the bags piled high toward the handles of the chapel doors. 

Sasha smugly looked up at him. “Yes. And they need to be carried to wherever it is we are staying.” She was proud her voice stayed steady, though her heart quivered unnaturally.

“Right,” the minstrel answered and strode away, calling back, “we better get a move on, then, or we won’t have a place to stay, as I said before.” 

Sasha looked at him, then back at her bags. “But my things!” 

“What about `em?” the minstrel asked.

“Aren’t you going to carry them for me?”

“Sorry, but I have m’ stuff I have to carry to earn a living. If you want all that, you’re going to have to carry it yourself.” The minstrel walked out onto the muddy street, heading for the main village.

Sasha’s mouth dropped. “How dare he!” she grumbled under her breath, then she grabbed all the cases she could and pushed and pulled on others to get them to move with her toward her fast-walking and unhelpful husband, grumbling curses and threats on his head as she stumbled along.
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Sasha, huffing and puffing, finally reached the pub the minstrel was standing beside, testing the strings of his lute.

“It’s about time you got here,” he said. “I was afraid I was going to be the only one to sing for our supper.” 

Sasha wasn’t listening to her new husband as she was too busy clenching her teeth to stop them from chattering. The cold seeped into her cloak and through her dress now that the sun had gone down. Sasha was ready to drink something hot and wake up from this nightmare. 

“Shall we?” He was pointing to the door with the lute. Sasha nodded and he walked in, leaving her to carry her bags. 

“Wait!” Sasha cried out, but the door had already shut after the minstrel. Rolling her eyes and grumbling under her breath, Sasha bundled up all she owned and brought all of it into the small pub. The pub looked to be a dark little shack to Sasha. It had small candles on the round tables surrounding a stage in the front. A bar was on the opposite side of the stage, and a staircase was beside that. Sasha took a step back when she realized the many unwashed men watching her. They all held a drink in an outstretched hand, and they laughed and whispered to those next to them as they nodded toward Sasha by the door.   

“Those bags look mighty heavy for such a lady. Let ol’ Will take ’em for ya,” said a man who smelled like onions.

 Sasha jumped at his scratchy voice and shied away from him. “No … thank you. I can do it myself,” she said. The man smiled a toothless grin and lifted his hat in a suit yourself gesture. He then went to the counter by the door to accost the next unsuspecting woman that entered the pub, though Sasha felt her own dress was far superior to the woman’s.

Sasha squirmed when she saw the filthy men were still leering at her, or maybe they were just curious about what an obviously rich young lady was doing in this pub. Either way, she felt out of place. She found a chair and pulled it over to where her bags were, just out of the way of the door. Where is that minstrel? she wondered as she looked around the room. A waitress came up to her.

“Anything to drink, ma’am?” she said in cheery tones. Sasha blushed for the girl. The waitress wore a far too revealing dress. 

Sasha sat primly, ignoring the waitress, and gathered her thoughts as she watched the commotion on the stage. Some man was getting ready to play the harp. “Yes, I will have a nice hot cider, but not too hot and with more cinnamon.” She looked away from the scandalously dressed girl, and after a brief pause, the waitress scoffed and moved on. 

As soon as the woman disappeared behind the bar, Sasha sagged a little. She was exhausted from the day's events, and she found that as she squirmed in her chair, sitting lower, then higher, trying to get comfortable, that she was bruised from the carriage crash. A mug of something warm was shoved in her hands, and the waitress curtsied and left to help other tables. 

Sasha sipped at her drink and gagged. A little too much cinnamon. She scowled at the waitress’s back. Why that little …  A shadow loomed over her. Looking up, she saw it was the minstrel. She frowned at him and looked away. “What do you want?”

The minstrel pulled up a chair beside her. “Did your father give you some money, wife?” he asked. 

Sasha looked condescendingly at him. “My father did not give me one coin, h-husband.” She choked out the last word. “Why do you ask?” 

The minstrel shrugged. “How ya gonna pay for that fine drink, then?” 

“You are going to pay for it, of course! That is what husbands do.” 

He shook his head, a little regret appearing in his eyes. “Unfortunately, I don’t have the coin to do so.”

She stared daggers at him. “What?” 

The minstrel smiled at her. “I don’t have the money to pay for that drink, but I know how we can earn it.” 

Sasha shook with anger. “How do you not have a few coins for a drink? What are you? Some sort of beggar?” 

 He flashed a charming smile at her that left Sasha a little dazed. “Not a beggar. I work for my money. In fact, now that I have you, we can work for our money.” 

“I would not stoop to work. I am the daughter of a rich merchant.” Never mind that she’d helped to support her family when they were living on the farm only a few months ago, but he didn’t have to know that little detail. Besides, it was her brothers and Bella who did most of the dirty work. She just cooked and baked, well, most of the time, at least.

The minstrel looked at her with a twinkle in his eye that Sasha wasn’t sure was good. “And now yer the wife of a traveling minstrel.” He strummed his lute. “This is how we earn our money.”

Silence fell over the pub and someone yelled, “Sing us a story, minstrel!” The one that was playing the harp bowed to the minstrel, ready to join in with whatever song he was going to sing.  

“It just so happens, I do have one for the likes of you gentlemen,” said the minstrel, and he took off his cloak, plopped the heavy thing on Sasha’s lap, and walked backward away from her and toward the stage. The men chuckled as they cheered him on. He leaned into the harpist and whispered something to him. The harpist nodded once and smiled eagerly, bringing the small, handheld harp toward himself and playing a few notes. The minstrel smiled and turned to the crowd and sang.

 

I’ll tell you, gents, of a tale so true,

Me own mother claims the young miss she knew.

Her hair was golden and down to her toes.

She had sparkling blue eyes

And a small button nose.

Men all agreed they’d lose their hearts in a trice,

If it wasn’t for a flaw that made ‘em scurry like mice.

 

He strummed the lute together with the harpist, and Sasha squinted her eyes at him, wondering what could possibly be so horrid to make men scurry away like an unwanted rodent from a beautiful girl like that. The crowd seemed to get excited, and they got on their feet, just as curious to hear what the minstrel was going to say. He smiled and winked at Sasha as he turned to the crowd and continued to sing.

 

Hairy, hairy Calliope, 

Please don’t look to marry me,

Though your eyes are so blue and beautiful they be,

Your chin mole is hairy, and it’s all I can see …

 

Sasha gasped, outraged at the surrounding men who roared with laughter, banging their tankards on the table to the beat of the song. She scoffed at all the dirty men. Even with a chin mole that the beautiful woman could shave easily if she wanted to, she was still far above these scoundrels. Then Sasha looked at the singing minstrel. He was clearly enjoying himself as he strummed his lute. She had a sudden urge to throw her over-spiced cider at him. The minstrel was no better than the uncouth men Sasha was surrounded by, and she was now married to the fool. 

Sasha stood, clenching her fists and letting the worn cloak fall to the ground, then marched toward her cases. She was eager to escape this rowdy crowd and find somewhere peaceful and quiet to rest her head. If only I could go home. 

Sasha thought longingly of her bed which had more pillows than she ever used but still made her happy just to have them. Tears came to her eyes, and she dashed them away before anyone could see them. She ignored the jeers and laughter coming from the drunk audience while they listened to the minstrel's song and started joining in on the chorus. Sasha walked to the back of the room, where her belongings were or, better yet, where they had been. 

Where are my things? Sasha panicked as she looked around the tables and under chairs. She ran outside of the pub and the cool air rushed past her, which instantly chilled her to the bone, but there were no cases of clothes nor jewels in sight. She ran back inside the pub and jumped up and down and waved her arms, trying to get the minstrel’s attention. He eventually looked at Sasha but just as quickly looked away, singing another tasteless tune to the roaring approval of the crowd. 

Sasha sat at a table, not knowing what else she could do, and clenched her teeth, willing herself not to cry. Where is that faerie when I need her? How could she let this happen? The music played around Sasha, and she laid her aching head on the table, trying to block out the ridiculous music and riotous laughter as much as she could with her hands.
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Chink! Sasha raised her head from the table, startled by the bag of coins tossed beside her. She looked up to see the minstrel staring down at her, a smile on his infuriatingly handsome face.

“Sleep well?” he asked. Sasha touched her face, horrified that she had drool rolling down her chin. She turned away from the minstrel and hoped he didn’t see the drool as she wiped it off the best she could. He walked away from her and called to the pub owner, “Got a spare bedroom?” 

“Two spare bedrooms, thank you,” Sasha quickly added. 

The minstrel looked at her sheepishly. “Sorry, princess, but one is all we can afford.” 

Sasha’s heart pounded. “I need to have a separate room,” she demanded in her most commanding voice. “And don’t call me princess.”

The minstrel shrugged. “Unfortunately, I only made enough for one room, dinner, and that cider you had earlier. Maybe next time.” He frowned as he picked up his cloak from the ground and dusted it off. 

Sasha felt a touch justified. Serves him right. “If you didn’t play such ridiculous songs, then we could have earned more.” 

“If I didn’t sing the songs these fine fellas liked, then we would’ve ended up with nothing.” He smiled disarmingly. Sasha looked away, murmuring threats under her breath.

The pub owner came up to them and handed the minstrel a key. “Upstairs, third door on the left.”

The minstrel took the key and Sasha’s elbow, helping her up. “Don’t touch me!” she ground out and snatched her arm away from him. Then she dusted off her dress and stuck her nose in the air as she walked to the stairs. Sasha might have been forced to marry the fool, but she didn’t have to act like she enjoyed it.

“Yeh married her for her looks, right?” whispered the pub owner to the minstrel, but he wasn’t quiet at all. Sasha stiffened her back and stomped up the stairs, not waiting to hear what the minstrel would say. 

She got to the door of the room the pub owner rented to them and waited for the minstrel to open it. Sasha was nervous to be spending the night away from home with the minstrel in a grimy pub inn. She tried to act more formidable by holding her chin high and scowling at the minstrel, her new husband, and hoped he didn’t notice the way her lip quivered. 

He smiled a little and opened the door for her. “You can have the bed, princess.”

Sasha moved past him and whisper-hissed, “Stop calling me princess!” She halted in the doorway, her stomach dropping. The room was small. Smaller than her room at the farm, and it had a tiny straw bed in the corner on the ground. Just one, with a cracked washbasin on a table beside it. The water in the basin was more brown than clear, and it sat under a small, filthy window. The only other thing she saw was a chamber pot next to that. She felt her composure break. This is the worst day of my life. 

The minstrel moved around her. “Well now, this looks quite nice compared to some places I’ve stayed in. Look! The bed has fresh straw,” he said, sounding so jolly about the whole thing that Sasha itched to smack the smile off his face. “Well, you better get ready for bed, princess. I’ll be down at the pub havin’ a drink with the owner, so you can take all the time you need. I’ll bring up your belongings.”

Sasha had forgotten all about that with the news that she would have to share a room with the minstrel. She turned to him quickly. “My belongings were taken while you sang that awful song.”

He looked away and shrugged in his infuriating way. “Well, ain’t that a wonder? It would’ve taken a mighty long time to cart all your things with us back to my home, but it seems the Highest has given us a blessing in disguise,” he said as he passed beside her in the doorway.

“What do you mean a blessing? I have nothing else to wear but this dress that got torn when the carriage crashed.” She held out her dress the same as she did to show her father and the carriage driver, and just like them, it seemed the minstrel couldn’t see the snag that was plainly there. At least he was staring at Sasha’s dress and not her face, which was falling with every new surprise that befell her. Exasperated, Sasha stomped into the room and sat on the straw bed, folding her arms and looking away from the minstrel. 

“Yes, well, I guess I’ll be off, then. Sweet dreams, princess,” he said and then shut the door on her protests of being called princess. It only poured salt in a wound every time she heard that pet name. If Sasha had done as her father had asked, she would’ve been a princess or even a queen, not some wife of a lowly minstrel. 

Sasha laid down on the raggedy blanket covering the straw bed and let the tears fall down her face. This day was worse than a nightmare. Why did her father give her hand to a poor minstrel who he had just met? Had she really worn down her father’s nerves so much? She thought he loved her, but now she was beginning to see she’d been deceived.

A rat scurried past her and Sasha screamed, lifting her feet onto the bed. Somewhere down the hall, someone cursed at her to shut her mouth or he’d give her something to scream about. Sasha rolled on her side and stifled her crying. 

Horribly, horribly, deceived.  
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By the time Sasha got up in the morning, the sun was high in the sky. She groaned as she sat up from the most uncomfortable bed she’d ever had the privilege of sleeping in. Her dress was wrinkled from being slept in, and her cloak was covered in straw. The minstrel hadn’t come back to the room that night, which Sasha saw as a very small blessing, but a blessing all the same.

Sasha stretched and was going to wash her face, but the water looked worse than it had the night before. Dead bugs now floated on the top. Grimacing, Sasha walked away from the washbasin and went to leave the room. As she stepped out, her kid boots landed on something squishy that groaned, and the floor moved out from under her. Holding on to the wall and the door handle, she looked down in horror to see an older man sleeping on the ground in front of her door. 

“Sorry!” Sasha said, mortified at the markings her boots left on the man’s wrinkled face. He stared blurry eyed at her, then grumbled something and laid back down. Sasha gingerly walked closer to the wall to avoid walking on him again and then hurried down the stairs.

Sasha looked around the pub. “Where’s the minstrel?” she asked the pub owner. He stopped wiping down one of the far tables and looked at her.

“He was up and ready to go as soon as the sun was in the sky,” he answered, and began wiping the tables again.

Sasha sank into the chair closest to her. “You mean he left me?” Her heart plummeted into her stomach and she felt sick. What was she going to do now that he left her? She could try to go back home, but what if her father turned her away because he was still angry at her for refusing all those suitors? What was she going to do? How was she going to live? Sasha covered her face in her hands and shook her head. Sasha! You are a fool! Look at where your pride has led you! All alone in a filthy pub. Not even the minstrel—

“You all right, Princess?”

Sasha pulled her face out of her hands and stood up, startled by how happy she was to see the minstrel who watched her with worry. Sasha pushed his shoulder. “Where have you been? I thought you’d left without me. I thought I was going to have to learn to earn a living for myself and I—”

The minstrel held her back as he talked over her. “I was only earning a little coin, so we could get a few supplies and some food we’ll need on our journey home.” He handed her a small satchel of food and then pulled a bigger sack onto his shoulder. Then he turned and walked toward the door. Sasha hurried after him, not wanting to be left behind. 

“Thanks for the room, Barlow,” called the minstrel to the pub owner, and he tossed him a small coin to which the owner grunted and nodded when he caught it. Sasha and the minstrel walked out the door into the bright, cold winter sunlight. 

Sasha shivered and pulled her cloak tighter around herself. The minstrel looked down at her. “Hand me the cloak,” he said, holding out his hand. Sasha shook her head and began walking away. The minstrel sighed, pulled her back by the cloak’s hood, and turned her around to face him as he reached up and undid the button on the top of it. “We may be poor, Princess, but we do not have to wear the straw from our beds.” He shook out her cloak and grumbled more, “Looks like I’m walkin’ around with a scarecrow.”

Sasha scowled at him, but said nothing. She was too happy to even care about his insults. He hadn’t left her after all! She shivered in the cold while the minstrel beat her very expensive cloak against a rotten fence post while cursing under his breath. Sasha watched him and felt a twitch of a smile come to her face when a young lady walked past her, and her smile fell into a frown. “That’s my dress!” she said loud enough for the lady to hear, and she pointed accusingly in her direction. The girl turned toward Sasha and blanched, then she ran. Before Sasha could run after her, the minstrel was tugging the cloak around her neck once again and buttoning it up at her throat. 

Sasha looked at him anxiously. “That girl was wearing my dress.” The minstrel looked back at where she pointed.

“Hmm, are you sure that’s your dress? It seems to fit her well,” he answered, examining the running girl.

“Yes!” answered Sasha. “I know for a fact that’s my dress because I specifically ordered the blue velvet sleeves, and they are hard to come by. Also, I make sure my initials are sewn at the end of the cuffs of all my dresses, and I saw an S and a T plainly on the right cuff.” By this time, the minstrel was pulling her away by the hand down the road as Sasha tried to watch the girl in her favorite blue dress. 

“Pardon me,” said another lady that Sasha hit into. Sasha turned to apologize and her jaw dropped.

What in the kingdoms is happening?!

 The minstrel tried to tug Sasha along down the lane leading out of the village, but Sasha dug in her heels. 

“Wait!” she yelled at him. “That woman is holding my pearl bag and wearing my purple day dress I wear when I go visiting.”

The minstrel looked back at the woman with the pearl bag. “You’re sure she has your things?”

“Yes!” cried Sasha.

The minstrel spun her around and dragged her the opposite way toward the woman in the purple dress. He stopped beside the woman and tapped her lightly on the shoulder. “Excuse me, ma’am, but is that dress you’re wearing yours?” he asked.

Sasha rolled her eyes. Of course it’s not! That woman could hardly afford something so fine. Look at her worn-out boots!

The woman looked startled when she saw the minstrel and Sasha standing before her. “Uh, o-of course it’s mine,” she said. 

Sasha scoffed and grabbed a hold of the woman’s sleeve. “What’s your name?” asked Sasha with narrowed eyes. 

The woman looked down and fiddled with the strap of the pearl purse. “Augusta Schooner,” she replied.

Sasha smiled big and pointed to the initials on the purple dress sleeve. “Ha! These are my initials S-T. This is my dress,” she said, pointing at the woman’s chest. 

The woman lifted her head up. “No, it isn’t,” cried the woman. “Those are the initials of my dear father who passed last year.” 

“Oh, really? And what is his name?”

The woman stuttered as she tried to get her words out, but Sasha knew she’d won. “See! You can’t even say his name on the spot, which proves that is my—” 

“Alright now,” said the minstrel, and he moved in between Sasha and the woman, holding a hand in front of each of them. He looked toward the woman, who was shaking with anger or fear. Sasha didn’t know which. “We’re very sorry for your loss, ma’am, and because my dear wife is so understanding, she’ll give you that dress with her blessing,” he said.

Sasha gaped at the minstrel, but before she could take back what he’d just said, the woman gushed, saying, “Would you really? I haven’t had something so nice as this dress in all my life.” 

Sasha was about to say, and you never will, but the minstrel spun her away before she could. “Yes, she will gladly let you have that and the purse. Enjoy!” he said and he held Sasha’s shoulders as he walked them to the edge of the village.  

Sasha pushed herself out of the minstrel’s hands and turned to shout unladylike things at the now smiling woman, but then Sasha stopped abruptly as she watched five more ladies walk past her, dressed in the height of fashion. Sasha’s cheeks burned with fury. “Those are my dre—” The minstrel’s hand covered her mouth as he bowed toward the ladies that were looking back at them curiously.

What is he doing?!

“Good day!” the minstrel called to the ladies. Sasha tried to rip his hand from her mouth so she could berate the women wearing her things, but his hand was strong. The minstrel took Sasha by the waist and practically picked her up as he hurried her away from the village of thieves. 

Sasha fought hard and finally removed his hand from her mouth. “Let me go! Those are my things, and I have every right to go to the authorities and get them back.”

She kicked at the minstrel and tried to elbow him, but he growled low into her ear, “If you make one more fuss, Princess, then I’ll personally throw you over my shoulder like a bag of potatoes and carry you away.”

“What? But those are my—” 

The minstrel lifted Sasha, but before he could toss her over his shoulder Sasha cried out, “Stop! You vagrant. I demand that you treat me like a lady at once!”

The minstrel stared at Sasha, a small smile playing at the edges of his lips. “A vagrant?” he said, his eyes twinkling down at her.

Sasha couldn’t think straight as the minstrel’s warmth melted into his hands that held onto her waist. She pulled away from him and folded her arms as she reluctantly walked away from the village and her belongings draped over all the peasants. Tears formed in the back of her eyes at the unfairness of everything that had happened to her. The minstrel followed behind, silently.
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Sasha couldn’t feel her toes as she stumbled across the frozen earth. Angry tears froze to her face as she pondered her day. He just let those peasants take my dresses. What kind of husband allows that? She stared daggers at the minstrel, who was humming a tune that suspiciously sounded like the ridiculous song he sang the night before. He hopped across the ground like a demented cricket, avoiding the small patches of ice that Sasha seemed to be a magnet to.

Sasha’s foot slipped and twisted oddly. She squeaked as she felt herself tumbling to the ground. Her hands stung as they hit the ice and skidded across frozen pebbles. The minstrel’s song stopped midnote, and he came scrambling toward her. 

“Are you alright, princess?” he asked, holding her waist from behind to lift her back to her feet. 

Sasha pushed him away angrily. “I’m fine, you buffoon! Just go back to humming your horrendous song and leave me be.” She hoped he’d leave her quickly, as the tears she thought she had under control made an appearance once again. 

The minstrel backed away and smiled as he put his hands in the air. “Whatever you say, princess.” He then picked up his lute and played it as he hummed and trotted down the snowy path.

Sasha’s frustration with everything was boiling over and only made worse by the minstrel’s cheerful mood. “Why do you insist on calling me princess?!” Sasha threw one of her boots at the back of his head. The minstrel strummed the wrong note when the boot hit him. He didn’t turn around, and Sasha regretted throwing her boot at all. She hobbled to get to it on the frozen earth. Sasha wiped her tears and nose on the back of her filthy green sleeve and bent down to pick up the boot off the ground. Sasha limped over to a boulder with snow on its top and sat on it without even bothering to wipe it off first. Struggling to put her boot back on her foot, she watched the minstrel come slowly over to her and take the boot from her hand. 

She refused to look at him as he got down on his knee to slip it back onto her foot. “I call you princess because that’s what you are.”

Sasha scoffed. “It would upset any woman to be forced to marry some stranger without two coins to rub together. Then sleeping in a pub inn, having all her belongings taken, and stuck with a husband that would allow it all to happen. I think I have every right to be distraught, but I am not some spoiled, high-and-mighty princess.”

The minstrel cocked his head to the side as he studied her. It was hard for Sasha to continue looking into his eyes, but she would not show her discomfort to him. She’d meant what she said and no low-society traveling minstrel was going to make her cower by just looking at her. Besides, what princess had ever lived on a farm and had to make food for her family? 

“Is that why you think I call you princess?”

“Why else would you?” Sasha looked up at him, curious by his answer. The minstrel just watched her, and Sasha felt heat rush into her cheeks.

He shook his head and stood. “We better keep walking to the next village,” he said, turning and walking away from her.  

 Sasha stared at him in astonishment. “Are you not going to answer my question?” 

The minstrel stopped and looked at the sky. “It’s going to be nightfall soon. If we keep stopping like this, we’ll be sleepin’ out in the open.” He gathered their bundled stuff and continued walking down the frozen mud road. Sasha had no choice but to follow him.
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The sun sat low in the sky when they came to another village much smaller than the first. It had a cheery feeling about the place. 

“Where are we?” Sasha asked. 

“We’re in Gunter Village. It’s on the border of Hiltor and Caldor,” said the minstrel. 

Sasha looked around. The streets were clean, and even the homes, which were small and probably owned by poor peasants, looked happy. As much as a home could look happy, anyway. “I didn’t know there was a place like this in Hiltor.” Sasha looked in awe at the little, well-taken-care-of shops. 

“There isn’t,” he said. “This village is owned by the king of Caldor.” 

Sasha stopped in her tracks and mumbled under her breath as she watched the villagers greeting one another, “This village could’ve been mine, if I’d only married King Thrushbeard.” 

“What was that?” he asked.

“Nothing.” She shook her head and kept on walking. The minstrel watched her with an odd look in his eyes as she passed him by, but said nothing and followed close behind her. “Do you live in Caldor?” she asked.

“Yes. Right in the middle of the Purple Plains.” Sasha froze. The minstrel passed by and looked back at her. “You coming, princess?” 

Sasha shook her head and began walking again. “In the Purple Plains, you say?” she asked, her voice going up an octave. Sasha cleared her throat to lower it. “Near the Caldor king?”

“That is where he lives,” said the minstrel.

Sasha tried to catch up to him. “Do you see your king in the village often?”

The minstrel seemed to ponder her question. “Often enough.” 

Sasha nodded as she walked beside him. What was she going to do? It was unlucky to be married to a traveling minstrel, but it would be beyond anything she could handle if King Thrushbeard saw her in such a low state. “Oh. Of course,” she said as she walked in a daze.

They entered a small inn that was playing lively music Sasha had never heard before, and it shook her out of her melancholy thoughts. The people in the inn looked friendly and welcoming, completely unlike the roughnecks she had met in the pub the night before. The customers turned toward the tinkling of the bell over the door and gazed at Sasha and the minstrel. 

“Welcome!” cried out a cheery man with a robust waist and a smile that lit up his face. Sasha gave him a small smile. The minstrel grasped the man’s hand with his own and gave the man a huge grin.

“Thank you, my good sir!” said the minstrel in his lilting way that sounded similar to the man’s. “We were hoping to play some music for the crowd and earn some money, if that suits you.” 

The man slapped the minstrel on the back. “O’ course! We’re always glad to have some talent entertaining us on these long, cold winter nights.” He looked at Sasha and winked. “It doesn’t hurt to have a lovely young lady singing as well.” 

Sasha felt her smile falter, and she answered him more curtly than she meant to, “I do not sing, sir.” The man’s smile fell a bit, and he looked at the minstrel for confirmation. 

The minstrel laughed and pulled on Sasha’s arm. “O’ course you sing, wife.” He said, pulling her to the front of the inn where the other musicians were playing. “After all, how do you expect to earn money for food?” he whispered in her ear.

Sasha went pale, but before she could argue with him, the crowd saw the minstrel and asked for a song.

The minstrel smiled and pointed to Sasha. “’Tis not I singing for you this time, but my wife, who I married but a day ago.” The people cheered and congratulated them. An older man winked at Sasha in a knowing way as he called her a lovely new bride and wriggled his eyebrows.   

Sasha’s cheeks flamed, and she walked away from the crowd, taking a hold of the minstrel’s sleeve. “Might I have a word with you?” she said through gritted teeth.

“Certainly,” he said, and smiled at her. 

She walked him a little way off into a corner, all to the hoots and hollers of the crowd. 

“I will not sing,” she stated.

He continued smiling at her. “We have to earn money somehow, unless you want to sleep outside in the cold. You’re a poor minstrel’s wife now, and you’ll have to work as I do so we survive.” 

Sasha sighed. “I told you, I do not work.”

He sighed back. “Well, princess, now yeh do.”  

“All I want is a nice, warm drink, and then I’m heading to bed.” Sasha said, stabbing her finger into his chest. 

He grabbed her finger and looked down at her eyes, an unreadable expression on his face. “And how are you expecting to get a warm drink or even a bed? Is a faerie going to come down and grant all that for you?” 

Sasha didn’t answer and pulled her hand away from his.

“No?” he went on, folding his arms and firmly standing in front of her. “Then I think it’s time for you to sing for your supper.”  

She looked at him with daggers in her eyes. “I hate you.” 

He grimaced. “I can see that, princess,” he said, “and I’ll gladly take your feelings into consideration after you serenade us with a song.” Sasha growled and stomped away from him to the front of the crowd.

“Sing for us, little lady.” a middle-aged man called out, wrapping his arms around a woman Sasha supposed was his wife.

Sasha scowled at the minstrel as he played a few notes on his lute and challenged her with his eyes. “What’s it goin’ to be?” the minstrel asked.

Sasha sang.

 

There once was a man with a lute …

 

Her voice was shaky. She wasn’t the best singer in her family. In fact, she was what some would call tone-deaf. The minstrel strummed the strings again, and Sasha wanted to take the instrument and smack him on the head with it. 

“Go on,” he whispered to her. Sasha scowled at him, and a deep desire to put the minstrel in his place welled up in her heart. 

 

Who unfortunately was no mute—

 

She had to think for a moment before the words tumbled out of her mouth in an off-key sound.

 

He tricked a lovely young lady into being his wife,

But little did he know of the pain and strife.

He was tall like a … tree with gangly limbs,

So ugly she would not pay attention to him.

 

The crowd laughed and Sasha felt the minstrel staring hard at her back, but she didn’t dare look back at him.

 

He smelled like a hog on a summer day,

And she like the spring flowers in May,

An unlikely match the two did make,

And she hoped she had not married a rake …

 

The minstrel strummed the wrong chord, making her turn and see that he was no longer looking at her but down at the instrument, and his ears were turning red. Sasha smiled with malice, and she looked away to continue her song.

 

When his wife’s things were taken the night that they wed,

that dimwitted husband would not fight back but fled.

You’re poor, my dear husband, in your patches and dirt.

So poor, my sweet husband, though you sing, and you flirt.

So let me go back to my home and my wealth,

For you can’t afford me, and it’ll cost me my health.

 

Sasha didn’t realize that the whole inn was quiet and that the music had stopped, being so enthralled with the song she had created. She smiled as the words spilled from her throat, but when she looked at the crowd, she fell silent. No one was cheering for her as they did for the minstrel the night at the pub. Everyone’s eyes held concern as they looked behind her. 

A sudden slow clapping behind Sasha made her turn around. The minstrel stood up from the stool he’d been sitting on and stopped clapping. Sasha’s smile fell, along with her heart, at the look the minstrel gave her.

“Very good, wife,” he said with a smile that did not reach his eyes. The minstrel walked up to Sasha. She tried to back away from him, but he kindly took her by the hand and turned and walked away with her down the tables and out of the inn. 

Sasha turned back. “Wait!” she said. “What about dinner and a bed? They have not paid me yet for my performance.” She heard a low, dry chuckle, and she looked back at the minstrel.

“I don’t think you’ll be getting paid for your … performance. The people of Caldor are good-natured and enjoy a good jest here and there, but they have a hard time with insults that have gone too far. Especially when the insults are directed at one’s love.”

Sasha pulled her hand away. “You aren’t my love.”

The minstrel nodded. “That may be, but I’m still your husband. To them, that’s all that matters.” The minstrel sighed. “Come on. With any luck, we’ll be able to find a barn to sleep in, but we’re going to go hungry for the night.” The minstrel took Sasha’s hand again and pulled her after him down the cold village street.

“Why did you marry me? You could tell I wasn’t built for this kind of life,” Sasha said miserably.

The minstrel said nothing, and Sasha wished, for the first time in her life, that she had held her unruly tongue and not sang such a cruel song.
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“I brought this for you,” the minstrel whispered as he handed a groggy Sasha a cup of hot cider. 

Sasha took the drink without looking up at him. It was dim in the small barn they had found to sleep in that night. It must have been early morning because the animals in the barn were beginning to stir. Too early, though, since Sasha hadn’t heard the cock cry. She hadn’t worried about getting up this early since she was in charge of baking bread. It was going to be an adjustment if the minstrel kept early hours. Sasha wasn’t looking forward to it.

She shivered and brought the cider to her lips. The warmth instantly flowed down her body and to her toes as she sipped it slowly. “How did it go?” Sasha asked with a yawn and stared up at the minstrel.

He nodded. “It was good.” Sasha could make out the dark circles under his eyes in the early-morning light, and she looked back down, taking another sip.

“Good,” she whispered.

The minstrel hadn’t slept at all that night. He told her he couldn’t sleep because he had to find a place to perform so he could earn money for the rest of the journey. Sasha had let him leave without a fuss, knowing it was her fault. She was embarrassed about her performance in the cheery inn that last evening, but not just embarrassed, remorseful. She truly felt guilt for what she sang. Because of her, the comforts of a normal evening were lost to them, including sleeping in an inn instead of a barn.

The minstrel got up and began to pack the sack he carried with him. Sasha couldn’t help but notice he had some hard cheese and rolls he was stuffing inside. Her stomach growled. A reminder of her poor choice of song lyrics the night before that had ruined their chance of a meal before bed.

He looked at her and smirked. “Hungry? I thought you might be. Here.” He handed her a roll. Sasha quickly scarfed it down and took a long drink of her cider that was cooling down quicker than she would’ve liked. 

“Well, it’s time we’re off before the farmer comes looking in the barn and sees us,” the minstrel said.

Sasha pushed herself to stand up, and all the straw that had kept her warm the night before fell to the ground except for what was now stuck on her cloak and dress. “I am itchy all over,” she complained. The minstrel reached over and undid the button on her cloak again, taking it from her and shaking it off. Sasha dusted off her clothes the best she could and picked out the straw from inside them. The minstrel handed back the cloak and Sasha wrapped it around herself. He put the sack over his shoulder and they were off. 

“I’m still itchy,” she grumbled as they left the barn, the sun barely coming up over a small hill. “I think I have more straw down my dress than the barn has in its loft.”

The minstrel smiled sheepishly. “I’d ask if I could help yeh with that, but by the look you’re givin’ me, I don’t think I’d last the day if I did so.” He chuckled at the death stare Sasha gave him. Her cheeks warmed and she turned away from the man, then she stomped down the road, hoping to forget the minstrel’s smile and to warm up her extremities.

It was a fine winter day, and by the looks of the sliver of sun in the east, it was as early as Sasha thought it to be. The winter chill helped to wake her up as they trudged down the cold, cobbled road. The silence between her and the minstrel was not so much comfortable as necessary. Neither one had the energy to hold a conversation at the moment. She yawned and patted her frozen cheeks. The minstrel patted her back and gave her a tentative, tired smile.

Sasha stopped in her tracks and watched him go. She shook her head at the way her heart skipped a beat. Foolish, Sasha. It’s just a smile. Plenty of men have smiled at you before, and they were wealthy! This man will not turn you into a young girl that blushes at every look he gives you. You are better than that!

The minstrel looked back at Sasha. “You coming, princess?” he asked, and smiled at her again.

She grumbled under her breath, “You are better than this, Sasha. But it would make it a lot easier to remember this if that infuriating man didn’t smile like that.” She slogged after him. 

They were out in the cold and stomping down the snow-covered road leading to nowhere, that Sasha could tell. Around noon, the road had given away to a treeless plain, white as far as the eye could see in any direction. The chill in the air gave way to a biting wind that nipped at Sasha’s nose, fingers, and toes because there were no trees to calm it.

She looked over at the man at her side, really studying him for the first time since she married him. He was tall, as she realized when she met him. Sasha barely came up to his shoulders, being a little on the short side herself. But he wasn’t gangly like she’d judged him to be at first but rather lean and muscular. His hair was a light brown, and his face was very handsome, with just a little scruff on his chin and a smile that seemed to sit on his lips like he was always amused at something. His nose was straight, which gave him an aristocratic air, even though he was possibly the poorest man she’d ever been acquainted with.

But it was his bluish-gray eyes that made it hard to look away from him. They were stormy at times, especially when she insulted him and caused him grief, but mostly they were curious and seemed to twinkle with mischief quite often.

The minstrel looked over at Sasha. She immediately stared ahead, but out of the corner of her eye, she saw his small grin, and she couldn’t help but like the way it suited him. 

“So, princess,” he said in his irritating way. “What exactly did you do to have your father reward a poor, wandering minstrel with your hand in marriage?” 

A blush filled Sasha’s cheeks. She hadn’t been expecting that question since he hadn’t talked about their … predicament since the unfortunate thing occurred. He looked closer at her and chuckled. “It must’ve been something drastic. He didn’t seem the type to get rid of his daughter.” 

Her shoulders slumped at the memory. He didn’t seem the type, but it appeared he was.

How could I have made Father so angry that he would give me away to a poor, wandering minstrel? A man who doesn’t have two coins to rub together unless he sings and plays for an audience, in which case he would have a few coins, but not enough to buy him more than food and a room for the night. What is to become of me? I can’t live like a peasant. I can’t go back to living like a farm girl.

“I’m sorry for what I sang last night,” Sasha said instead of answering his question. “It was wrong of me to poke fun at you in front of others. I’m sure you're not a rake.” 

He smiled and brought the lute to his chest, ready to play a song. “No,” he said, “I’m not. But the rest of it was actually quite accurate.” He then strummed the lute while she stared, her mouth agape. But she could say nothing as he started singing another song.

 

My lady fair with the long brown hair,

Who drinks cider and has a sharp tongue,

Would you mind if we walked a little quicker today,

As I am restless to get back home?

 

Sasha looked down at her feet and cringed. “I do not think these boots were made for anything but looking nice on one’s feet.” Her boots were torn, and she could feel the cold seeping in underneath them, making her suspect she had developed a hole under each of the soles.

He grimaced as he looked at her tattered boots. “Why in the kingdoms would you wear such insensible things?” 

Sasha looked defensively at him. “I would’ve changed to better boots had I known I was to be married off to a wandering minstrel, but by the time that thought really hit me, all my clothes were stolen at the pub.” 

He shook his head. “Ladies of the court wear the most ridiculous apparel.” 

“It’s only ridiculous if one has to walk the wilds of the world in them; otherwise, they are perfect for what they are for.”

“And what exactly are they for? Why would anyone need to wear such useless shoes or frivolous dresses? The dresses do nothing but make it harder for the young lady to sit and go through doors.” he said to Sasha, sounding a little more irritated and disgusted at the idea.

Sasha shrugged her shoulders. “The only purpose they have is to make one stand out among the crowd. To be noticed and admired by the gentlemen and royals of the court. To catch one a husband.” She looked away from him and walked a little faster, though her whole body ached. Sasha could feel the incredulous stare the minstrel was giving her like it was burning a hole in her head.

“You’re more likely to catch a step and trip than you are to catch a husband wearing such long and puffy dresses.” 

Sasha agreed. She had, more times than she could count, tripped up the steps and down the steps when wearing such apparel. But it was the fashion, and though her dresses, as a poor farmer’s daughter, were more sensible, they were extremely itchy. She would rather wear the insensible ones that caused one to awkwardly walk through doors. They were pretty, and who needed sensible when all one was meant to do was stand and look nice? 

“Well, princess, if we don’t walk a little faster, then I’m afraid we’re going to be sleeping outside again tonight.”

Sasha looked back at him. “Could you please desist from calling me princess?” 

He looked at her with curiosity. “Why would you want that? I thought every girl wished to be a princess.” 

Sasha looked away. “Because I’m nothing but a minstrel’s wife and wishing won't do anything to change that.” Suddenly, she looked up, and a smile grew on Sasha’s face. She hid it from the minstrel who looked to be contemplating what she’d said. Sasha was doing the same.

Or maybe it could.
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Ace finally paused and looked around. They’d reached one of the few areas of the plains that could boast any trees. He could hear a trickle of water somewhere off the road. Ace looked at his new wife, Sasha, and hid a smile when he saw her shakily walk over to a boulder to sit. Her hair was filled with tiny pieces of the straw she’d slept in the night before. She scowled when she noticed him staring at her. He looked down to hide his guilty grin.   

“Why don’t you get us some water, princess, while I set up our camp?” he said, turning to open the sack he had over his shoulder and handing her the water bag he carried. 

“You mean we won’t make it to your home tonight?” 

He looked down at Sasha, feeling a little sympathetic at her panicked voice. “Afraid not, but we’ll be fine in these trees. I’ll make sure I get a good strong fire burning that’ll keep us warm during the night, and I’ll stay awake to watch it and make sure no one sneaks up on us.” 

 Sasha took the water bag he handed her, and Ace turned into the grove of trees to set up camp away from the road. He listened to her stumble toward the sound of running water.

“Is she gone?” whispered a voice above Ace. 

“She’s gone,” Ace replied. He looked up to see the startling green eyes of the male faerie he’d only met a few days ago. 

“Good. So, how are things going between you two?”

Ace wanted to laugh. How are things between us? There is nothing between us but her animosity, Ace thought.

When he said nothing, the faerie sighed. “That bad, huh? Well, we are already stuck in this situation, so we’re going to have to make it work.”

Ace smirked. “Oh, wonderful.” 

“Now, what haven’t we tried to get her to fall in love with you?” 

Ace rolled his eyes as he gathered wood for a fire. “We haven’t tried not trying,” he mumbled.

“No, that isn’t going to work. This woman is not going to fall in love with a man who doesn’t try to win her affections. Unfortunately, she is too material-minded. And you, no offense, have very little material things to offer her, being a traveling minstrel.”

Ace pointed a log at the faerie accusingly. “You said she’d be the right woman for the job.”

The faerie nodded his head. “She is. At least, she’s going to have to be.” 

“What are you babbling on about? You’re making no sense.” 

The faerie seemed to ignore him and walked toward a fallen tree and sat down. Ace laid the logs near the fallen tree and reached into his satchel around his waist to pull out the flint to start a fire. 

“You forgot to thank me for figuring out a way to get rid of all the lady’s extra clothes. There was no way you’d have been able to travel as quickly as you have with that heavy load. Did you see how happy those females in that tiny village were to be wearing such fine apparel?”

“They may have been happy, but Sasha was a basket case. I practically had to carry her out of the village to keep her from tearing the clothes off the last young woman who passed us by.”  

“Yes,” the faerie said. “I hadn’t counted on your wife recognizing that those females were wearing her things.” He chuckled. 

His wife. Hearing those words said about him was shocking. Ace was married to a feisty beauty who hated him. He smiled a little and struck the flint, but it didn’t spark. 

“You should have seen the look on Sasha’s face when I presented her with the wedding band you so graciously put in my pocket.” Ace looked at the faerie and winked. “Priceless.” 

“We just got lucky that her father was so angry that he was willing to marry her off to the next male they met.”

“True. I guess I can’t complain much. For all her high-and-mighty attitude, at least she has a face that a man could stare at and be quite content for some time,” Ace said, striking at the stone again. Nothing happened.

“Beauty fades,” said the unhelpful faerie.

Ace sighed. “Her beauty isn’t the only reason I married her.”

“What’s the other reason?”

Ace pondered the question. Is it her charisma I find appealing? “I’m not really sure what it is about Sasha that I like. All I can say is that something about her intrigues me. Though she can be extremely trying at times.”

“She does seem to be a difficult lady.”

“She is,” Ace said. “But maybe she’s realized this is her life now. I mean, she apologized for the song she sang, or tried to sing, last night. I think it’s finally hitting her that she’s no longer a wealthy woman who can do and say anything she pleases. I almost felt bad for her last night when I left her in the barn to sleep.”

“She brought it upon herself, insulting you like that.” 

“Even so, it was hard to leave her when I saw her lovely hazel eyes staring up at me in distress and fear. She really thought I was going to run away without her. It’s going to take some effort to convince her I’ll be good to her.”

“Especially since she thinks it was you who gave away all her clothes,” the faerie said innocently.

“Yes. Especially because of that.” Ace sighed and then struck the flint again and again and again. Nothing happened. He growled and threw the flint and striker at a nearby tree. 

“It has to work out, else she will never forgive me,” the faerie said.

“Never forgive you? No, Sasha will never forgive me. She doesn’t even know you exist.” Ace shook his head, trying to dislodge the implication of what it would mean if Sasha never forgave him.

“I didn’t mean her,” the faerie said in exasperation, then he stuck out his finger and lit a roaring fire over the logs.  

Ace stared at the faerie in disbelief. “You couldn’t have done that before? And who are you talking about, if not Sasha?”

The faerie shrugged. “I could have, but it’s always fascinating to watch you humans stumble in your tries to accomplish simple tasks,” he said, ignoring Ace’s second question. Then he disappeared in a puff of white smoke.  

Ace scowled. That faerie always disappeared before answering the questions Ace really wanted to ask. Why was the faerie helping him with Sasha in the first place? Ace had a feeling it had nothing to do with him at all, and he felt uneasy that he allowed the faerie to be involved with his love life. He would have to make sure no more tricks were played on his lovely new bride.            
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Sasha threw the water bag to the side of the small stream and sat on a rock. She rolled up her sleeves and scooped up some water that was coming slowly from under the thick layer of ice and splashed it on her face. It was numbing. She hoped to clean the muck of the road from her arms and legs, but using this water would cause death by exposure to the cold. Already her hands were tingling and red.

Sasha reached for the water bag, wanting to finish filling it up and get back to camp, where—hopefully—her minstrel husband had a roaring fire going. Her fingers ached as the water rushed into the bag. When it was filled to the top, Sasha tried to pull it out of the water, but her fingers lost their grip and the bag slipped back into the water and floated quickly down the stream.

Sasha scrambled after the bag, but it quickly picked up speed and her holey boots couldn’t find a grip. She slipped in the freezing-cold mud and landed sprawled out on her stomach in the snow.

Sasha lay still. This is how I die. I not only sang for my supper with nothing to show for it, but I will freeze to death in a pile of wretched snow. I guess it’s better than ever showing my face to King Thrushbeard again …  

“Is this how human females attract a male?” said a girlish voice above Sasha.

Sasha slowly flipped herself on to her back and looked up into the trees. There on a branch sat the ghastly-looking faerie who was the beginning to all her troubles. 

With teeth chattering, Sasha said, “You l-lied to me! You p-promised me a r-rich husband and instead I h-have ended u-up with the p-p-poorest m-man I’ve ever l-laid eyes on.”

“Pardon? I can’t understand you with your teeth making that awful noise. Could you repeat what you said?” asked the faerie.

Sasha couldn’t answer. Her teeth were chattering so badly from the cold. 

The faerie sighed. “This is going to get annoying,” she mumbled and flew down to Sasha. She whipped out a wicked-looking wand that was rounded at the top and had spikes sticking out all around it and aimed it at her.

Sasha couldn’t even flinch with how cold she was when a flash of light flew from the tip of the wand and enveloped her in a warm embrace. 

“There now,” the faerie said. “What exactly are you complaining about?” 

Sasha’s teeth no longer chattered, and she sat up in the snow. Her dress and cloak weren’t soaked, and her boots were dry and the holes repaired as though they’d never been there. In her lap was a filled water bag.

“Well?” the faerie asked.

Sasha stood up, feeling warmer than she had since she left Hiltor Castle, and she was furious. “Why did you make me sign a contract if you weren’t going to follow through with it?” 

“What in the kingdoms are you talking about?” asked the ugly faerie.

“You broke the contract by sabotaging me!” Sasha said through gritted teeth.

“I sabotaged you? I was the one who tried to get you your rich and handsome husband. You were the fool who went and criticized his beard,” the faerie said. “You were supposed to have smoothed things over with him and be on your way to marital bliss, but instead I find myself in a frozen wasteland and you, an ice cube, laying in the snow. What happened?” 

“What happened?” ground out Sasha. “What happened was King Thrushbeard already left the castle before I could reconcile with him. What happened was I was forced to leave the castle before all my things were packed. What happened was a horrible accident occurred on the road, and in a fit of madness, my father married me off to the poorest man I have ever laid eyes on—”

“Hold it!” shouted the faerie, her one hand pushed against Sasha as though to stop her tirade. “I must’ve heard you wrong. Did you say you’re married?” 

Sasha’s head drooped and she sighed. “Yes.” Then she sniffed as the tears fell again. “To a poor traveling minstrel.” She spit out the words as though they were a curse. 

“Is he handsome?”

Sasha looked up at the faerie in disgust. “I just told you I’m married to a poor traveling minstrel. Why would it matter whether he’s handsome or not?” 

“True. But handsome males are scarce these days, especially if they are wealthy,” the faerie said as she shook her head and sighed.  

“That’s true,” Sasha agreed. “It’s a shame King Thrushbeard wasn’t handsome. I would’ve married him on the spot if he were and then I wouldn’t be in this horrid mess.” 

“But he is handsome for a tro—”

“Yes, I know he is handsome for a troll, but I am not interested in trolls!” Sasha interrupted in exasperation.

“Alright, human. How are we going to fix this … mishap?”

Sasha slumped as her frustration tumbled out of her mouth. “I don’t know. I married a poor minstrel, and now my life is ruined. What’s worse is he lives in the village nearest to King Thrushbeard, so not only do I have to live my life as a peasant but I get to do it under the nose of the man I insulted and should have married.”

 The faerie tapped a long hairy finger on her lip. “You say he lives in the Purple Plains, in the village closest to the king of Caldor’s castle?”

Sasha sighed. “The very same,” she said hopelessly.

“Then why are you moping around when you should rejoice?”

Sasha stared at the hideous faerie who seemed to have lost her mind. “Pardon?”

The faerie looked triumphant as she walked daintily in the snow, her high heels leaving no marks. “It seems our troubles are over, if you can manage to catch the eye of the king.”

“Why would I want to do that? I would loathe for him to see me like this.” Sasha held out her dirty but no longer wet dress to the faerie. 

“You do have a point. You look atrocious these days,” the faerie said as she examined Sasha from head to toe.

Sasha touched her hair self-consciously. She hadn’t brushed it in a while.

“But perhaps the king won’t notice your filth and will enjoy your personality,” the faerie said in a skeptical way that Sasha felt was uncalled for. She already knew she looked awful and didn’t need the ugly faerie pointing it out to her. But the faerie had said something that Sasha could use to her advantage.

“Yes,” Sasha said, “of course! As soon as I get to the village, I can find the king and charm him into wanting to marry me.”

“Hmm. I’d bathe first.”

Sasha scowled at the faerie. “Of course, I shall bathe first. I’m not a dimwit.”

The faerie nodded. “Alright. Just as long as you know. No male is going to fall for a female who looks like she climbed out of a swamp and—”

“Alright! I understand,” interrupted Sasha. “The only thing that might be a problem is if he hasn’t forgotten how I treated him in Hiltor.”

“And you’ll have to get rid of your minstrel husband,” the faerie nonchalantly added.

Sasha’s hope faded. “O-oh yes. I’d forgotten about him.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem, should it?” The faerie stared hard at Sasha, and Sasha had to look away.

“N-no. It shouldn’t be hard at all. After all, the minstrel knows he’s below me in every way. He can’t even provide for me.” A vision of the minstrel singing in the pub their first night so they could have a room popped into Sasha’s head, but she ignored it. No. He can’t afford me for a wife. He would be better off if I left him.

“He might be thrilled that I left him and congratulate me on finding a man in my station,” said Sasha with a little more confidence.

“Let’s not get carried away now,” the faerie said. “I doubt the man will ever congratulate you for leaving him for another man.” 

Sasha blushed. “He may not congratulate me, but he’ll see that marriage to me is a mistake and then release me from such a bond.”

The faerie smiled. “If you say so. I’m curious to see this minstrel of yours.”

Sasha scoffed. “By all means, go right ahead. He’s supposed to be starting a fire just down this path a little way.” Sasha pointed halfheartedly in the direction she came from.

“Wonderful. I love peering at unsuspecting, handsome males without their knowledge.” The faerie flitted down the path at a leisurely pace.

Sasha shook her head. That has to be the most frightening thing the creature has ever said to me.

It wasn’t long before Sasha heard the soft crunching of snow, and the faerie walked out of the trees toward Sasha, a peculiar look on her face. “Handsome, right?” asked Sasha.

The faerie looked at Sasha. “Very.”

“He’s also poor,” Sasha stated, “so it doesn’t matter how handsome he is.” 

“Are you sure you want to go through with this? Your minstrel husband is quite attractive.” 

Sasha smirked as she looked at the faerie. “He is attractive, but that’s all he has going for him. I need something more. A handsome face doesn’t put food on a table.”

“It might,” the faerie said.

Sasha rose her brow. “If you think he’s so great, you could marry him.”

The faerie grinned wickedly. “Should I?”

Sasha felt her stomach drop. The faerie looked like she was contemplating such a scenario, but she shook her head. “He’s not for me, sadly, but he’d make a lovely farm maiden very happy.”

“Exactly! A farm maiden, not the daughter of a wealthy merchant who happens to also be a sister to a queen.”

The faerie watched Sasha for a moment of awkward silence, and Sasha felt uneasy. Then the faerie said, “Are you sure you don’t want him for yourself? He could make you very happy.”

Sasha shook her head. “Absolutely not. I signed a contract to marry a rich and handsome man, not a peasant.” The minstrel might be handsome, but he was poor. He could never make Sasha happy if he couldn’t provide her with the finer things in life. And with the meager pay he received for his caterwauling, there was no doubt in Sasha’s mind that he couldn’t. But something bothered her with the way the faerie was acting. “Why do you think he’s so great?”

The faerie shrugged. “Not sure. I have this thought that I’ve seen him before, and I have a feeling he’s a very good human.”

“He was at King Levenworth’s castle during Arabella’s wedding celebration. That’s how I met him. He had left the castle the same day I had, and he helped fix my carriage when it crashed on the road.”

The faerie lowered her unibrow and frowned. “That must be why I recognize him. I stand by what I said. He seems as though he’d make a great husband for you. Though you would be poor all your lives. But plenty of couples don’t need wealth to be happy.”

“But I do,” Sasha said. “I will not settle for less. I will do as you say and win the king. Being married to the minstrel is a mistake I intend to rectify.”  

The faerie sighed. “Pity. There is something about him …” She disappeared with purple dust that swirled from her toes and rose slowly. Sasha heard a faint murmur on the breeze before she vanished completely. “And he’s very handsome.”

Sasha shivered in the cold that seemed to envelope her tenfold, now that the faerie had disappeared. She had work to do. Sasha wasn’t sure how she was going to get rid of the minstrel but get rid of him she must. No more pleasant talks and small smiles. Sasha was above the minstrel in every way possible. She would just have to make sure he knew she was not only above him but she was unreachable.
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Sasha sat beside the large fire the minstrel had made. Her cloak kept the cold air off her back, and the fire warmed her front. The minstrel cleaned his lute, which he seemed to favor so much. The only sound was the crackling of the firewood, and it was driving Sasha to insanity. Sasha watched as the minstrel removed dirt from the instrument with his filthy, once-red cap. He looked up at her and smiled. 

“Are you warm enough, princess?”

Sasha blushed and turned away. His smile made her want to smile back, but she couldn’t smile back if her plan was to work. She had to stay distant. Cold, even. She snorted. Cold like my backside from sitting on this frozen log! She harrumphed and stuck her nose in the air. “I am tired,” she said in her most snooty voice. 

“You’ll sleep warmest by the fire. I’ll stay awake so you can sleep,” he answered. 

Sasha was just about to tell him that he should sleep instead, as his eyes were shadowed with exhaustion and she was beginning to worry about him. But to say such things would defeat the goal she was working toward. Sasha’s whole mission now was to marry King Thrushbeard, and in so doing, she obviously had to leave the minstrel. Sasha nodded instead. “Good night, then,” she said, wrapping her cloak around her and getting off the log. She laid down on the somewhat dryer dirt by the fire.

Sasha used her arm as a pillow as she laid on her side. She watched the flames dance in the moonlight. Something warm and heavy fell on her from above. She looked up into the minstrel’s smiling, tired face.

“It’ll keep you warm,” he said, pointing to his weathered cloak lying on her. Sasha turned her head away from him.

Softly, she heard the sound of a flute being played. She sat up for a moment and looked over at the minstrel, who was leaned up against a tree. His eyes were closed, and he deftly held a small pan flute to his lips, a serene look upon his face. The sound mesmerized Sasha, and she spoke before she remembered she shouldn’t be encouraging their friendship.

“You play the flute as well?”

The minstrel nodded. Sasha laid down and pulled the heavy cloak over her cold shoulders. She fell asleep to the haunting lullaby he played, filling her dreams with hope and wonder.
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Sasha sniffled behind the minstrel because of the bitter, endless wind. She hoped he hadn’t noticed the sounds she was making, but how could he not, as everything else was silent and still? The snow fell in great fluffy puffs since the early morning, and it didn’t look like it would slow down anytime soon. Sasha shivered in misery and stomped her feet to let her frustration out and get her blood to move to her toes. The minstrel looked at her, his nose a little rosy, and his eyes had bags under them from lack of sleep. 

“You doin’ alright, princess?” he asked her. 

Sasha stomped past him with her red nose in the air, sniffling as she answered, “I am cold, tired, and stuck with a poor man for a husband, and you ask if I’m alright?” She looked straight at him. “I have never been more miserable in my life.”

Something dark entered his lighter eyes, and she almost felt like apologizing, but that would defeat the progress she’d made with distancing herself from him. So, she said nothing and stomped down the road.

Sasha knew her words were hurtful. She herself cringed inside whenever she insulted the man. It wasn’t his fault she couldn’t stay married to him. It was just the facts of life. Sasha was from the wealthier class of society, and the minstrel was in the poorer class, even poorer than Sasha had been as a farm girl. All it took was the image of herself dressed in the itchy clothing she had to wear on the farm, and Sasha would become firmer in her decision. She had to marry the king. The minstrel could never make her happy, and she had to help him see she couldn’t make him happy either.

“You had snow in Hiltor, didn’t yeh?” the minstrel asked gruffly.

Sasha sighed. Time to be haughty, Sasha.

“Yes, but I usually enjoyed it whilst sitting by a warm fire in my family's manor, safe from the elements,” she said. Sasha would not mention the other times when she lived on the farm. Those winters were cold, and the thought of her having to go to the barn and feed the pigs and help clear the walkway were not things she wanted to mention to him. I wonder if that’s how I’ll live my life if I can’t persuade the king to marry me and must stay with this poor minstrel. She cut the thought off quickly. She would never go back to that time. Sasha would find a way to reach the king, and he would see how beautiful she was and forgive her quickly for her insults, and they would live happily ever after.

As long as he shaved. 

“That would make the snow more pleasant,” the minstrel said. “Probably better than that place, anyhow.” He nodded toward a dilapidated cabin that sat forgotten; its roof was caved in and snow was piling inside.

“Your home is a little better than that small cabin, is it not?” Sasha asked, then she smirked at him.

The minstrel was quiet for a moment before he answered her. “I think so.” 

Sasha’s smirk fell and her shoulders slumped. “You can’t be serious. Why don’t you choose a more lucrative profession?” she whined. 

“It’s not something I can change easily, but as long as I work hard, I can bring change and hope to those with little in their lives.” 

Sasha grumbled, “You think rather highly of yourself, minstrel, if you think that your strumming brings anything more than a headache.” 

He laughed and pulled at her arm to turn her around and face him. Sasha stumbled as he smiled, and she took a step toward him unintentionally.

“You remind me of my late father. He always said that my learning to play an instrument was a daft thing to do.” The minstrel rolled his eyes.

“Then why did you learn it?” Sasha asked, unnerved when his eyes twinkled down at her.

He shrugged, taking off his cloak and draping it over Sasha’s shoulders, then he pulled her along the path again. “My mother said she enjoyed listening to the music I played and encouraged me full heartedly, and my father could never begrudge my mother anything she desired.” He smiled and winked at her. 

Sasha’s heart flipped, and she pulled his cloak tighter around herself to hide her discomfort. Then she cleared her throat and looked down to get her thoughts in order once more. “What did your father want you to pursue instead?” she asked a little roughly. 

The minstrel didn’t answer for a long time, and Sasha wondered if he’d heard her. She looked back up to see a scowl set on his face and his jaw tight. She didn’t dare ask again, and he didn’t seem to realize she was still beside him. His eyes stared into nothing as they trudged through the snow and down the road in awkward silence.

Sasha wanted to break the silence so badly and finally blurted out, “My mother passed away about eight years ago.” He looked sideways at her, and she looked on ahead, a small blush creeping up her neck. “I just thought since you said late father that he must have passed, so I thought I should tell you that my mother also passed on.” She could feel him stare at her and hoped he would stop, for fear she would sweat with all the heat rushing to her head.

“Was she a beauty like you?” he asked.

Sasha almost tripped and looked at him. “I’ve heard many say I look the most like her out of all my siblings. But I think they are forgetting what she looked like. She was exquisite, much more than I am.” Why did she say that? She always wanted others to believe her the most beautiful woman in Hiltor, but Sasha would be fooling herself if she thought she was prettier than her mother was. Still, her minstrel husband need not know that.

“Probably,” was all he said, throwing off Sasha’s thoughts. Though it was true that she was not as pretty as her mother, no one dared agree with her. Well, at least not in front of her. She looked at him and saw the smug smirk on his face. He was teasing her. She wanted to laugh at his audacious statement but laughing would make her smile, and she’d been told that no man could resist her lovely smile.

Distance, Sasha. Distance! Laughing and smiling with this man will only bring misery.

She trudged on in silence, trying her best not to dwell on the odd musician next to her. 
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Purple Plains? They should be called the Endless Plains, thought Sasha. She and the minstrel had been walking through the “Purple Plains” for three days straight, and she had yet to find any civilization among the never-ending snow and plowed fields. 

They hadn’t eaten since the morning before, but the minstrel had at least found a small cabin off the road that they could use for a shelter of sorts from the freezing wind that night. As luck would have it, there was a pile of dry wooden logs tucked nicely in the corner. They were able to pile them in the fire-pit which lay in the middle of the room, and the minstrel created a roaring fire. He then left her to go catch some food for them with a snare he had found on one of the hooks in the cabin.

Sasha barely heard him. Her eyes watched the fire and her stomach growled. As soon as the door shut and she knew she was alone, she took off her small, soft kidskin boots and her dove-gray cloak that was caked in mud and set them by the fire. The fire licked at her boots, and Sasha yelped when they almost caught on fire. She pulled them back farther and made sure her cloak wasn’t too close.

Sasha studied the small cabin in the firelight. The floor was dirt, though it looked like it had straw on it at one time. There was no furniture at all. The walls were made of wooden slats with mud and straw caked between them. The only light the cabin boasted came from two small windows big enough for Sasha to put her arm out, but not so big as to let in sunlight. She wondered why the occupants of this old cabin would want windows that did nothing but let in the cold air, and they made the place very gloomy. Even her family’s farm had large windows to let in the sun. She didn’t think she could stand living in a place that had little light shining in it. She shivered at the thought. The sun set and the fire died down. The cabin was gloomier by the minute, but she was afraid to put more logs on the fire because they may need them in the morning. Sasha wrapped her now warm cloak around her and laid down next to the burning embers to go to sleep, wondering if the minstrel would have any luck at his hunt for food. 

It wasn’t long before she heard the crunching steps and the whistling from the minstrel. Sure enough, he walked through the creaking wooden door that looked to be held on by small metal hinges, but just barely. 

“You asleep, princess?” the minstrel asked as he stared into the dimly lit one-room cabin. Sasha didn’t answer. He sighed and grumbled quietly, “Might as well be, since I caught nothin’. Some kind of husband I am.” She watched the minstrel through her lashes. He reached for another log and laid it on the fire. Sasha saw the tired look in his eyes and then he moved to the door and sat down with his back to it. “Sleep well, princess. I’ll watch over you,” she heard him say softly, and Sasha felt something burn near her heart that she’d never felt before. She watched the minstrel reach for his pan flute, but before he played one note, he put it down and hummed a little instead. Sasha listened for a moment, ignoring the growl of her stomach and the minstrel’s, until her tired eyes drifted closed, and she went to sleep.
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“I am tired, cold, hungry, and my only dress and shoes are beyond repair,” she complained to the back of the minstrel, who, for once, was not jumping around playing a lively tune or humming like some absentminded idiot as they walked down the snow-covered road. Sasha’s stomach ached worse than it ever had before from lack of food. She wasn’t sure she could go on like this.

“Just a few more miles, princess, then we’ll be surrounded by the great walls of Castle Village near King Wallace’s castle,” he answered her without the normal smile in his voice. 

He must be exhausted if he can’t manage a smile or a ridiculous comment. Sasha eyed him wearily. His walk was slower than it had been, and his shoulders slumped. Sasha watched the now empty bag, where food once had been held, slide off his shoulder a little. His hand was holding the dreaded instrument he cherished so much, but even that was now slowly lowering to the ground as he walked.

 Sasha narrowed her eyes and she stomped up to the minstrel, grabbing the instrument from his hand before he even realized what was happening. “I’ll carry this. You look dead on your feet, Ace,” she said without looking at him and trudged on ahead through the snow. Sasha shivered from the cold and her stomach throbbed, but a new determination was set in her heart. Warm and cozy civilization was only a few miles away, and she would not spend another minute in the cold, desolate Purple Plains.

Purple. She snorted. There is nothing purple about this place. More like dead and desolate. 

“Are you sure you want to do that, princess? I can carry my stuff, and I know how much you hate the thing,” the minstrel said with a little more tease to his voice. 

Sasha smiled in spite of herself. “You’re barely carrying yourself, and I certainly do not want to spend another night out here.” She paused and looked back to see the minstrel had stopped moving as he looked at her. Heat filled her body at his wondering gaze, as though he were seeing her for the first time. Sasha quickly turned away and kept up the faster pace. “Are you going to just stare at me like I have grown an extra head or are you going to come along?” she asked.

The small chuckle behind her made her heart beat a little faster. “I was just amazed you called me by my name, is all.”

Sasha froze in her tracks as she thought back to what she had said. She had called him by name. Why did she do that? “Well, as novel as that is, I see it as no reason to stop moving.” A renewed energy hit Sasha, and she moved quicker so the minstrel wouldn’t see the look on her face.

 Sasha, stop giving the man hope! 
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Castle Village’s large iron gates opened to a lively scene. The minstrel and Sasha bustled through the village, walking past wagons carrying goods, children laughing and playing in the snow, elders talking and drinking some hot drink at stone tables set up around the village, and the sound of music that got louder and louder as they went deeper and deeper into the heart of the town. 

The minstrel had a serene smile and seemed to gain more energy as they came closer to the village square. Sasha couldn’t help but gasp when they turned the corner and entered the center of the village. Markets of all sorts were set up around the square, selling all kinds of goods from books to toys to small trinkets someone claimed were faerie-blessed. Sasha looked in awe at all the open shops but stayed clear from the faerie-blessed trinkets. Sasha already had a very unusual faerie, and she had no desire to incur more. 

Every post in the village was decked out in banners of purple and gold, the colors of the Caldorian Kingdom, and the people, though most in humble garb, stood out to Sasha with how clean and happy they all seemed. But though the market was bustling and the people’s demeanors were hard to ignore, the smell of buttered rolls, sugar cookies, and fruit breads was what caught the attention of Sasha as soon as she entered the square. Heavenly was the only way Sasha could describe the aroma that floated around the village, and it made her stomach grumble with earnest need.  

Sasha searched for the source of the smells and saw a small bakery on the corner of one of the streets. Decadent pastries sat on shelves behind a pretty, dark-haired woman at the front. Sasha took a step toward the shop as little children came scurrying around her and the minstrel, pushing her into him. The minstrel caught Sasha around the waist, and Sasha wrapped her arms around his neck to prevent herself from falling. 

“Careful,” whispered the minstrel down at Sasha, tickling her cheek with his breath. Sasha looked up at him, startled to see his eyes dance as he stared back at her. “Well, what do you think?” He gestured all around them. 

Sasha, irritated that the minstrel’s warm breath had sent shivers down her spine, pushed away from him. “It’s fine,” she said, though it was more than fine. Nothing in Hiltor was this large and smelled as delectable as this village in the middle of Caldor. “That must be the king of Caldor’s castle.” Sasha looked at the very formidable building that stood on top of a large hill that hovered over the village they were in.

“It is,” the minstrel said with a strange glint in his eyes. “We’re now in the heart of the Purple Plains.”

Sasha felt a renewed excitement. The heart of the Purple Plains. This nightmare is almost over, if I can find a way to speak with the king, the owner of this magnificent castle. It’s even larger than Bella’s! She grinned. And soon it will be mine. She began to laugh but paused when she realized the minstrel was still watching her.

One of his eyebrows rose. “You alright, princess?”

Sasha cleared her throat and rose her head regally. “I am well, considering all the unfortunate things that have happened to me.” She held her unruly tongue from adding, “Since I met you.” Sasha felt sick that the words almost slipped. Be cold, not cruel. 

The minstrel narrowed his eyes at her. “Are you sure?”

Sasha didn’t like how he was staring at her like he could see right through her lies. “I’m fine, Ace,” she said. “Why would you think otherwise?”

He shrugged. “I’ve just never heard a woman cackle, is all.” He continued walking down the cobbled street, leaving Sasha staring at his back with her mouth hanging open.

Cackling? Sasha shook her head and hurried after him. “I did not cackle.”

The minstrel looked back at her and smiled as he nodded. “Sure did. Like a witch,” he said, his eyes laughing at her as she stumbled at his words.

A witch? How dare he call me a witch! Sasha was just about to hit the man on the shoulder when his infuriating eyes lit up, and instead of hitting him, she softly brushed his arm with her hand.

The minstrel’s smile disappeared in an instant as he stared down at Sasha, who was doing her best not to melt in a puddle—a very witchy thing to do—at the look he was giving her. The minstrel leaned into her and Sasha’s heart beat erratically. She stepped away from him, and she barely stopped herself from running down the street. Sasha silently walked down the cobbled road, pretending to glance at the shops she passed. It was a futile effort as her thoughts were nowhere near to caring where she was going nor what she was looking at. She just had to get away from a poor, wandering minstrel who had a way of making her heart beat in a very unhealthy manner. 

“We won’t be able to buy anything today,” said the minstrel. Sasha whipped her head back to look at him. He seemed to look apologetic as he stared at something on a shop shelf she was standing beside. Sasha turned to look back at a lovely necklace with a red ruby in the center. She hadn’t even noticed the expensive jewelry she was supposedly staring at a moment ago. It was lovely, though, and it was so unlike Sasha to not notice such a find.

The minstrel hadn’t seemed to notice how frenzied he was making Sasha’s mind as he added, “We’ll have to wait until we make more money. But I’m sure we’ll be as rich as kings once we find what you’re good at and you can help put the food on our table.” 

Sasha’s thoughts took a turn as she looked back at the minstrel, her stomach filling with ice. “You’re expecting me to work?”

The minstrel nodded and walked by the wares and the sellers. Sasha followed slowly behind him. “It’ll be the best thing until the little ones come along,” he said. 

Sasha blanched and stood frozen on the street, but the minstrel didn’t seem to notice that either, and he turned to walk down a much narrower street, away from the calls of the market.

Sasha walked after him. “I’ve never worked a day in my life,” she lied. And there will be no children, minstrel.

He watched her for a moment and she looked away, hoping he would take her at her word. “Then you’ll learn,” he said, then he winked at her. “Just like you learned to sing in the pub.” He turned away, but she was sure he was grinning. 

Sasha scowled. “And that turned out so well.” She hurried after him, the warmth from the surrounding houses finally cutting the stiff wind. “If you’re planning on starving to death, then by all means, have me work.” 

The minstrel laughed and kept walking. “Starving one night, eating the next, it’s what I’m used to, really,” he said, sounding like it was a normal way to live.  

His words alarmed Sasha. “But I can’t starve. I-I’m not used to such treatment. You’ll make sure we’re well-fed or so help me, I’ll—” She paused, breathing hard in frustration. 

The minstrel looked back at her. “You will what, princess?” he asked quietly, curiosity in his eyes.

Sasha looked away and stormed past him. “Never mind,” she grumbled. 

Sasha felt a tug on her hand and turned to see the minstrel gesture with his head that they needed to turn down the street she had just passed. She turned and followed him, pulling her hand away from his as inconspicuously as she could. She looked around and tried to avoid the large holes in the middle of the roadway. The street was very thin. Much more narrow than the ones they traveled down before. Only five or six people walking side by side or one small cart could fit down the tiny, run-down street.

The buildings were wretched and sad. There were children holding on to their mothers’ skirts, but they weren’t smiling nor laughing like the children in the square. These children were scrawny and dirty, staring at her as though they were not sure if she was friend or foe. Sasha looked away from their hollow eyes. Was she a friend? Or was she a foe? She wasn’t sure. All she hoped was that she never ended up like the women on this street; their faces were streaked with dirt and hopelessness. I will not end up like this! Her determination made her stand taller and walk with her nose in the air.

Sasha stumbled over something that came up to her thigh. Looking down, she noticed a small, filthy girl, who had to be no more than four, looking up at her and smiling. Sasha was so taken aback that she stepped backward, and her foot cracked the ice and fell deep into an icy, water-filled rut in the road. She gasped as she pulled her soaking wet foot out of the water just as the minstrel turned to look back at her.

“You doing alright, princess?” the minstrel asked with concern in his eyes.

“Just perfect,” she answered. Her teeth chattered as she shook the water off her worn boot.

The minstrel nodded. “Good.”

Good? Sasha bit back the retort she wanted to deliver to the minstrel when she looked down to see the small girl staring at her with lovely, dark-brown eyes like her own, a sweet toothless smile, and a small, peculiar doll in one hand while the other was out and open in front of Sasha.

“Sweet, please?” the little girl asked. Sasha didn’t know what to say, and the little girl came closer to her. “Sweet, please?” she asked again.

Sasha shook her head, and she watched the little girl’s smile fall.

“You coming, princess?” the minstrel interrupted the moment. Sasha looked up to see the minstrel watching her, and then she looked down at the now teary-eyed little girl hugging her odd doll.

Sasha’s heart broke as she saw the girl’s tears streak down her face and fall to the filthy black street. She wanted to pat the little girl on the head and tell her that one day she would have all the sweets in the world to give her, but for now, she was just as poor as the little girl was. Well, hopefully not as poor. The minstrel better have more money and a better home than the one the little girl went running back to. Sasha looked at the ground and walked down the street where the minstrel was waiting for her. Walking down this forgotten road settled it. There was no way Sasha was going to stay married to the minstrel. She couldn’t bear to live like the lower class. Again. 

After catching up to the minstrel, he led her to the end of the street and stopped. “We’re here,” he said. “Home sweet home.” Sasha’s stomach dropped when she realized where here was. She felt sick. The minstrel looked worried as he reached for her. “Are you alright, princess?”

Sasha shook her head. No, minstrel, for once I am not alright. Sasha’s mind went reeling as she stared. “I can’t live here,” she barely got out.

“I know it isn’t much to look at, but with your help, I’m sure our home will be a castle in no time,” he assured her.

Sasha looked at the minstrel. There was no mistaking the joy and pride on his face, and then she looked back at her home, if you could call it that. She wanted to smack the joy out of him until he was as miserable as she felt. The house made the tiny cabin they’d slept in not so long ago look livable. At least the cabin had metal hinges on the door. There was only frayed rope that was holding the rotten door to this house. The roof was covered in a moldy straw that needed to be changed soon, and the house itself was so small that living in her old chicken coop would’ve been a luxury compared to it.

If it was this ominous on the outside, then what did it look like on the inside? She was about to find out as her poor, minstrel husband pulled her through the door, leading into a dark, cold, and musty room. 

Sasha stood in the doorway and held back her tears. By the light of the door, she could see a small wooden table on one side of the room with one lopsided stool beside it. A small firepit sat in the middle with some odd-looking logs inside it. She realized she could take ten steps and cover the entire distance of the shack.

Opposite the table sat a lump of blankets with a small chest beside them, and above those were a small slit to the outside. A chamber pot was near a small table with a washbasin and another small slit was directly above that. Sasha realized that with the door shut, those slits would be the only place for the sun to try to shine through. Her resolve flew through the dilapidated door when she looked down and saw the dirt floor. No tile, wood, or a rug, not even any straw was laid down like she’d seen done in the poorer homes in her old neighborhood. It was worse than the cabin on the plains, much worse. It even made the little room in the pub look like a very cozy home.

Sasha walked back out and down the alleyway toward the square. There was no way she was going to live there. She was going to find King Thrushbeard and beg him to take her, if that’s what it took, but she would not live in poverty with the minstrel. She couldn’t.

Footsteps behind her quickened, and she walked faster until someone grabbed her arm and turned her around. “Why did you just leave like that?” the minstrel asked.

Sasha couldn’t look at him. Tears were coursing down her face and she tried to pull away. “Let me go!” she demanded, proud her voice did not wobble like she was sure it wanted to.

The minstrel pulled her closer. “You can’t run out like that around here. Anything could’ve happened to you.” 

Sasha was pulling as best she could. “You mean something worse than being married to the poorest man in the village?” she scoffed and tried to hide her face from him. 

The minstrel let her go, and she stumbled away and looked up. His face was pale. “Yes. Much worse than living with the likes of me.” He sighed, putting his hands on his hips, and looked away from her. He shook his head. “I know what it looks like, but I promise you that if we can learn to work together, we will want for nothing.” 

Sasha tried to laugh but it came out like a blubber instead, and she watched the minstrel’s face fall into a frown. “I know it’s hard,” he said. “But you must learn to be more positive.”

Sasha stared at the minstrel like he was an idiot, and the minstrel’s brows lowered as he whispered in her ear, “The way I see it, you don’t really have a choice. Your father practically threw you at me. Either you learn to live and work with me or you’ll go hungry and never get out of poverty.” The coldness in his words reached her ear as though they’d been shouted. 

Sasha backed away from the minstrel. She’d never seen him get so frustrated with her before. He got embarrassed when she insulted him in song form and laughed when she complained about traveling home with him, but never really frustrated. A frigid wind rushed past her, but her eyes never left the minstrel’s icy, blue-gray ones. He was right. She had no place to go. Sasha was filthy and cold, and no one of importance would see her as anything but a vagabond.

She needed to act. She needed to play the part of the poor minstrel’s wife.

Sasha would learn to work and she’d no longer cry. Her father may not want her back, but she wouldn’t fall apart because of this. She would play the poor girl once again, if that’s what it took, and then she would leave this life and rise out of the dust to become the rich queen she was born to be. 

Sasha nodded at the minstrel. “You win,” she said, and walked in defeat back to the house. “For now,” she whispered to herself quietly and opened the squeaky, crooked door of the shack into the darkness. 
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“It’s getting late. I think it’s time you cooked some dinner for us,” said the minstrel when they entered the shack again.

“I can’t cook,” Sasha immediately responded, though it was a bald-faced lie.

He acted like she hadn’t spoken. “There are some potatoes and carrots in that basket near the table.” He pointed to where she could find them but didn’t look at her. 

Sasha refused to eat like a peasant, and though she could make a delicious stew with the root vegetables he had in the shack, she would not stoop to do so. “I said, I. Can. Not. Cook.” She put her hands on her hips and dared him to contradict her. He only sighed like he was suffering from having her for a wife, which made her feel a little better. At least she wasn’t the only one suffering in this ill-begotten arrangement.

“Really? But your father said you could,”  he said without turning to look at her.

“He lied,” Sasha said through gritted teeth. 

The minstrel nodded. “Sounds about right for my luck,” he mumbled. “If you will not make food, then I think we should head to bed. We have a long day ahead of us.” 

“I-I refuse to share a bed with you,” said Sasha, and she felt her face grow warm at the thought. The minstrel turned fast to face her. Sasha couldn’t see the look on his face with it being so dark in the shack, and she hoped it was the same for him. 

“I didn’t mean it like that,” he shouted defensively. “All I meant was … you know what, it doesn’t matter. You can take the bed, and I will sleep by the firepit.” He went over to the pile of blankets and grabbed a small, worn gray one that rested on a much larger, thicker, brown blanket and pulled it toward the firepit.

Sasha hurried over to the brown blanket that covered some straw and looked down at it with a wrinkled nose. It smelled moldy, and she was sure she’d get bug bites the moment her tender body laid down to rest. 

“Is there a problem?” the minstrel asked without looking at her. 

She stared hard at his back. Well, yes, there is a problem, minstrel. My bed is not fit for even the lowliest cow to sleep on, let alone a wealthy daughter of a merchant. But since you obviously don’t see this as a problem, then I won’t say a word, and I’ll work extra hard to win the hand of your king.

She smiled and ground her teeth as she laid herself down on the disease-ridden pile of … who knows what in the kingdoms was in the pile!

She heard a soft sigh by the firepit. “It’d be wise to change out of your travel dress and even take off your footwear, that you have the audacity to call boots.” The sarcasm was loud and clear from that end of the shack.

Sasha laughed without humor. “Not a chance. I refuse to be eaten alive by whatever lives in this straw heap.”

“Nothing lives in there, and if something does, it won’t hurt you.”

Sasha wished she could see the minstrel’s face. It was hard to see if he was sincere or not in such a dark and dismal rock that he claimed was their home. “Why are your windows so thin?” she asked.

He seemed to pause for a moment before he spoke, a little anger in his tone. “Because of the late king’s father.”

“Why would he have anything to do with the windows being so narrow?” she asked.

The minstrel sighed. Sasha couldn’t blame him. He looked ready to pass out earlier that day, but he answered her question anyway as he pulled out some flint and struck it against some steel by odd, smelly logs in the firepit. “The late king’s father was a greedy man. He realized he was not getting what he felt was rightfully owed to him by his people. He wanted more taxes and was willing to suck them dry to get it. He started with taking the land from the peasants who couldn’t pay the price he insisted on and gave it to his lords, who were just as greedy and prideful as he was. But the peasants had no place to go, so he built small rock homes, like this one here, to house the poor families who no longer had land. Sometimes, as many as twenty people live in a rock hut smaller than this one. I’ve seen it.

 “Well, time went on, and the king realized the peasants were not paying their fair share of taxes, never mind they no longer had land to earn money for food. He only saw that he was losing out on his share. He tried to tax them on their food, but it was so little, it didn’t add any weight to his purse, so he found something he could tax heavily.”

“What was it?” Sasha asked, knowing his tale shouldn’t entrance her.

“Glass. Specifically the glass used for windows,” he answered. Sasha didn’t understand, and the minstrel seemed to sense it. “Everyone loves windows. They let in light, allow you to see outside, and bring in fresh air. The king knew people would pay handsomely for window glass, so he put a tax on it.”

Sasha was engrossed in the story he was telling.

He continued, “He didn’t count on people forgoing windows altogether, but that’s exactly what happened. No sooner did he lay a tax on window glass than he saw a surge in his people going out with wheelbarrows to get rocks from the streams and carting them back to their homes. He wondered what they could possibly be doing, and he went out of his castle to investigate. What he found left him chagrined.

“The peasants were boarding up their windows with rocks, only leaving a small sliver to let in some fresh air and keep their hovels warm in the winter months. They outsmarted him, and the window tax never helped him get as rich as he wanted it to. Of course, he could’ve thought of some other way to leech from his people, but, thankfully, he died less than a year later. It’s safe to say he was not missed, and there’s a very hush-hush celebration that happens around these parts whenever his death date comes around.”

Sasha heard the smile in the minstrel’s voice when he said the last part, and she smiled back in the dark. She may have had to live in a poor farmhouse at one time, but at least she never had to live without light. Until now.
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Sasha’s body ached. She groaned and sat up from the lumpy straw pile the minstrel claimed was a bed. The shack was dark and cold, except for the small light coming from the slits on its sides and the open doorway where the minstrel came in from the street. “What time is it?” Sasha asked.

The minstrel carried a sack full of dark brown blocks that smelled very earthy. He put them in a pile next to the firepit and then grabbed a stick to stoke the fire. “The sun is halfway to the sky,” he said.

Sasha yawned. “I must have been exhausted if I slept almost to noon, and in this sad excuse for a bed too.” The minstrel didn’t answer her but kept stoking the fire. “What’re those brown blocks you brought into the house? They certainly are not firewood.”

The minstrel sat for a moment before answering. “It’s called turf. Wood is scarce in the Purple Plains, so we’ve found that dirt that’s been cut out of the ground and dried works well in our fires. It can burn for days, and some families have kept their fires glowing for generations.” He said it like it was an accomplishment, but Sasha could think of far better things to be proud of than burning dirt.

“So that’s what’s giving off the foul smell,” she said and held her nose with her hand.

He looked up at her, then down, and shook his head. “That ‘foul smell’ is the scent of a warm home to live in, a way to have a cooked meal, and even a chance for a hot bath.”

A bath! Sasha couldn’t think of anything that would be more pleasant than to feel clean once again. “How soon can I have warm water for a bath?” she asked.

“You can take a bath after all the work for the day is done. We’re goin’ to need some money, and my singin’ won’t cut it now that there are two mouths to feed. After we clean up the house—”

“I can’t clean up a house, that’s servant’s work,” Sasha interrupted him and sat up straighter on the straw-piled bed. 

“We don’t have a servant, princess. It’s just you and me and our very capable hands.” Sasha scowled at him. He need not remind her how capable her hands were. Seven years of living in poverty were welded into her mind, but even so, she vowed never to work like that again. 

“How can we even begin cleaning this place? The best thing we can do is just burn the whole thing down and start over.” She wrinkled her nose and looked around the room.

“It may not look like much, but it’s the only thing keepin’ us from freezin’ to death,” the minstrel said. Sasha couldn’t argue with that. She got up, only to sit back down again and hiss in pain.

The minstrel looked up at her. “I’m not surprised you're hurtin’. Yeh fell asleep at an odd angle. I wasn’t even sure where yer head was at this mornin’.” He smiled at her as she rubbed her neck. “Just get up slowly and stretch out your arms and legs.”

Sasha tried to straighten out her legs when she stood, but it was so painful. She was sure she’d be this hunched over lady for the rest of her life. She stayed bent over as she moved toward the washbasin in sluglike movements. She reached out to wash her face, grateful the basin was full of cold but clean water. When she turned back around, she smacked into something solid that gave way a little. She looked up and saw a smirking minstrel in front of her, holding out a broom. 

“Here, you can use this as a cane while you sweep the floor,” he said and held it out to her. Sasha jerked it away from him and ground her teeth. He smiled and turned away.

“After that, we can begin to look for a job for you to earn some money.” Her stomach growled, and he turned back to her. “Scratch that. We’ll get yeh some food first, and then we’ll find you a job to earn money.” He walked out of the hovel, carrying a small bucket with him.


[image: ]



Sasha looked at the meal in front of her and almost dry heaved. It was worse-looking than the porridge she had to make when food was scarce on the farm. She stuck her spoon in the gray mess and pulled it out with a wrinkled nose. The minstrel paid her no mind and dug into his food like he hadn’t eaten in days, which, she guessed, he hadn’t. Her stomach growled. She could only blame herself. Sasha was an excellent cook, but her pride refused to let her tell the minstrel that. Pride was going to make her starve, if the food that was in front of her was the best the minstrel could do.

Sasha stuck a little food in her mouth. Not bad. And then she gagged. A large indigestible clump lodged thickly in her throat. She tried to drink a cup of water to help it go down, but that seemed to make it grow larger. Sasha held her throat like her mother taught her to do when she was a child in order to signal she couldn’t breathe. Tears were coming down her face, and she got up from the chair in a panic when powerful arms wrapped around her stomach and pushed hard in and up into her rib cage. It hurt, but not as bad as not breathing. Again and again the arms pushed hard into her ribs, lifting her off her feet each time, until she gagged and felt the nasty chunk of food leave her throat.

Sasha bent over the table, trembling and breathing hard, but she was breathing. She would never take that little action for granted again.

“Are you alright, princess?” he asked, breathless. Sasha’s cheeks flamed at the close contact they had shared. Granted, it was for a lifesaving situation, but it still was the first time a man had ever touched her so intimately. A hand rested on her shoulder, and she turned to see the worried eyes of the minstrel on her. 

Sasha smiled timidly and nodded her head. The minstrel’s shoulders lowered as he let out a breath. “Good. I was thinking my apology killed you.”

“Your apology?”

The minstrel nodded his head and rubbed his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry I said what I did yesterday. Your father didn’t thrust you on me. This meal was a way to show you that I was wrong to say that.”

Sasha looked down. “Actually, my father did thrust me on you. You were right.”

“He must’ve been pretty angry to let a complete stranger marry you.”

Sasha said nothing and felt her ears burn. She did make him angry. She turned down the husband of her dreams, all because she didn’t know who he was, but she couldn’t tell the minstrel—her husband—that. “I’m fine,” she said instead.

“Good.” The minstrel patted her shoulder and turned and left. Sasha stared at the closed door in the dim light as she sat alone in the shack.
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He just left. How could he just leave? Sasha picked up her bowl of inedible goop and with a spoon, slipped the goop into the firepit. What was she to do now? She looked at the broom resting on the bed and then at the dirt floor. Did one really need to sweep a dirt floor? The whole purpose of sweeping, she thought, was to get rid of the dirt on the floor, but when the house was made of dirt flooring … She sighed and went to grab the broom. Maybe she was supposed to flatten out their footprints or something.

What she really wanted to do was take a bath, but the minstrel left with no instruction on where to get the water, and she didn’t see a tub in the one-room shack. She hoped he had a large tub outside that they could bring in so she could wash herself and her clothes. Sasha shook her head. How could she be so poor that she now had to stoop to bringing in a tub to wash just like the poorest in her old village? Oh, the humiliation if her friends in Hiltor found out about this!

Sasha put her hand over her eyes and lifted her head to prevent the angry tears from falling. How was she to live like this for even a little moment whilst she worked out a plan to win the king? She took a deep breath and swept the floors none too gently. I will find a way to get into the palace as soon as possible. I don’t think I could live a week like this, let alone the rest of my life!

“Great job,” said a voice near her ear. Sasha jumped and turned. The minstrel smirked. Anger boiled in her stomach. How could he smirk at her? Didn’t he see she was going to lose her mind at any moment now? “I think you missed a spot,” he said. Sasha brought up her broom and smashed it hard in his chest, making him drop whatever he was carrying. He wheezed out a breath, and she turned to run for the door, but he grabbed a hold of her arm and spun her around to face him. “Alright, I deserved that. I’m sorry.” His eyes were sincere, and she realized how close they were. Sasha ripped her wrist out of his hand and folded her arms.

 “You seem to say sorry often.”

The minstrel lifted his shoulders and smiled sheepishly. “I seem to have a lot of reasons to apologize to you.”

Sasha nodded and looked down at the bundle of weeds he dropped when she hit him with the broom. “What’s all that?”

He looked down at the bundle and picked it up. “It’s yer job,” he answered her. Sasha just blinked and stared at the pile in his arms. 

“How is that my job?” 

“Well,” the minstrel said, “it’s the purple wheat from the fields. I figured you could learn to weave the stuff and then sell what you’ve made at the market.” He winked at her. 

“I have never woven in my life.”

“You can learn.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Well, yeh have little choice if you want to eat and possibly get a new dress.” His lip lifted on one side, and his nose crinkled as he looked her up and down. Sasha blushed.

“I didn’t get to take a bath yet. Do people even bathe around here?” she sneered at him. 

He smiled. “The people around here bathe often, princess, but you’re right, you do need a bath. I don’t want to bring you to your new boss smelling like … well, not very pleasant.” 

“My boss?” Sasha refused to show him how embarrassed she was by his other words, so she focused on the one part of his speech that was less humiliating. Granted, it was just barely less humiliating than the fact that she needed a good wash. Sasha had worked in the kitchen at her family’s farm before, but she was her own boss. No one dared to tell her she did something wrong or tell her what to do. To have a boss would be a new low in her book, and she was already feeling pretty low.

“Yes. She’s the best weaver in these parts. I think you’ll like her.” The minstrel pulled her by the hand and out the door, into the sunlit streets. Sasha squinted and her eyes watered as they adjusted to the bright sun from being in the dim hovel she lived in. She cringed. She actually lived in a hovel. Life couldn’t get worse.

There were people all out in the street, talking and working, while the little children slipped in between the adults, playing chasing games. At least they look happy, thought Sasha. What’s changed? Weren’t these the same peasants I passed last night?

When the people saw the minstrel, they smiled. The minstrel smiled back and tipped his cap at them. Sasha noticed the people watching her with what she could only assume was curiosity, and the one little girl who asked for sweets the night before smiled at her again. Sasha ducked her head and looked at the ground the rest of the way. She pulled her hand out of the minstrel’s and stumbled after him in her worn boots. 

It was warmer that day, though winter was far from being over. Sasha tried to enjoy the weather. She hated being so cold all the time. The minstrel turned down a small alleyway, and she tried to avoid the puddles and follow him. This alleyway was even smaller than the one they lived in. She watched the minstrel stop at the last shack at the end.

The little rock home seemed different from the one she lived in. It seemed nicer in some way, but she was sure it was even smaller than the one she now shared with the minstrel. Maybe it was where it was situated with the sun shining down on it that made it look nicer. Sasha wasn’t sure, but she almost smiled when she saw the small flower garden it hosted and a front porch area where an ancient woman sat rocking in her chair and doing something with her hands in her lap. 

“Ho there!” he called. 

The old woman stopped rocking and looked up, squinting her already-wrinkled eyes. “Oh, it’s you, is it?” she said and grunted in disapproval. Her disapproval changed when she saw Sasha coming up behind the minstrel. “And who do we have here?” 

The minstrel looked behind him and put out an arm to Sasha. “This is my wife, Sasha,” he said. 

Sasha kept her distance from the minstrel and avoided looking at the older woman as Sasha corrected him. “It’s Lady Sasha, ma’am.” Sasha held her head high. She might look like a vagabond, and she might have married someone pretty close to one, but she was still the daughter of a wealthy merchant and the sister of a queen.

“Well, Lady Sasha,” cackled the old woman, “why in the kingdoms would you choose this man to marry?” 

Sasha was just about to reply when the minstrel interrupted her. “She’s going to learn the art of wheat weaving, and I thought you’d be the best to teach her.” 

The old woman looked back at Sasha and narrowed her eyes. “Is this true?” she asked. 

Sasha loathed to admit she needed help doing anything; but learning a peasant’s skill was disheartening at best. “Yes,” she said in a whisper. 

“Speak up, girly, I’m hard o’ hearin’ and mostly blind,” said the old woman.

Sasha sighed. “Yes, I am here to learn the art of weaving,” she said sarcastically.

The old woman looked at her for a moment, then said, “No. I can’t teach her.” 

The minstrel looked surprised. “What do you mean, you can’t teach her? You were the one who taught the late queen.”

“I mean, I can’t teach her. She’s too stubborn and she won’t learn.” 

“You’re the best teacher, and I’m sure she’ll learn. She might be stubborn, but she knows that if she wants food in her belly, she’ll need to learn how to weave and sell in the market.”

Sasha was embarrassed that they were talking about her and the lack of wealth she had as though she wasn’t there. Sasha was just about to answer the old crank herself when the woman sighed in defeat. 

“Fine, I’ll teach her, but if she doesn’t catch on by this evening, then you’ll need to find another to employ her.”

“Deal,” the minstrel said, and he stuck out his hand to shake the skinny, spotted one of the woman. “Grand! Then I’ll just leave her with yeh and come pick her up before sundown.”

Wait! He’s leaving me? Here? With her? Sasha reached out her hand and grabbed the minstrel’s sleeve as he passed her. “You cannot leave me here alone. I don’t even know what I’m doing!” The minstrel softly held her arms and looked into her eyes. He really does have nice eyes.

“It’ll be fine,” he said. “I promise to come back later to pick you up.” He winked at her and walked away. 

Sasha scowled. Scratch that. His eyes are not so great.
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“No. No. No!” the old woman cried, and she pulled the soggy wheat straw away from Sasha. “What are you doing? I told you, lay them with the head ends toward you.” 

“Am I interrupting somethin’?” Both women’s heads rose at the sound of the male voice. Sasha sagged.

Thank the kingdoms. “Is it time for me to leave?” she asked hopefully.

“Yes. Take her! She doesn’t have the skill to weave wheat,” said the old woman. Sasha frowned at her. It wasn’t like she didn’t try. The wheat was just too rough to handle with her delicate skin, and the old woman was not very good at giving directions. Every time Sasha thought she was braiding the wheat correctly, something happened that she didn’t expect. Maybe she held it too tight and it broke, or it didn’t soak long enough, so it wouldn’t bend right, then it broke. Either way, no matter what Sasha did, each straw she used broke!

Sasha threw her work down on the ground and stomped away. “I think she’s right. Wheat weaving is not a skill I will earn money with any time soon. I quit!” 

Sasha didn’t wave goodbye; she just walked out of the alley. But not before she heard the not-so-quiet whisperings of the old woman. “She’s a handful, that one. Strong and arrogant. Are you sure you chose well?”

Sasha didn’t wait to see how the minstrel answered, but she held her head higher. Now what? She looked down the street both ways but couldn’t remember which way to go to return to the tiny shack. Footsteps behind her made her move aside, then a hand grabbed her upper arm.

“Come on,” the minstrel said. He didn’t look too pleased with her, and he turned her down the street, away from the alley with the crazy wheat woman. “I didn’t have a chance to earn money today, so I’m going to go out tonight to try to earn some.”

“What am I supposed to do? And why didn’t you have time to work? What were you doing instead?” Sasha asked, tearing her arm away from his grasp. He stopped and looked at her for a long moment. Sasha held his gaze, but his beautiful eyes seemed to stare right into her soul, and she had to look away before he did. He was handsome. At least he was that. 

“I’ve started cooking some dinner at the house. I just need you to watch it so it doesn’t burn. Think you can manage that?” he asked her skeptically. 

Well, you aren’t exactly putting yourself in the best light. Sasha shook her head and pouted. “I am no fool. I can watch dinner cook.” 

He watched her for a minute or two, then nodded. “Good. The house is down this way. I’ll be back late, so don’t answer the door to anyone until you hear three fast knocks and four slow ones. Got that?” 

Three fast knocks and four slow ones. Got it! She nodded her head. The minstrel tilted his hat at her and took off in the other direction from where they lived.

Sasha headed to the dismal shack, but before she reached the door, that one dirty little girl tugged on Sasha’s cloak.

“Sweet, please?” she asked in her innocent, young voice.

Sasha shook her head again and frowned. “I have none,” Sasha said, and before she could see the little girl’s hope-filled face fall, Sasha tugged her cloak out of the little girl’s hand, hurried to the shack, stepped quickly inside, and shut the door.
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She burnt the dinner. 

How could she burn the dinner? All she had to do was watch it and she had, but cooking over the turf differed greatly from cooking in a small farmhouse kitchen. How was she to know it would cook a lot faster over the burning dirt? What was the minstrel going to say now? He was going to be furious with her. Or, at least, highly disappointed. 

This is a good thing. He won’t want you if you can’t cook. 

She sighed and held up the blackened dinner in the pot and put it on the floor. Her stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten since she had a small slice of bread and cheese at noon with the wheat weaver. Hopefully she could make some more stew before the minstrel arrived, and he’d be none the wiser. 

Sasha searched for some more root vegetables near the table where she saw them last, but they were all gone. There was no more food in the house. She started to tear up. At the rate she was going, she would probably starve before she ever got a chance to talk with the Caldor king. Sasha gave up and laid down on the lumpy and smelly straw pile and cried herself to sleep. 

She awoke to a soft knocking on the door. It stopped. Sasha waited. Was it the minstrel? How many knocks did he say he would do? There were three quick knocks and Sasha held her breath until four slower knocks were sounded. She let out her breath and went to let the minstrel in. Sasha was startled when the minstrel looked at her with such weary eyes. 

“Are you alright?” Sasha asked, trying to hide a yawn.

“I will be once I eat some dinner. It’s just been a long night,” the minstrel said as he maneuvered past Sasha and into the house. “I’m hungry …" The minstrel stopped speaking as he eyed the blackened pot that sat near the firepit.

Sasha looked down in shame. “The dinner burnt. I’m not sure how, as I was watching it quite closely, but there it is.”

The minstrel said nothing for a long time. Then he let out a breath and mumbled, “You did say you couldn’t cook. I only have myself to blame.” He then turned back to the door. “I’ll be gone all night and day so we can earn some money for food. I’ll send for the pottery maker to come and teach you how to make pots to sell at the market. He should be here early in the morning.”

“I cannot make pots,” Sasha stated and went back to the hay pile she used for her bed.

“But you do like to eat, correct? So you’re going to need to learn a skill to help us so we don’t starve.”

Sasha sat up quickly. “You’re going to let me starve?” 

“I don’t want to, but if we don’t get paid, then that’s what will happen,” he said, still staring at the table. 

Sasha sighed. “Why did you marry me if you cannot even afford to feed a wife some measly root vegetables?” 

His head snapped up, his eyes piercing hers. “I tried to feed you, but you decided that it’d be best to make the dinner inedible,” he said accusingly.

Sasha blushed. “It’s not like I burnt the dinner on purpose—”

The minstrel held up his hand and shook his head. “I know. I know. You are, after all, a princess, and I asked too much of you. Unfortunately, you’re no longer living in your father’s manor, and you’re going to have to learn to do something other than sit and complain, or you’ll live a very sorrowful life.” He picked up his instrument and slammed the door when he left, blasting splinters of wood all over the dirt floor. 
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Ace stomped down the street, avoiding the mud and some unquestionable lumps in the alley. He turned right and kept on walking until he reached a solid rock wall in front of him and two taller buildings on either side with barrels and empty wooden boxes sitting alongside them. Ace threw his cap on the ground and started pacing from one building to the next. He pulled at his hair, put his lute on the ground, sat down on a barrel, and put his hands over his face. 

“That bad, huh?” asked a voice that was a little more nonchalant than Ace would’ve liked. He looked up to see the male faerie with the unnaturally green eyes that had gotten him into this mess in the first place, standing beside him with arms folded, staring up the alley at the street beyond.

“Yes, it’s that bad,” Ace said. “I thought we were getting somewhere after she apologized for insulting me in a song. I even got her to smile, but things have changed since.”

“How so?” 

Ace stood and started pacing again. “She either refuses to try anything, or she honestly can’t do it. I found her a job with the best weaver in town. You can imagine how that turned out.”

“She refused to weave?” the faerie asked. 

“No. She attempted, but the wheat weaver is refusing to teach her, claiming Sasha doesn’t have the skill. I decided it’d be best if Sasha worked with the potter instead, but she doesn’t seem to like that idea much.” 

“Well, it sounds like she’s at least trying,” the faerie said as he watched Ace pace back and forth.

Ace sighed. “Until I asked her to watch the dinner. I said some nasty things to her yesterday, and I almost killed her with my porridge today, so I made her dinner as an apology. I had to leave before it was done to earn something so we can live, and I asked her to watch it for me while it boiled.” 

“She refused?” the faerie asked.

“No,” Ace said and he stood in front of the faerie with his hands on his hips. “She might as well have, though. She burnt the dinner to a crisp. It’s completely inedible. So here I am again, out to hit the pubs and play some lively music, so my wife and I don’t starve.” He again sat on the barrel by the faerie. “What am I doing wrong?” he whispered to no one in particular.

The faerie paced now. “It does seem hopeless, doesn’t it? But there must be some way to get her to work with you.” 

“Pfff! I can’t even get my wife to smile at me. I doubt she’s going to want to work with me.”

“What if you gave her a gift?” the faerie asked. 

“What kind of gift?” Ace asked, narrowing his eyes at the faerie. 

“I’m not sure. Maybe a dress. She lost all of hers unfortunately.”

“Because of you,” accused Ace.

“And you are home earlier than you thought you’d be because of it,” the faerie said with a pompous smile. 

Ace nodded his head. “Alright. A dress might be a good idea.” He grimaced. “But that means I’ll have to work extra hard if I want to earn enough money for a dress and food.”

“Maybe the weaver lady could make her one.” 

Ace shook his head. “No. Although she has great sewing skills, she couldn’t make Sasha a dress anytime soon. I will just have to work extra hard tonight. Unless … you could make a dress.” Ace stared up at where the faerie had been standing, but all that was there was an empty wooden box. 

“Thanks for the help.” Ace rolled his eyes and his neck, then  stood, picking up his lute and dusting it off. The lute was the only thing that was going to keep him and Sasha from starving and, hopefully, earn him enough money to get the poor woman a dress that would put Ace back in her good graces.

What am I going to tell her father when I write to him? “Sorry, your daughter is miserable. Maybe you shouldn’t have trusted me to make her happy.”

Ace sighed. “Back to work,” he said, then stooped to pick up his soiled cap, took a deep breath, started strumming the strings on the instrument, and bellowed as he walked out of the alley heading for the village square.

I’ll tell you gents of a tale so true …
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Sasha swept the floor and scoured the pot that the dinner burned in the night before. She had just finished washing as much dirt as she could from her nails and arms in the washbasin when a knock sounded on the door. Sasha used the threadbare cloth beside the washbasin to dry her hands and walked to the door. 

A very large older man stood in the doorway, and in his hands were some very nice pots. Sasha scowled. “May I help you?” she asked in her most superior voice. 

The older man, who had a full beard, looked down at her and frowned. “I was told by Ace that ya needed a job and would like to try yer hand at pottery.” He talked with a lilting voice like the minstrel’s, only lower.

Sasha stood up straight. “Pottery is a job that is far below my status in society.” She watched the potter take in her tiny home and her filthy clothes.

 The potter smirked. “Is that so?” he asked. Sasha felt a blush come to her cheeks, but she still stood tall.

“It is,” she said.

“Well then,” said the potter, “it seems I’ve wasted my time. I wouldn’t want to crack and blister those delicate hands, my lady. Please forgive this humble servant who ain’t worthy to step into your magnificent home.” He bowed to her and turned to leave. 

What was the minstrel going to say if she turned away a job before she even gave it a chance? Sasha panicked and called out to the potter. “Wait!” He turned and looked at her expectantly. Sasha wished she could flounce away from him with her nose in the air, calling out something insulting, but she couldn’t afford to act like that. “Though it is below me, I will learn how to make pots.” He just stared at her for a moment, really taking her in. Sasha touched her rat’s nest of hair and pulled at her ruined dress. He nodded and kept walking down the lane. “I’ll teach ya, but yer to stay in the back. I won’t sell nothin’ if the customers see you.” Sasha flushed red again. 

At least I don’t look like a bear. 

They walked to the marketplace, where carriages and carts rolled past and vendors shouted out their wares. Sasha looked down to hide her face when she spotted the wheat weaver among the crowd, who was holding a lovely basket she’d more than likely made. The shops differed greatly from the ones Sasha was used to in Bounty Bay or anywhere else in Hiltor. Castle Village sold things mostly made of their precious purple wheat, which was what the place was known for.

“Well, here we are,” said the potter, and he set his pottery down in front of a large store front while he pushed and pulled on a wooden door until it opened. “I’m not gonna lie to you. This job is hard, and it can be miserable with the hot kiln in the back, but the pay is worth it. And my work is known throughout the kingdom. Now, let’s get started.”

The door jerked open, and dust filled the space between them and the dark, warm room it came from. When the dust settled, Sasha saw a young man working on a spinning table, his hands just above it on a slab of something dark and gray. 

“This is Demetri. He’s my apprentice. Over here,” the potter nodded over with his head, “is Corina. She’s also my apprentice and daughter.” Sasha glanced at both and gave a small nod. “Demetri,” the potter called, “when yer done forming that pot, I want ya to help this young lady at the wheel.” 

Demetri nodded. “Got it, sir,” he said without taking his eyes off his work. 

The potter turned to Sasha. “These two will teach you all you need to know. I’ll be managing the front today. There’s an apron over there. Just wait until Demetri is ready for you. Any questions?” 

Sasha had many questions, but none pertaining to pot making. Mostly, they were questions of what she did to deserve to work with her hands in dirty clay. She shook her head, and the potter sighed and left her alone with her two new fellow workers and the grime she felt slowly settle around and on her. 

Sasha stood watching Demetri. He was a young man, probably around seventeen or eighteen, with light-brown eyes and light-blond hair. Of course, that could’ve been because the clay dust settled everywhere. Sasha then turned her head to watch Corina, a pretty woman who looked to be about Sasha’s age with thick, dark-brown hair and brows and a determined frown on her face as she worked. Corina looked up at Sasha and then rolled her eyes as she looked away from her. Sasha narrowed her eyes at the woman when a wave of hot air blew in her face. Instantly, Sasha felt water droplets forming at her temples and hair-line. This was going to be a miserable day.

“Are ya going to stand there and just stare at us?” asked Demetri. “I’m almost done. I’d suggest getting that apron on or your dress will be covered in clay dust.” He looked up for a moment and then looked back down at the pot he was forming. “The dust might actually be an improvement,” he muttered 

Sasha scowled at him and turned toward the hanging aprons. She ripped one off the hook on the wall and put it over her head, tying the dirty thing around her waist. It was probably white at one time, but now it held the dull gray color of the clay that sat beside the spinning table. The table stopped spinning, and Demetri took the pot he had created and walked over to a larger window that was covered with a cloth and put the pot on the large windowsill. Then he turned to Sasha.

“Ready?” Demetri asked her and went over to grab another slab of clay. He slapped it down on the table. Sasha’s nose wrinkled as she looked down at the gray lump. “Have you ever thrown clay before?”

Sasha blinked at him. “Does it look like I throw clay?” she asked. “Why would you throw it, anyway? I thought you just spun it on that small table there.” She pointed at the table he used to form the pot he just put outside. 

Demetri shook his head. “That’s what throwing is. It’s spinning and twisting the clay on the wheel, not a table. There are many wheels that you can use, but my favorite is this one, the pillar wheel. Called such because it’s tall and narrow, perfect to get up close to your work as it spins.” He spun the funny cylinder table with the clay on it. “Here, stand over here.” He motioned for her to stand where he was, and then he spun the wheel for her. “As the wheel spins, you need to get your hands wet in this bucket right here.” He pointed to the bucket on the ground next to the wheel.

“I refuse to dip my hands in that. The water is murky, and you had your hands in it,” Sasha said and shivered at the thought of touching the filthy water. 

Demetri’s brow furrowed, his mouth turned down. “I can change the water, but there’s really no point since it’ll get clay in it as soon as you use it.”

Sasha folded her arms. “All the same, I would like to start with a clean bucket of water.” 

He stared at her like she’d lost her mind, then he ground his teeth and said, “Your wish is my command, Your Majesty.” He bowed to Sasha as he left with the bucket of dirty water. 

Sasha smiled to herself. I could get used to being called Your Majesty.

A clean bucket of water later, Sasha stood by the tall table held up by four spokes that went down to the wheel that turned it.

“Alright. You’re gonna spin the wheel like so, dip your hands in the water, then put yer hands on the clay and slowly put pressure on it, like this.” He showed her how to hold her hands on the clay so that it went up in the shape of a cylinder. Then he stood aside. “Your turn.” 

Sasha spun the wheel and dipped her hands in the water, then shakily put them on the clay. It wobbled in her hands. “Hold them steady and drag them upward as the clay spins,” Demetri said.

Sasha ground her teeth. “I am holding them steady,” she grumbled and pulled her hands up and pushed them in a little. The clay went lopsided, and a sizeable chunk of it flew off the wheel. 

“It’s alright. Just try again,” Demetri said with enthusiasm. Sasha let out a big breath and tried again. She wet her hands and spun the wheel again. She put her hands on the cool clay and watched it go up into a cylinder shape. She smiled. She was doing it! Then she spun the wheel harder, and before she could put her hands back on the clay, it flew off and hit the dirt a few feet away from her. After that happening a few times, Demetri sighed and stopped the spinning wheel. 

“I think that’s enough practice for one day. If we keep this up, we’ll have no clay left to work with. Maybe just watch me and then you can try it again tomorrow … maybe,” he said. 

Sasha watched the rest of the time. It was boring and hot, but that was nothing to her predicament. How was she to see the king if she was stuck in the back, making pots? She should be seen at the front, selling the pottery. Then she’d be noticed by all those in the market, and word would travel back to the king of the beautiful pot seller. The king would then come and save her from this horrible nightmare. 

Sasha looked down at her clothes and cringed. If that plan were to work, then she’d need to be a lot cleaner than she was today. Sasha made a resolution. As soon as she got home, she would not do another thing until she bathed and her clothes were back to their original color.
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Sasha was exhausted and filthy. She opened the dilapidated door and trudged to the straw pile in the one-room shack she and the minstrel shared and crashed down face-first into the flattened pillow. Her feet and back were aching from standing all day long. She thought she would be used to the pain as it was a constant companion to her since her journey to her new home, but working at a kiln had only exasperated it more.

“That tired, huh?” the minstrel said.

Sasha swiveled her head to look at him. He walked into the room, holding two small bags. She noticed the dark circles under his eyes looked like bruises now. His brown hair was more disheveled than ever, and his lute was strung carelessly on his back. She felt extreme guilt that the dinner had burnt the night before on her watch. The minstrel poured into a rickety chair. He put the brown bags he carried on the table beside him and slowly opened one.

Sasha felt her stomach growl at the same time the minstrel’s did. They looked at each other. Sasha felt her face go warm, and she turned away from him. 

“Want to help me cut some vegetables?” the minstrel asked.

“No,” Sasha said quietly.

“Are you sure? I can teach you.” 

Sasha turned her face toward the minstrel and just stared at him. Even in the dim light of the fire, she could interpret what his face was full of. Hope. Sasha couldn’t allow that to grow. 

“I need to wash up before dinner.” Sasha got up from the bed and limped to the door before the minstrel could say another word.

Where did the minstrel say the well was? Sasha peered down the alley, looking for someone to ask for directions to the well. No one was about. In a way, Sasha was relieved she wouldn’t have to bump into the sweets girl, as she’d begun calling the little child who always asked her for a sweet, but if no one was out, then Sasha would have to find the well by herself. She didn’t dare go back inside to ask the minstrel, for fear he would ask her to help him and use a hopeful grin. No. It was better for her to stumble about the town, searching for the well herself, than to go back inside with that man. 

“And where are you traveling this late at night?” trilled a girlish voice behind Sasha. 

Sasha spun around. A cloaked figure with familiar purple eyes who held a spiky-balled wand stood behind her. Sasha put a hand to her heart to stop its erratic beating. “You frightened me!”

“As you should be. Anyone could be walking around this late at night, searching for a young woman to snatch,” the faerie said. Sasha almost smiled and thanked the faerie for her concern. “Of course, you needn’t worry being dressed as you are.”

Sasha rolled her eyes. “Why thank you for pointing that out.” Sasha turned from the faerie and continued searching for the well. 

“Then again,” the faerie said, “you also need to attract the king, and unfortunately, my dear, wearing rags will not turn the head of any male, let alone a king.” 

“I can’t do much about that. I’m married to a poor minstrel, and anything we earn has to go toward vegetables to make a meager meal. I’ll have to wait until I get my pay from the potter to buy a dress. Though it won’t be anywhere near as fancy as this raggedy thing used to be,” Sasha said, looking down at the once beautiful dress and lamenting its slow demise.

“Well then, you’re going to have to flirt like your livelihood depends on it—which it likely does—and hope you do not disgust the king when he comes to town,” the faerie said.

“King Thrushbeard is coming to town?” Sasha stopped in her tracks and stared at the faerie. 

“Apparently he frequently enjoys walking amongst his subjects, for some reason or another,” the faerie said, as though she thought it ridiculous.

Sasha thought hard but couldn’t remember a time the king of Hiltor, past or present, ever came to Bounty Bay because of enjoyment. She stared down at her dress that was ripped at the bottom and could see strings that hung limply from the sleeves in the torchlight.

“I refuse to see him dressed like this. Can you not help me? Maybe make a dress appear out of thin air?” Sasha asked. 

“Sorry, but I’ve already done that thankless task for another young miss, and I’ve learned my lesson. If he comes to the village soon, just smile up at the man, bat your lashes, and hope he doesn’t gag at the sight of you,” the faerie said.

“Again, thanks so much for your help. You know, I don’t know how I ever got along without you,” Sasha said.

“It is a burden you no longer have to carry,” the faerie said solemnly and bowed to her.

Sasha rolled her eyes and kept limping down the torch-lit streets. “You know what would be really useful? You helping me find the well so I can at least clean the dust from my face and arms.” 

“Your wish is my command,” the faerie said, and she took out her wand, pointing it at Sasha, who closed her eyes in the bright purple light it produced and tried not to scream when she felt the light zap her. When Sasha had the nerve to open her eyes, she found herself beside a well with waist-high, rocky walls surrounding it. A good look around left her chagrinned. The well was next to the back left side of the minstrel’s hovel. 

Sasha kicked a small bush that hid the well from view of the street and growled in frustration.  

 

 

 

 



[image: ]



 

The fire burned bright in the middle of the dirt floor and licked at the sides of the large, now permanently-burnt pot. “What took you so long?” the minstrel asked when he looked up from the table and saw Sasha. 

“I was filthier than I realized,” Sasha lied. She looked away from the minstrel toward the fire. “Oh no!” Sasha snatched a cloth from off the table and hooked it around the handle of the pot that was boiling over in the fire. The minstrel helped her put the pot down on the dirt floor, and then he carefully removed the lid from it.

“Thanks for the help, princess,” he said.

“I doubt a princess would remove a pot from a fire,” Sasha said pointedly.

“I only meant thank—”

“I know what you meant,” interrupted Sasha. “I only removed it because I’m hungry and didn’t want to starve like I did last night.”

“You and me both,” murmured the minstrel. “Shall we eat?”

Sasha’s stomach growled menacingly. The minstrel smiled up at her. “I’ll take that as a yes.” He winked at her and then turned to a small cupboard to get some plates. 

Sasha scowled at his back. Stop winking at me! She pulled up one of the only two chairs that the shack held and sat down as properly as she could. It felt so good to be sitting after the long day she’d had. The minstrel dished up some soup in a bowl for her and then one for himself. The dinner smelt wonderful. The only thing missing was some delicious rolls to lick up the soup from the bowls. Sasha made some very tasty rolls, and she was about to tell the minstrel this when she remembered she didn’t want him to know she could cook, let alone bake. 

The minstrel took off his hat and blessed the Highest for the good food, then Sasha dug into her dinner. 

“Mmm!” Sasha said at the same time as the minstrel. They looked up at each other, and the minstrel smiled at her again. Sasha quickly looked down.

What is it with him and smiling and winking?

“So how was your day?” the minstrel asked. 

How was my day? It was horrific. I sat in a dusty room, watching a burning kiln the whole time, is what she wanted to say, but the hopeful look in the minstrel’s eyes calmed the storm inside of her. “Fine,” she said instead. 

“Meet any new friends?” 

“No. Not really.”

“Oh, that’s alright. I’m sure you’ll meet some in no time,” the minstrel said and picked up his spoon to eat again.

Sasha stared at him with a brow raised. “You’re acting like my mother, asking me questions like that.” 

The minstrel smiled at her. “Just making some small talk. Since you’re going to be living here, I thought it would be nice for you to have some friends.” 

Sasha’s brow lowered, and she looked down at her soup. “Not yet,” she said in a whisper. It would be nice to have friends, but those working at the potter’s more than likely didn’t see Sasha as a comrade, and why should she care? She wasn’t a peasant like themselves, but a lady from the court of Hiltor.

“The weather was nice,” she said, to change the subject.

The minstrel watched her for a moment, then nodded his head as though saying he would allow the change. “It was a rather nice winter day. Spring is usually pretty kind to us folk who live in the Purple Plains too, but it’s the summer that’ll have you thinking you stepped into a dream world.”

“Why is that?”

 The minstrel smiled a little and said, “That’s when the wheat fields are full of the vibrant color this place is known for.”

Sasha smiled back. “I can’t wait for summer. It’s been a rather harsh winter this year, save for a few warmer days like today. Would you not agree?”

The minstrel swallowed some soup and looked at Sasha mischievously. “Oh, I would say it’s been the harshest yet, what with all the iciness I’ve had to endure.” 

“It has been icy,” agreed Sasha. “And snowy and cold and bitter.”

The minstrel grinned down at his bowl as though he were holding in a laugh. “Bitter is definitely the word I would use to describe … winter.” 

Sasha narrowed her eyes. Some nagging feeling told her the minstrel wasn’t just talking about the weather anymore. She was curious to find out what, or who, exactly he was calling bitter when the minstrel suddenly stopped eating and abruptly stood up from his chair. 

“I have something for you,” he said and rushed over toward the straw pile bed, where a brown package laid on the flattened pillow. “Close your eyes.” 

Sasha smirked at him. “Forgive me if I am not thrilled to close my eyes. I have brothers, you know, and it wouldn’t be the first time I was tricked with something horrifying when my eyes were closed.” 

The minstrel laughed and shook his head. “I promise it won’t be something to dread. Will you just humor me and close your eyes?” he asked with a little exasperation.

“Fine,” Sasha said. She sighed as she closed her eyes, smiling at the excitement of receiving a gift. She always loved gifts as a child, and it was something that she carried into adulthood. Sasha heard the rustling of paper, and then the minstrel cleared his throat. 

“Alright, you can open them now.” He sounded more excited for her to see the gift than she was to receive it. 

Sasha opened her eyes, and her heart faltered as her face fell. 

“What do you think?” the minstrel asked. 

What did she think? The better question was, what was she thinking, acting the way she was with the minstrel? There she was, flirting and flashing her lovely smile at the man she intended to leave for another. But her plans were forgotten as Sasha ate the delicious soup and stared at the infuriating man’s gorgeous eyes. Her intentions came slamming into her as she stared at the dress the minstrel held out to her. 

Sasha stood up straighter and lifted her chin as she said as queenly as she could, “It will suit.” 

The minstrel’s smile fell. “It will suit?” He looked down at the dress and back up at her. “Is something wrong with it? I admit, I don’t know women’s fashion all that well, but I did ask the tailor what he thought would go well with someone who has your dark hair. He suggested the white. If you don’t like it, I can always go back and get the tan or even the orange one I saw.”

“No!” Sasha shouted, holding her hands out to him. She might have to be rude so the minstrel didn’t regret her leaving him, but that didn’t mean she needed to go so far that things backfire and she end up wearing an orange dress that would clash miserably with her complexion. She needed as much help as she could get trying to win the heart of the king. The white dress would definitely be better than any tan or orange one, even if it was sturdy material only a poor peasant would wear. 

“Thank you, Ace,” she said, trying not to be too snooty. “I’m sure this dress will work well for me.” 

Sasha took the dress from him and folded it in her lap as she sat down on the bed. “I better get some sleep if I’m to be at the potter’s so bright and early.”

The minstrel nodded, lifting one of Sasha’s hands and examining it. He looked at her. “I hope they’re treating you well at the potter’s.”

Sasha was taken aback. “Th-they are …” she said.

He smiled at her. “The potter is a good man. He’ll take care of you when I’m gone.” He picked up his lute and strung it on his back, then stuck his red cap on his head.

“Where are you going?” Sasha asked.

“To the castle to work for the king,” he said.

“But you look dead on your feet.”

The minstrel held the door open as he looked out into the night. “It’s the life of a wandering minstrel. I’m lucky, though; at least I have a nice home and a beautiful wife to come home to. Bolt the door while I’m gone, will yeh?” He shut the door.

Sasha sat still, staring at the hand the minstrel held only a moment ago. His footsteps faded away, and Sasha looked up and clenched her hand. This is crazy. He only called you beautiful, which happened all the time in your old life. Why should his touch and his words affect you more than a rich lord’s? Sasha lowered her face in the flat pillow, angry that her heart, no matter how much her head told it not to, would not stop drumming hard in her chest. 

The minstrel would not make leaving him easy.
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Sasha sashayed toward the potter’s. Her white dress the minstrel gifted to her was nice and pressed. It fit rather well, for being from such stiff fabric.

Sasha pulled up a stool beside the potter and sat straight and tall. The potter looked her over with a brow raised. “What do ya think yer doin’?” he asked her gruffly. Sasha smiled up at him.

“I am here to help sell your pottery.” Her smile fell into a frown when the potter shook his head.

“No, yer not. Get into the back and help Cor with the kiln.” The potter got up to help a customer and didn’t see Sasha’s deathly scowl, a look that had made gentlemen quake in their shoes, but it was wasted on the potter. 

“It won’t be a problem for me. Just me sitting here will gain you more customers.” The potter ignored Sasha as he started talking with the customer who peered at Sasha with curiosity. Sasha looked away from the customer and stomped to the back of the shop, toward the hot and dusty kilns. 

Demetri was hard at work, forming another pot or some such thing, and didn’t look up when she passed. Corina was busy putting in another batch of pottery and didn’t seem to notice when Sasha stood beside her.

“Your father sent me back here to help you,” Sasha said and covered her face as hot air from the kiln tried to burn her. 

A disgruntled Corina grumbled something about an old man and owes me and then looked sharply at Sasha. “Touch nothing. I already have my hands full with all the pottery that needs to go in the kiln, and I don’t need a lady messing up all my hard work.” She sneered at Sasha. Sasha boiled inside and not just from the fire, though she was sure it was that too. 

“I’d much rather be in the front, selling these pots, than back here with you, believe me, but your father refuses to let me be up there with him. I am sure he could sell quite a few more of his wares if he were to put me in the front, but he thinks I should learn how to use the kiln.”

He will regret this once I am the queen!

Corina growled something unintelligible, then turned away from Sasha. “Come on,” Corina said and led her to the place Demetri had shown Sasha where they dried the pots in the sun. Corina picked up a clay dish and handed it to her. “Tell me what you notice about this dish,” she said. Sasha shivered in repulsion. 

“It’s slimy,” she said and handed the dish back to Corina. 

“Correct,” Corina said and put the dish back down on the wooden table to dry. “It’s still wet. We call these greenware that have just come from the wheel because they haven’t been in the kiln yet. This dish is too wet for the kiln and will need to sit and dry for at least two whole days before it can be put in the fire.” She looked at Sasha with a sharp look. “Or else it will explode.”

Sasha gulped. “Is it dangerous when it explodes?”

Corina smirked. “It can be. I’ve known a potter who lost an eye to an explosion and many more of us get badly burned.” She lifted her sleeve and Sasha recoiled. A scar from her wrist to her elbow showed how dangerous an explosion could be. “So be careful not to put the wet pottery into the kiln or your pretty face may be the sacrifice.” 

Sasha reached up to her cheeks, imagining those same scars she saw on Corina’s arm marring her unblemished skin. “How can I tell if it is ready to go into the kiln?” she asked. 

Corina picked up two different pieces, a cup and the other a vase, and handed them both to Sasha. “Tell me what you notice about these.” 

Sasha eyed the pottery in her hands with confusion. “One is a cup, and the other is a vase.”

Corina rolled her eyes and looked at Sasha. “No, I mean, besides that, what do you notice when you touch these two?” 

“Well, I suppose, one is … warmer than the other.”

Corina nodded. “Exactly. The warmer one means it sat in the sun the longest and is drier than the colder one. This cup is ready to be fired or put in the kiln, but if we put this vase in the kiln, it’ll explode because there is too much moisture. Understand?”

Sasha nodded her head. 

“I don’t want you messin’ around with the pottery in the kiln, so today your job is to keep putting turf in the fire and find the pottery that’s dry and ready for the kiln, just like this cup. Got it?” 

Sasha scoffed. “I can do that.” 

“Good.” Corina walked away from her and headed back into the shop. Sasha followed her. 

“When should I get you some more pottery for the kiln?” Sasha asked. She hated to sound unsure of herself, but she needed this job to work out. She might be in the back today, but who knows. Maybe soon enough, if she showed the potter she could work hard, he’d allow her to be in the front. 

“Right now. Choose four pieces and bring them to me. Take your time so you don’t pick out any greenware that is not fully dry.” 

“I understand,” Sasha said with a wave of her hand and headed back into the sunshine to find some greenware for the kiln.
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“Here yeh go.” The old potter handed Sasha her pay for the week. Sasha eagerly stashed it in the small purse she carried in the front pocket of her dress and left the pottery shop.

Just a few more coins …

She meandered down the street, looking into the different shops.

I don’t need that. I can’t use that, she thought as she passed the milliner’s and the blacksmith’s. Sasha continued to look into the open shops around the square when she came to the one she always had a desire to stop at but never did. This time, she couldn’t help herself.

Sasha paused and stared longingly at the ruby necklace the minstrel had pointed out to her the first day she came to Castle Village. Several well-dressed women stood at the counter, admiring the jeweler’s wares and trying on rings, bracelets, and brooches. Sasha had seen these women before. They were definitely from the upper class of society. The way they held themselves as they sauntered through the village square spoke of nobility and wealth. Sasha assumed two of the ladies were around her age or a little younger, as they dressed in bright colors that served the purpose of catching the eyes of young gentlemen. The rest of the women that made up the group were matronly, dressed in rich gowns of blues, silvers, and burgundies.

How Sasha had envied these ladies when she first saw them in the village. It wasn’t that long ago that she herself wore such fine apparel and fancy jewels. Sasha looked down at the ruby necklace and reached out a hand to touch the chain that held the ruby.

“Don’t touch that!” shouted a hysterical voice beside Sasha, and the necklace was seized from Sasha’s reach.

Sasha pulled her hand back and turned to face one of the noble women she’d been watching and who now held the necklace away from Sasha as though Sasha were a thief. The woman’s eyes narrowed. “How dare you think to put your filthy hands on this, pottery girl?” The woman’s nose wrinkled in what Sasha could only assume—and was horrified to realize—was disgust when she looked down at Sasha’s hands. Pure disgust.

Sasha hid her hands behind her back as the woman stared her down. The other wealthy women surrounded Sasha like vultures fencing her in and preventing her escape.

Sasha felt a blush bloom on her cheeks, but she held herself regally in her clay-spattered attire. “I was only looking.” 

One woman scoffed. “With your cracked and stained hands.”

“You shouldn’t even be looking, my dear. There is nothing in this shop you could possibly purchase,” said one of the younger ladies as she looked Sasha up from head to toe.

Sasha clenched her hands and raised her chin high. “I could buy the entire shop if I wished.”

“Oh, really? I didn’t realize the potter paid his employees so well!” another young lady said, staring at Sasha with big bright-blue eyes and feigned surprise. All the other ladies giggled, and their eyes twinkled with malice. 

Who do these women think they’re dealing with? I am the sister to the queen of Hiltor! I’ve had more wealth than these peacocks could ever dream about! I am Sasha Tuft of Hiltor, and no one will look down on me. Not again!

Sasha ground her teeth as she shook in anger, and she refused to back down from such an attack on her person. “Now you listen—”

“Aw! There you are, darling. I’ve been looking all over for you.” 

Sasha stumbled as a hand grasped hers and pulled her out of the circle of sharks.

The minstrel held Sasha’s hand firmly in his, but his eyes were watching the mob of women. “Ace?” Sasha said.

“May I?” the minstrel asked the woman still holding the necklace, and he swiped it from her grip.

“What are you doing?” whisper-hissed Sasha.

The minstrel handed Sasha the necklace and stared the ladies down. “Sasha has just as much right to hold that necklace as any of you do. Probably more.”

Sasha blanched, put the necklace back down on the shop counter, and yanked the minstrel’s hand. “I-I think it’s time to go,” she said, but the minstrel wasn’t budging.

“How dare you come to the market and pick on those you believe to be less fortunate than yourselves?” he said. His brows lowered, and there was a glint in his eyes.

Sasha laughed like a frightened horse and pulled on the minstrel’s hand again. “Oh, you must ignore my husband. He’s a little addled in the brain,” she said and grabbed the minstrel’s vest to pull him down to her level. “What are you doing?” she hissed in his ear. “We need to leave now.”

The minstrel still wasn’t watching her. “In a moment,” he said. “I suggest you apologize to my wife, you malicious cluck!” The women gasped at such an insult and outrageous suggestion. Sasha couldn’t take the humiliation any longer. She ripped her hand out of the minstrel’s grasp and stormed down the street as fast as she could without running.

It wasn’t long before Sasha heard footfalls. “Sasha, wait up!” called the minstrel. Sasha didn’t stop her exuberant pace. She left the village square and turned a corner.

A hand reached out and gripped her upper arm, holding her in place. “What’s the matter?” the minstrel asked. “You don’t need to be upset at what those uppity hens said to you. They only peck at you because you’re so much better than they are—”

“Better?” Sasha turned to face the minstrel. “How am I better than them? I am the wife of a poor wandering minstrel, remember? I have hardly a coin to buy food, let alone a walking dress like those women were wearing. You just insulted them, Ace. Do you know the kind of power they have? They can throw us out in the street if word gets back to the king about how you treated his wealthy subjects. They could have you hanged, and then what would happen to me?”

The minstrel cupped Sasha’s face in his hands and looked straight into her eyes, stopping her tirade effectively. “I would never let someone harm you, princess. And yes. I stand by what I said. You are so much better than those women. You work hard to help put food on the table, and you even turned our hovel into a home. It’s difficult going from extremely wealthy to pathetically poor, and though you’ve fought me every step of the way, you’ve shown you have more backbone than I realized. You could have chosen to sit and do nothing when I told you we needed you to help work so we could eat.”

Sasha stared up at the minstrel. “You would have let me starve if I didn’t work. What choice is that?”

The minstrel gave a small smile, and his eyes twinkled down at her. “Still. You could’ve chosen to starve.” 

She stepped away from the minstrel, her heart pounding in her chest. “I-I need to get home,” she whispered as she backed farther up the street.

The minstrel watched her with a look Sasha didn’t understand. He nodded. “I’m going to be gone for a little while,” the minstrel said, and Sasha was stunned to realize there was a large sack on the man’s back.

How had she not noticed that? Probably too busy staring into the man’s eyes. Foolish Sasha!

The minstrel went on, ”I’m going to be playing at the Fuzzy Frog Pub and possibly go to Caldor Castle to earn some money.”

Sasha shook her head and closed her eyes. She must have heard the minstrel wrong. “What did you call the pub?” she asked.

The minstrel chuckled under his breath, and it sent delicious chills up Sasha’s arms, to her annoyance. “The Fuzzy Frog, of course. One of Caldor’s most prominent pubs.” He smiled at her. 

Sasha bit her lip to keep from smiling back. “Of course.” She stepped backward. “When will you be back?” she asked. “Not that I really care,” she added hastily when the minstrel’s brows rose at her question. She took another step back. “I better get going. It’s going to get dark soon. Um … take care!”

Sasha turned, her face bright red—she could feel it—and hurried down the street with her head down. She had to make some distance between her and the minstrel before she said something else ridiculous. She hurried down the streets, going by pure memory more than actual sight, and didn’t stop until she was back in the shack with the door locked. She threw the covers from her bed over her head to hide her shame.


[image: ]



Sasha trudged on the dirt path through the purple wheat. It had been a week since she'd talked with or seen the minstrel. Sasha was tired. Her head ached from thinking too much about the man she was supposed to leave. Her feet ached because she had to stand on them all day in wretched shoes. Granted, they were better than the slippers she was used to wearing in Hiltor. Her stomach ached, and going home to the empty shack every night brought her focus back to her wandering husband and how he smiled at her and called her beautiful. Her back felt sore because working with pottery bored her to tears, and more than once she would find she fell asleep at the wheel in a very slouched position. 

Sasha lifted a hand to put a stray hair back in place and huffed in anger. She hated working at the pottery shop for oh so many reasons, but the reason she despised it the most was caked on her hands and now her hair. Dust! So much dust from that awful clay she used to form pots … or tried to form pots, anyway. The clay stuck everywhere and when it dried, it crumbled everywhere, and where it crumbled, there would inevitably be dust that would cover everything. Her hair, clothes, skin; she took the dust everywhere with her, even her bed. No matter how hard she scrubbed the night before, she would have gray dust all over the blankets by morning.

Sasha kicked at a rock, annoyed that doing so made her foot hurt worse, but it also felt good to let out a little aggression.

 Another plume of dust, but this time, it was violet and flew from the purple wheat fields to the side of Sasha. Amid the dust rose a figure as tall as Sasha with dragonfly wings and a puffy, purple dress that came to her knees. The dust around the figure settled, and Sasha found herself staring into the purple eyes of the ugly faerie who was supposed to be helping her win the heart of the Caldor king. But by the looks of it, it seemed the faerie was more interested in judging Sasha as she took her time to study her from the top of her head down to her filthy boots. “You are putting far too much trust in my matchmaking skills if this is the way you plan to present yourself to the king,” grumbled the faerie.

Sasha ducked her head and felt her cheeks flush when she walked around the faerie in her path. “I would never present myself to the king looking as I do.”

The faerie stared at her nails and tapped one of her high-heeled shoes as she smirked at Sasha. “Well, considering that this path leads to the castle, it’s highly likely the king or one of the other nobles in this land will notice you soon enough.”

“What?” Sasha whipped her head up, and her eyes grew wide. There stood the castle in all its glory. Beautiful turrets reached high for the sky, and golden flags with a purple bundle of wheat in the middle of them flapped in the soft breeze.

Sasha was only a mile or so from the castle gates. How did I get here? One moment she was wandering around the village and the plains, doing everything she could to evade the shack, and somehow, she had ended up at the castle. How had she walked all the way to the castle without even noticing?

“I don’t want to see the king right now,” Sasha said, looking back at the faerie.

“Then I suggest you hurry yourself in the opposite direction because an equipage is coming this way.”

Sasha spun around to face the castle once again. Sure enough, dust clouds were billowing down the path ahead of her, and a dark carriage pulled by two horses was thundering her way.

Sasha turned and ran down the path to the village, but the horses were coming fast, so she grabbed the faerie’s sleeve, who yelped as Sasha leaped sideways into the wheat field beside the path dragging her with her. The horses galloped past, and Sasha turned just in time to see that some furry creature sat inside the carriage.

“I suppose King Thrushbeard must be in a hurry,” Sasha said as she watched the carriage fly down the path, for it could only be that man with the crazy beard and wild hair sitting in the carriage.

“You suppose?” cried the faerie. “He very nearly ran us over! You would think his coachmen would notice a lady walking down the path in front of them.” 

“Or two ladies, as the case is,” Sasha said, but the faerie waved away her words.

“No, no. I meant what I said. I could hardly blame them for thinking I stood beside a statue.”

Sasha’s jaw dropped. Yes, she was covered in dried gray clay, but she doubted anyone would think she was an inanimate object. Sasha grumbled, “Does it matter if I’m covered in dust? I have nothing to look forward to, being a pottery servant and living the life of a poor minstrel’s wife.” She took to the road once again, leaving the faerie behind.

“The king is coming to the village tomorrow,” the faerie said nonchalantly. “If you’re still wanting to get out of your situation, this might be your chance.” 

Sasha stopped in her tracks. “How do you know this, and why is he coming?” 

“I overheard it in the castle’s kitchen.” She walked up to Sasha. “You can learn a lot when people don’t know you’re there,” the faerie whispered to her, then startled Sasha even more with her boisterous, manly laughter. Sasha waited until the maniacal faerie’s laughter died down.

“And why is he coming?” Sasha asked.

“I’m uncertain as to the reason,” the faerie said. “I only know he is coming, and it’s an excellent opportunity for you to capture the fuzzy man’s heart and become his queen.”

Sasha cringed. “Do you have to call him fuzzy? I mean, being married to the man is going to be bad enough without me thinking of him as fuzzy.”

“What’s so wrong with fuzzy? A lot of things are fuzzy. Bears, kittens, pussy willows, your soon-to-be fiancé … See? So many things!”

Please grant me patience, Sasha thought as she looked up at the darkened sky and noticed it was twilight. If Sasha didn’t hurry, she would be walking the path home by the light of the moon. She picked up her pace, and the faerie followed sedately beside her.

“So the king is coming to the village tomorrow,” Sasha repeated what the faerie said.

“Yes.”

Sasha grinned wickedly. “Then that doesn’t leave much time to get ready to flirt him into a stupor.”

“Sounds wonderful, dear, but do remember to bathe before you meet His Majesty. There is only so much I’m willing to do with my magic to make this marriage become a reality.”

“You truly believe I would meet the king without a proper cleansing?” Sasha asked with her hands on her hips as she turned toward the faerie.

The faerie shrugged. “You were walking to his castle covered in dry clay a moment ago.”

Sasha nodded. “Fair enough,” she said and stood a little taller, though her back cracked three times to get her to a more proper position. “I’ll be more than presentable for the king. By tomorrow, you will hardly know who I am.”

The faerie scoffed. “Whatever you say, my dear.”

“What do you mean, whatever I say? You promised you would help me become the wife of the Caldorian king.”

 “And so I shall,” the faerie said as she nodded her head enthusiastically. “As long as you look presentable, I can make sure the king notices you.”

Sasha tilted her head to the side and folded her arms as she stared at the faerie. “Really?”

The faerie pulled out her wicked, spiky wand. “Trust me!” she said and disappeared with a loud poof sound. Golden, glittery dust fell from where she had been and gathered around Sasha’s feet like sand on a beach. Trust her? It was getting harder and harder to trust the faerie. Nothing seemed to go Sasha’s way since the creature had entered her life.

Sasha peeped around the corner of the dark alley she lived down. No minstrel. She let out her breath and shuffled toward the shack. The stars were out and glowing. It was late, and no one was out talking on the street like Sasha was used to seeing when she came home from the pottery shop. No sweets girl standing in her unwashed dress with a hopeful look in her eye as she waited for Sasha. 

Sasha pulled open the door to the shack and walked into the thick darkness. The only light was from the embers of the turf smoldering in the firepit. Sasha thought about washing herself this evening so she wouldn’t have to get up so early to bathe and get ready for the day. But it couldn’t be helped. It was late and Sasha had no desire to be out and about by herself in the dark alleyway just to get water from the well.

Sasha lit a small candlestick and munched on a raw potato for dinner. Though it wasn’t very filling, she really had to get to bed so she could be up before dawn to get everything done, ensuring she could be ready for her “chance meeting” with His Majesty. Sasha quickly threw on a nightdress she’d insisted on buying with her first payment from the pottery shop and snuggled as best she could in the creaking old bed. She blew out the candle and smiled up at the ceiling. Tomorrow will be the beginning of the end to this hoax of a marriage.

Sasha sighed and closed her eyes, but before she fell asleep, the image of laughing, beautiful, blue-gray eyes danced before her as the music of a flute floated on the breeze. She smiled as she dozed off.
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Bored. So bored.

Sasha had been watching the kiln as she’d been told to do while Corina was on a lunch break and Demetri was up front with the potter to ask him a question. This had been her assignment for a month now. Sasha had proven she couldn’t be trusted with making clay objects. Every time she tried to use the spinning table, the small pottery workshop became more of a war zone as clay objects went flying in every direction, smashing already-fired pottery and shooting—with rather impressive accuracy—at her fellow workers. Even a glob or two had flown off the table and got caught in Sasha’s hair. So she’d been charged with helping Corina watch the kilns when she went on break, and the rest of the time she ran around like a servant to do this and that for Demetri and Corina.

Sasha had reached a new low, but the pay was good and very much needed, as it helped put food on her and the minstrel’s table. She even made enough sometimes to splurge on herself. But if anyone asked what Sasha did for her job, she would tell them she was an apprentice to the potter.

She yawned as she held her head in her hand, and her eyes began to close until she heard the scrambling of feet and the twittering of voices getting louder outside. Is Corina back already? she thought groggily, but then Demetri came running in. 

“Hurry! The king is in the marketplace!” he called out and ran out the door, heading for the street.

Sasha quickly jumped up and started dusting herself off as she ran after him. Finally, she thought, it took him long enough. Sasha was so sure that she’d only have to work at the potter’s shop for a week or two until the king appeared at Castle Village.

She skidded to a stop beside Demetri and the potter. The king was just passing their shop, talking to his advisers who surrounded him. Sasha grabbed the nearest pottery object and walked up to the king with a smile. 

“For you, Your Majesty,” she said. The potter harrumphed his disapproval, but Sasha ignored him. She knew just how to make her smile a touch flirtatious and how to lower her lashes to act a bit shy. It was the perfect look to attract any man she found. No one had yet turned her down for it. Would the minstrel? Sasha dashed the thought away and looked up at the king. 

He looked worse than when she first met him, and it was taking all she had learned in the practice of polite etiquette many years back for Sasha to keep the flirtatious look up. At least when he was at the ball, he’d attempted to comb his rather thick and kinky hair, but, to her dismay, he looked like he was a walking scarecrow as pieces of his dark brown hair flew in every direction.

Sasha couldn’t see his eyes. Could he even see her or the street? If the hair on the top of his head wasn’t bad enough, his beard and mustache were in even worse shape. He looked like he stuck a chimney sweep up by his face, harsh bristles fanning out almost like it was done on purpose. But no one would ever brush their hairs out like that on purpose. All that was visible was his rather thick, red nose. 

Sasha grit her teeth to keep her smile in place, which faltered every time she found something new to dislike about the man. When I am queen, this buffoon will never leave the castle without a clean shave and a good, short haircut.  

The king reached out for the pottery Sasha held. Her smile became predatory as he seemed to watch her. I’ve got him.

“And what is this?” the king asked with such a thick accent that Sasha barely understood him.

 She stared at the object she’d offered him. What in the kingdoms? Out of all the pottery Sasha could have grabbed, she had to pick out one she wasn’t familiar with. “It is a …” The eyes of the crowd stared at Sasha, some with curiosity, and others she could feel watched her with malicious humor.  

BANG!

Sasha dropped the pottery as dust and smoke blew around in the street.

“Ah!” yelled a voice, but Sasha and everyone else only had eyes for the potter’s shop that seemed to have caught fire.

Oh no! The kiln! Sasha rushed to the back of the shop with Demetri and the potter on her heels, only to find Corina covered in dust from head to toe, hacking up her insides. 

“What happened?” asked the potter. 

Corina stared daggers at her. “What happened”—cough—“was Little Miss Thoughtless”—cough—“put some overly wet greenware”—cough—“into the kiln like I told her not to.” Cough! Cough!

Sasha’s cheeks flamed as she felt the gaze of all six eyes on her.  

“Didn’t you know the greenware must be dry enough or it will explode?” asked the potter as he looked at Sasha like she was daft. 

“Of course, I knew that!” she said. “Which is why I checked the greenware very closely to make sure it was dry before I brought it to be fired.”

All three just shook their heads, and the potter looked disappointed. “As much as I admire and look up to Ace, I can’t let his careless wife work in the pottery shop any longer. I think ya need to leave.”

Sasha shook her head. “No. I need to help clean this up.” Sasha grabbed a broom at the same time another hand reached for it. Sasha looked up into Demetri’s eyes, which stared at her like she was a pitiful wretch.

“I’ll clean it up,” he said and pulled the broom from Sasha’s hand.

 Sasha looked back at the potter and Corina. “I-I’ll come back tomorrow, then.”

The potter shook his head. “Don’t bother. Yer no longer working at this pottery shop.”

Sasha’s stomach plummeted. “But … I …”

All three watched her with disappointed, pitying stares.

Sasha’s pride couldn’t handle the looks all three were giving her, and she turned to leave before she broke out in tears in front of those uneducated peasants. 
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What had gone wrong? Sasha was sure she’d checked the greenware out in the yard and found the driest of them.

Sasha sniffled as she passed the bakery. The smell of sweet, buttery goodness whiffed up her nose. She didn’t have any money with her and froze at the thought, What am I going to tell the minstrel? Sasha panicked. It’s not like I could tell him I became careless because I was flirting with the king. “Ace is going to lose it when I tell him I lost my job.”

“That’s an understatement,” said the high, girlish voice of the cloaked faerie walking beside Sasha. 

“This is all your fault,” Sasha said.

“Perhaps.” 

“All you had to do was tell me that the Caldor king was the man with everything that I desired, but no, you had to be so secretive and just throw him into my husband-choosing without telling me who he was.” A large crowd gathered in the town square. Sasha tried to look over the heads of those in front of her. “Now what’s happening?” 

“Not sure. I’m stuck in the crowd and just as short as you.” The faerie huffed.

Sasha was in no mood to stand in the sun and tried to scoot along the edge of the crowd of peasants, all talking animatedly. She ignored the conversations going on around her and continued arguing with the faerie. 

A trumpet blew, and the chatter died down. “Hear ye! Hear ye! Everyone!” called a loud, booming voice. “The king has found a bride!” Sasha’s footsteps stuttered to a stop.

Oomph! “You could’ve warned me you were going to stop,” said the indignant faerie after she smacked right into Sasha.

“Shush!” Sasha said and then turned toward the crowd. She pushed her way to the front of the square, where the king and who she assumed was the herald stood.

“The king has chosen who will be his wife,” said the herald. Everyone cheered except Sasha and the faerie, who gasped. Sasha’s heart sank.

How can this be happening? He’s supposed to be mine!

The herald went on speaking when the cheering died down. “You will all find out who she is during the harvest celebration on the last day of summer.” The cheering exploded again.

Late summer? That’s months away! I still have a chance.

“Did you hear that?” said the ugly faerie in Sasha’s ear. “Your King Thrushbeard has found a bride.”

Sasha ground her teeth as she stared at the king. “Not yet, he hasn’t,” she said and pushed her way to His Royal Majesty, the faerie on her heels.

“Pardon me,” Sasha said, in a sweet voice that had taken her hours to perfect in her courting days. The king looked down at her, and Sasha had to back away so she didn’t get buried in his beard.

“Hey, aren’t you the pottery woman who dropped something on the king’s royal adviser’s foot?” asked a guard, standing near the king. Sasha’s mouth dropped and her eyes narrowed, ready to tell the guard exactly what she thought about him calling her a pottery woman, but before she could say anything, another shorter man pushed her away from the king. 

“It’s time to go, Your Majesty,” said the shorter man who was dressed in fine golden silks and holding a handkerchief up to his nose as he looked at Sasha with disgust. The king nodded his head, then he and the rude, short man climbed into a fine carriage and left the town square with the royal guards following behind, heading in the castle’s direction.

Sasha stood dumbfounded on the cobbled street, watching the king before he turned a corner.

The faerie scoffed behind her. “Well, you certainly got his attention. You’ll be known as the pottery woman who dropped some pottery on the royal adviser’s toe.”

Sasha shook her head. “I can’t be known as that.”

“It could be worse,” added the faerie. “You could be known as the woman who dropped something on the king’s adviser’s toe while dashing to save the shop she lit on fire.”

Sasha ignored the faerie. “Did you see how that sniveling little man stared at me?” 

The faerie nodded, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Like you were a giant brick that crushed his toe.”

“Laugh all you want, faerie, but just remember, if I don’t marry King Thrushbeard, then our bargain is off. And the pottery shop did not catch on fire!” Sasha said. “Did I really drop something on the royal adviser’s foot?” she asked quietly.

The faerie smirked and stared at her nails. “Had you been paying attention, you would’ve noticed that he limped to the carriage.”

Sasha hadn’t noticed the adviser limping at all. “How am I supposed to be in the good graces of that fuzzy king if every time we meet him, I do or say something insulting?” she mumbled to herself.

“My thinking exactly,” murmured the faerie.

Sasha scowled at the ugly creature and headed back to the shack she lived in, for now. 

“We have lots of time to change the king’s mind about his bride. If I can show myself in a better light from now on, then who knows? Maybe the woman he will announce as his wife will be me.”

The faerie smiled with her sharp teeth. “That’s the spirit! All is not lost yet. All we have to do is get you an opportunity to be in the king's presence. It can’t be that hard.”

Sasha smiled and nodded her head in agreement, but then her smile slipped. With all this news, she forgot she’d just lost her job. Again! What was she going to tell the minstrel? He was going to be so disappointed in her. Sasha didn’t think she could stand his kind eyes turning stormy and accusing her of hunger. Then he’d trudge out the door again to earn more money, going another night without sleep.

“Before any of this can happen, I need to beg the potter for my job back. It’s only me and Ace who can put food on our table, and without that job, we might starve.” Sasha turned around to go back to the pottery shop.

The faerie pulled on her arm to stop her. “You’ve already tried your hand at pottery. Why don’t you try something that you’re good at?”

“Like what?” Sasha asked, still maneuvering her way to the pottery shop.

“Well,” the faerie said, “you could always work on a farm.” 

Sasha whipped around, her face pale with fury as she prodded her finger into the faerie’s cloaked chest. “I would rather die than work on a farm again.”

The air around Sasha chilled. She moved away from the faerie, hoping her suddenly numb fingers would thaw. “That can be easily arranged,” the faerie said in a deathly-quiet voice.

Sasha backed up even more until she was up against a small half wall. 

“May I help you?”

Sasha turned and found herself standing at the counter of the small bakery that filled the village square with delicious smells. Sasha smiled at the very becoming dark-eyed lady with long, black hair and pearl-like skin who was watching her with expectancy.

“My friend and I were just passing by,” Sasha said, and she turned toward the faerie, but the faerie was gone. Sasha looked back at the woman behind the counter, who studied Sasha with a little more curiosity now. Sasha blushed. “I guess my friend had to leave.” Sasha looked over at the sign set out on the counter and looked hopefully at the woman behind it. “You’re hiring?”  

“Yes,” replied the woman, “but I’m not the one in charge. That would be Gerta in the back.”

“I can bake,” Sasha said enthusiastically. “I can even start as soon as possible. Right now, even.”

The woman smiled and said, “I’ll go get Gerta.” She then turned to go to the back of the bakery, calling out the owner’s name.

This was it. Sasha had found a job, and it was something she was good at. The minstrel was going to be so proud of her.

Oh no, the minstrel! How’s he going to take it when I tell him I lost the job at the pottery shop? Then she blanched as she thought, How’s he going to take it when he realizes I can cook and bake? Sasha would prefer the minstrel think she knew nothing of cooking and baking because then the minstrel wouldn’t get suspicious of her and ask where she learned such skills. Sasha would rather live in the shack with burnt dinners every night than tell the minstrel her father used to be a poor farmer, and how she had to be the cook and baker to keep herself and her family alive.

The lovely young woman arrived with a larger, more solid woman beside her who Sasha assumed was the owner of the bakery, Gerta. “How do you do?” Sasha asked with a curtsy and a small smile she hoped looked kind.

Gerta snorted at her and looked Sasha up and down, then frowned as though she didn’t think Sasha looked like much. “What’s ya name?” asked Gerta in a gruff voice.

“Sasha.” 

Gerta narrowed her eyes at her. Sasha felt a little heat rise into her cheeks and clenched her jaw while she stared the woman in the eyes without blinking. Gerta asked, “Do you know how to bake?” 

Sasha scoffed. “I am a fabulous baker.”

Gerta looked hard at Sasha. “We’ll see about that. Come back tomorrow.”

Sasha nodded with a brief smile on her lips, and Gerta turned and headed for the back of the bakery again.

“If you’re going to work here, then you’re going to need to be here bright and early tomorrow morning,” said the pretty, black-haired woman, staring at Sasha sternly. “There will be no messing around. Gerta doesn’t need another lazy employee like she had last time. Carry your weight and work hard. Got it, pottery girl?”

Sasha blushed to the roots of her hair. How does she know who I am?

The black-haired woman smirked at her and then nodded her head. “Bright and early, pottery girl. Bright and early.” She then turned to go to the back of the building, leaving Sasha indignant at the treatment these two village peasants had subjected her to. Sasha opened her mouth to insult the dark-eyed beauty, but then her stomach growled. It’s either work here or starve to death. At least I enjoy working with dough. Sasha sighed and turned to go back to the shack, wondering what she was going to tell the minstrel.
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The neighborhood of shacks Sasha lived in came into view when she turned the corner. A gaggle of filthy children ran past. As usual, sweets girl, with a doll made of the purple wheat strands, smiled at her. Sasha was so excited she would be working at the bakery that she instinctively smiled back and kept on walking home.

Sasha opened the dilapidated door and entered the only room. She looked around in the dismal light and confirmed the minstrel wasn’t home. Where is that minstrel? I hope he hasn’t keeled over somewhere for lack of sleep. She sighed and her stomach grumbled. 

Sasha looked around the room and spotted a few potatoes and carrots sitting on the table. She went over, picked a knife off the table, and peeled the root vegetables. She filled the cooking pot with water from outside and smirked about the night she went searching for the well, only to find it was beside her home all along. Sasha froze in her steps.

Did I really call this shack my home? She shook her head and headed back for the shack. It might be where I live, for now, but I will find a way to make sure it’s not my permanent residence.

Before long, the shack was filled with the delicious smell of stew. Sasha had found some herbs and wild onions growing just outside of the walled village and tossed those into the pot. As everything boiled, Sasha changed back into the dress she’d traveled in — though it was little better than rags — and put the blue dress the minstrel gave her, which was covered in dust and smelled of smoke, in a pile beside the bed.

The dim light coming from the small slit in the shack was getting darker and darker. Night would be here before long. Sasha took some of the turf that sat by the firepit and laid it in the fire. She set two bowls out on the table with some eating utensils and scooped some stew into each bowl, just in case the minstrel showed up that night. 

Sasha was ready for him. She built up her defenses. There was no way the minstrel was going to turn her into a pile of jelly just by one look. And though contact with him was dangerous, Sasha was ready for that too. All she had to do was avoid his touch. Simple! She smiled to herself. Yes. It’s that simple.

As Sasha was getting ready to eat the meal, the door to the shack swung open. The minstrel paused in the doorway and looked toward Sasha with both brows up. “There’s a delicious smell wafting down the street that had me envious of who was eating a nice meal in these parts. But then I find I’m the one to envy. A well-scrubbed table and an unburnt dinner? Sasha, you’ve outdone yourself,” the minstrel said as he hung his red cap on the hook by the door.

Sasha felt her defenses tremble. Hold it together, Sasha. He just showed up! Sasha smiled with gritted teeth. “I’m a quick learner,” she said, and looked down to eat some more stew. Sasha could feel the minstrel staring at her, and the energy it took to not look up was causing her to sweat. She cleared her throat. “There’s enough for the both of us. Why don’t you come sit down and eat? You look dead on your feet, Ace.”

The minstrel came toward the table and sat down. He picked up a spoon and began to slurp the stew up, groaning about how good it tasted. She smiled. Alright. Smiling about his reaction is fine. Who wouldn't be gratified? 

The minstrel stopped eating, and Sasha could still feel him watching her. It was burning a hole in her head. “This isn’t just a happy mistake, Sasha,” he said.

Sasha felt her ears burn but kept her eyes on her meal and continued eating. She dropped the spoon that was halfway to her mouth when the minstrel reached out and gently took her hand. Sasha froze with her eyes and mouth both open wide. “Why did you pretend you couldn’t cook?” the minstrel asked.

Sasha looked up and regretted it profusely. She’d forgotten how attractive the man was and felt the last of her defenses slip. Stupid! Stupid girl! Now you’re in for it. Not only did you fail to prevent him from touching you, but he now knows you can cook and that you lied about it! Oh! Why did you lie?

Sasha pulled her hand away and reached down for her eating utensil. “Surprise! I can cook,” she said as her shaky hand grasped the spoon. She stood abruptly. “I need to wash this.” She practically ran to the water basin, though it was only on the other side of the small table. 

“I am surprised,” the minstrel said. “To think we didn’t have to eat the slop I made.”

“It was getting better,” Sasha lied as she dried the spoon on her apron.

The minstrel shook his head and then startled from the table like something stung him. “You burnt the dinner on purpose!” he accused, pointing his finger at her.

Sasha rolled her eyes and huffed. “Alright, that’s going too far. I didn’t burn the dinner on purpose,” she said. “If I did, I would have been sure to only burn your half,” she mumbled while sitting back down at the table.

“What?”

Sasha looked up at him as she held her spoon in the stew. “Pardon?”

The minstrel narrowed his eyes and sat back down. “You just said you’d have burnt my dinner on purpose.”

“Did I? Hmm. Must’ve just slipped out. On another note, I got let go from the pottery shop, and I’m now working at the bakery,” she said and put a spoonful of stew in her mouth.

“You got let go?” shouted the minstrel, standing up again and spilling stew all over the table.

Sasha nodded. “Let’s remember the important part. I’m now working at the bakery, which is a wonderful change since making pottery was awful, what with all the clay that ended up all over me every day.” She then held her spoon aloft as she tilted her head in wonder. “I suppose I’ll be coming home covered in flour from now on … Oh well.” She shrugged. “Such is life.” And then she happily took another bite.

Be careful, Sasha. You’re confusing and frustrating that man, and it’s going to cause you problems. And really, stop smiling!

The minstrel covered his eyes with his hand, and he took a deep breath. Sasha almost choked on a potato as a gurgle of laughter almost sprung from her mouth at his long-suffering look. “So, you are now working at the bakery, correct?” the minstrel said slowly, as though trying to contemplate all Sasha had told him, which he probably was.

“Yes.”

The minstrel nodded and looked at her with skepticism. “You can bake, correct?”

Sasha nodded enthusiastically. “Yes! I am even better at baking than cooking, and I love doing it.”

“Then why did you tell me you couldn’t cook?” 

Sasha sat up, prim and proper. “I’m not your servant. I was brought up in the very highest of society.”

“Yet you know how to cook and bake? Forgive me, princess, but I didn’t think that was something ladies of the higher class were taught.”

Sasha felt her face fall and looked down at her food once again. “Well, this lady was.”

After a few moments, the minstrel changed the subject, but it wasn’t something Sasha wanted to talk about either.

“Why did the potter let you go?” the minstrel asked.

Sasha was ready to be done talking with the minstrel. “He more than likely realized I wasn’t cut out for working at a dirty pottery shop.”

“But you’re cut out for working at a bakery.”

It wasn’t a question, and Sasha looked up at the minstrel and noticed the challenge in his eyes. “I’m a very good baker,” Sasha stated, not looking away from the minstrel.

“Alright. I just thought baking would be something below you like making pottery was, but I can see now I was wrong.”

“Yes, Ace. You were wrong.” Sasha and the minstrel stared at each other, neither one willing to give into the other. Finally, the minstrel smiled and before Sasha knew what was happening, he picked up her hand and lightly kissed it.

“Good,” he said, or at least that’s what she thought he said, but she wasn’t sure because her faculties had stopped working the moment the man’s lips touched her hand.

By the time Sasha could remember how to talk again, the tricky minstrel had disappeared with the empty, burnt pot out the door.
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“Oi! Pottery girl!” Sasha looked over her shoulder at Kavir, the pretty, black-haired woman she’d met the day before, who had just come in from the back of the bakery. “Someone is here to see you,” she said.

“Who?”

Kavir shrugged. “I didn’t ask.”

Sasha turned back to help a customer in the front. “Tell them I’ll be just a moment,” she said over her shoulder. She heard a huff and then, “You tell them. I’ll take over at the front.”

Kavir took the rolls in Sasha’s hands, placed them in a sack, then proceeded to talk with the customer. Sasha went to the back. Who would be here to see me?  

Sasha came to an abrupt stop when she turned the corner. There stood the minstrel, lifting a hand toward some hot out-of-the-oven rolls. “Ace? What are you doing here?”

The minstrel quickly put his hand down and looked sheepishly at Sasha. “Oh! Hello there, Sasha. I-I was walking home from playing at the Happy Hog and thought I should stop by and see if you’re ready to go home.”

Sasha folded her arms and lifted a brow while staring at the minstrel. “The Happy Hog? Is that another one of your country's prominent pubs?”

The minstrel smiled and looked down. “That it is,” he said and looked up at her with his mischievous grin.

“Why?” she asked as she felt her heart drum that odd rhythm that always occurred when the minstrel smiled that way. Why does he smile at me like that? She looked away. “You’ve never walked me home before.”

“That’s just it. We’ve been married for some time now, and I thought it was time we got to know each other better. It’s time I wooed my wife. Walking you home is the first thing I need to change.”

Sasha looked anywhere but right at the minstrel. Woo me? “Well, it may be a while until I’m finished here—”

“No. You’re done for the day,” interrupted Gerta, who appeared from behind the large wood-burning oven, startling Sasha and the minstrel.

Sasha looked at Gerta, then at the minstrel. “I think I should clean up the back room—”

“It’s already done. Kavir did it already,” Gerta interrupted again.

Sasha narrowed her eyes at Gerta for making her excuse to not walk with the minstrel moot once again. She looked back at the minstrel, who was smirking at her. “Looks like you can go,” he said, holding out his arm for her to take.

Sasha took it when a firm hand held her other arm. She looked back to see Gerta watching her with suspicious eyes. “You can’t go with one of my aprons.”

Sasha looked down to see she was still wearing an apron and quickly untied it, pulled it over her head, and handed it back to Gerta. Gerta harrumphed, and she hung the apron up but didn’t turn away from Sasha, as though afraid Sasha was going to take one of her special spoons that sat beside her. “Be here bright and early in the morning,” she said to Sasha. Sasha nodded and left with the minstrel.

Sasha removed her hand from the minstrel’s arm and folded her hands together behind her back as she walked side by side with him. Why does he want to get to know me now? Is he honestly planning on walking me home every workday? She looked up at the minstrel, who looked to be holding back one of his signature grins. “What’s so humorous?” she asked him.

The minstrel looked down at her with mirth. “Did you see the way that woman was staring you down?” the minstrel said, and he chuckled. “She truly thought you were going to steal her apron!” He then laughed so hard, he had to hold the side of a building while those around watched him warily.

Sasha elbowed him. “It’s not that humorous, Ace. That woman is the most serious creature I’ve ever met. She probably would’ve called for guards to track me down if I took the apron.”

The minstrel howled in laughter as he held his stomach and fell to the ground.    

Sasha rolled her eyes and looked back menacingly at the bakery shop. “And then your poor princess would be stuck in a dungeon cell in the castle,” she grumbled under her breath. That’s probably the closest I’ll ever get to the king after the pottery incident. She sighed and stepped over the minstrel, who had stopped laughing to look up at her.

He caught her skirt in his hand and held her still. Sasha looked down at him. “Let me go, Ace. People are starting to look at us.” But he didn’t let go. Instead, he just stared at Sasha in a way that made her uncomfortably warm.

“You just called yourself my princess,” he said in wonder.

Sasha whipped her head away from him and pulled her skirts away from his grasp. Had she really said that? Sasha went back to the ridiculous conversation they’d had and realized he was right. She felt herself blush and rushed on ahead of the man.

A moment later, he caught up with her, still smiling like a jester. “It felt good to laugh like that,” he said. “Thanks for the entertainment.”

“Of course, minstrel. What else could I possibly be here for?” Sasha mumbled and kept walking with her head down, hoping the minstrel didn’t see how it was affecting her.

He randomly added, “Other than that last part with your boss, how did working at the bakery suit you?”

Sasha took a sideways glance at him. He looked genuinely interested in her answer. “It was … good,” she said and looked away again.

“That nice, eh?” the minstrel said. Sasha peeked over at him.

His eyes twinkled. “Your look says it all. That it was one of the best days you’ve had in a long time. That’s the way I feel when I play the lute for people,” he said with an earnestness Sasha had rarely heard come from him.

She gave him a small smile but said nothing in return. Sasha really did love to bake, but it wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. That was something someone talked about with one they really cared about, and Sasha couldn’t care about the minstrel.

“Will you tell me where you learned to bake?” the minstrel asked quietly.

Sasha walked silently for a moment, pondering if it would be a good thing for her to mention anything about her baking to the minstrel.

“At my family's manor, when my mother was alive,” she said in a whisper. There, she told him. Hopefully he wouldn’t ask anymore prodding questions but, of course, that was too hopeful.

“Your parents let you socialize with the kitchen staff?” he asked.

Sasha nodded, not ready to go into detail about her past.

“That’s lucky,” the minstrel said. “I had to beg and beg for my father to let me learn the lute. In the end, I had to do it behind his back.”

Sasha wanted to ask the minstrel so many questions about his father and mother but stopped herself. This was dangerous territory, getting personal with the minstrel. Besides, there was no need, if the faerie came through and somehow got her an audience with the king. Sasha said nothing and kept walking. 

They had reached the alley to the shack. The entire alley community surrounded the minstrel, asking how his day went and if he’d play a song for them. Sasha was thankful for the crowd and inched her way around them and away from the minstrel.

Just as she was free, a little hand grabbed hers.

“A sweet?” asked the sweets girl with her wheat doll and a small smile.

Sasha grimaced at her. “I haven’t one today, little one. Perhaps I may bring you a sweet tomorrow?” Sweets girl grinned broadly and nodded in excitement. Sasha patted her head and went to the shack. She looked back at the crowd. Bright eyes full of humor were in abundance as the minstrel strummed his lute and began singing a lively tune about a one-eyed cat and a wish. Sasha rolled her eyes, smiling as she turned to go inside. 
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“Sasha, your husband is in the front, asking for you,” Kavir said.

Sasha put the rolling pin down and wiped her brow with the back of her hand. “Ace? What’s he doing here?” she picked up the rolling pin again. “Tell him I’m busy,” she said, which wasn’t a lie. Ever since word got out about Sasha’s baking skills, she had very little time to do much else other than stay in the back and make batches of cookies or pans of hot rolls. Sasha had always enjoyed baking, and it filled her with pride knowing others loved what she made. She started rolling out the purple dough again, but Kavir put her hand on Sasha’s. She stopped rolling and looked up at the black-haired beauty.

“I’ll take this over. You go talk with your man,” Kavir said, and she pulled the rolling pin from Sasha’s grasp. With no rolling pin to occupy her, Sasha sighed and went to the front of the bakery. What is Ace thinking? I’m going to have to work extra hard to get those cookies done for Lady Marline on time.

Sasha put her hands on her hips and huffed loudly as she asked, “What can I help you with?” Her eyes narrowed on the minstrel when she realized he wasn’t even listening to her but talking to a tall man in a large black cloak that covered most of his face. Sasha rolled her eyes, folded her arms, and cleared her throat. The tall man looked up at Sasha, and his dark-green eyes darted from her to the minstrel. He nudged the minstrel and nodded his head toward Sasha. The minstrel swung around to face her and smiled. Sasha was proud she didn’t smile back but was very conscious of the fact that holding back a grin was becoming increasingly difficult in front of the man. Even when she was irritated, he somehow got around her defenses and turned her irritation to … something else that Sasha wasn’t willing to dwell on.

“Aw, Sasha, the very beauty I wanted to see,” the minstrel said.

“What do you want, Ace?” Sasha let her irritation show through her words. Don’t let him see how he affects you.

“I’m here to sing you a song,” the minstrel replied.

Sasha narrowed her eyes. “A song?”

The minstrel nodded. “Yes! But first, my friend here is going to recite you a poem I wrote whilst on my travels.”

“You wrote me poetry?” Sasha felt her heart flutter. Oh no! Don’t give in! This is nothing new. Plenty of noblemen have done such things for you. Stay strong! Ugh! Why must this man have twinkling blue-gray eyes?

“Yes, I told you I was going to woo you.”

Sasha laughed and turned around to hide her blushing face. Oh, you foolish girl. He did say he wanted to woo you. How could you not take him seriously?

“Gather 'round, everyone,” called the minstrel. The authority in his voice surprised Sasha. She twisted back around and watched him push his odd friend with the green eyes into the middle of the square. “I wish to express my admiration to my lovely wife, Sasha. First, through a poem I wrote, though my friend here is going to recite it, and then I will serenade her with a song I wrote as well.”

The minstrel came back to the bakery counter and hopped over it. Sasha felt her blush deepen as all eyes landed on her and the crazy minstrel now beside her. She self-consciously reached up to fix her hair that she knew was falling out of its rather precarious bun and hoped she didn’t have too much flour on her face.

The minstrel took her hand in his and whispered, “You look lovely, princess.”

Sasha’s heart rate sped up, and she tried to pull her hand from the minstrel’s, but all thought left her mind as the most beautiful, lyrical voice floated on the breeze.

 

Oh, lady fair,

With the long, brown hair,

How doth thine beauty shine?

And lilac’s dew caress thy skin so fine, so fine, so fine?

 

The minstrel whispered in Sasha’s ear, “See? Because you’re always covered in the purple wheat flour.”

What? Sasha instinctively reached up to touch her face and inspect it for flour, but the minstrel took her hand again and pulled it to his chest, nodding toward the cloaked poet in the square. Sasha froze as the poem continued.

 

Though thou must work to gain thy bread,

Your spirit never fails,

Though salty tongue when first we met,

We’re giving up the shells.

 

“Do you understand that?” the minstrel asked. “We are getting to know each other, so we are dropping our defenses.”

No. That’s not what’s happening, Minstrel! Before Sasha could contradict him, he let go of her hand and went back over the bakery counter, turning to face her while strumming his lute and backing up into the square. Sasha’s stomach dropped at the familiar tune. You cannot be serious. The minstrel winked at her and sang.

 

I’ll tell you all a tale so true,

This young lady here, you thought you knew.

She worked with the potter and blew up his shop.

 

Everyone in the square started laughing, and Sasha felt her ears burn. I did not! She clenched her hands and pleaded to the heavens to stop the minstrel from singing. But the man continued.

 

She lied about cooking and choked on my slop.

 

More laughter. Sasha ground her teeth as her breathing became quicker and quicker. Not another word, you insolent buffoon!

 

But now she works for the bakery, true,

And her rolls ain’t that bad,

Who would’ve knew?

 

Sasha felt the tears come to her eyes. She refused to listen to such drivel and ran to the back of the shop just as the minstrel started singing the ridiculous chorus.

 

Sasha, my princess, married to me …

 

Sasha slammed the door to the front of the shop to block out the minstrel’s song. She brought out bowls and threw spoons inside them, slamming the purple wheat flour and the sugar on the table. How dare he say such things about me? Singing them, no less, to a crowd of heckling peasants! Sasha’s jaw hurt from clenching it so hard as she poured the purple wheat flour in a bowl. And to think, I almost felt … comradeship toward the foolish, uneducated wretch! Sasha cracked two eggs and mixed them in. Breathe, Sasha. Breathe. Sasha closed her eyes. That’s it, keep breathing slowly in and out. She felt herself relaxing more and more when the sound of the back door opened.

“Sasha?”

Her breathing became erratic once more at the sound of the minstrel’s voice. Sasha opened her eyes and began mixing the eggs again. “Go away, Ace,” she said, proud of herself for not showing any of the powerful emotions racing around in her mind.

“Are you mad at me again?” the minstrel asked.

“Now why would you think that?” She tossed some sugar in, most of it not making it into the bowl. She grumbled under her breath.

“I don’t know,” the minstrel said. “Maybe because you’re throwing sugar like there’s a demon coming for you and it’s holy water.”

Sasha turned her head and glared at him. The minstrel backed up with his hands in the air.

“Throw the sugar however you please. Don’t mind me.”

Sasha turned her whole body toward him, a wooden spoon in her hand. “How dare you come in here after singing such an insulting song about me?”

The minstrel took off his cap while lowering his hands. “It was supposed to make you laugh, Sasha. It’s not something to get upset about.”

“Make me laugh? You thought it was humorous?”

“It was supposed to be. Everyone else in the village thought so,” the minstrel said.

“Oh, of course, they did! Why wouldn’t they laugh at a once wealthy lady who is now poorer than most of them be made into a fool?”

The minstrel stood in silence for a moment. Sasha seethed and felt tears nearing the surface. Oh no. Not now! Not in front of him!

“I wasn’t being serious,” he said, not noticing how precarious Sasha’s emotions were acting. “Why have you chosen to be so offended by my song?”

Sasha felt her eyes fill with tears as her anger reached its boiling point. “Because it was all true!” she said, then Sasha broke down and sobbed. “And it was cruel of you to point it out. I thought I was doing so well, but now I see this is how I look to you. No matter how hard I try, I will always be the spoiled lady whose father willingly gave her away because she was such a burden to him.”

The tears wouldn’t stop coming. How could you, Sasha? It’s bad enough the entire village is laughing at you, but now you have to break down and cry in front of the worthless man? Sasha covered her face with her hands, and the next thing she knew, she was wrapped in a warm and comforting embrace.

“Oh, Sasha. I’m so sorry, princess. I’m so sorry. I-I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I thought it would make you laugh. I’ve never heard your laugh before.”

“That’s ‘cause you’re not amusing,” Sasha mumbled through her tears.

He pulled her closer. “Ouch. You really know how to cut someone deep.”

“Not as well as you,” Sasha said, squished into his chest.

She felt the minstrel breathe in and out, and he started to rub her back. Sasha felt herself relax. “That’s true,” he quietly said.

They said nothing for a while. The minstrel just held Sasha, rubbing her back in a kind and thoughtful manner while her tears flowed. Really? The man just apologizes and you melt into his embrace? You can’t let this go on, no matter how good it feels. You’re planning on leaving him, remember? Sasha stiffened, took a deep breath in, and pushed away from the minstrel. His arms dropped to the side when she stepped back.

“I’ve got to work,” Sasha mumbled, staring at the minstrel’s shoulder instead of his eyes.

“I understand.” He stepped closer to Sasha, and she looked up. He cupped her face in his calloused hands, his eyes watched her with a look Sasha didn’t understand. “Will you forgive me for being so careless in my song?” he asked.

Sasha, in a daze, nodded.

Then the minstrel pulled her to him, and he gently kissed her forehead. “Oh, princess. How are we going to make it through this marriage?”

We aren’t. Sasha abruptly backed away from him, shaking a little as she did so. “I think you better leave.” She could barely get the words out.

The minstrel stared at her. “I have to leave today for another job at the castle. I won’t be back for a few days.” Sasha felt relief, but then the man smiled at her in such a disarming way and said, “Maybe we could try this getting-to-know-you plan again.” He shook his head and sucked in a breath. “What I mean is, I would like to get to know you better, Sasha. I hope you feel the same.”

He didn’t wait for her response before he turned around and left out the back door of the bakery. Sasha stood frozen in the middle of the room, her mind trying to contemplate what he’d just said.

“It’s about time he left,” grumbled Gerta, making Sasha jump. “Almost had to kick him out,” the bakery owner said with a sniff. She looked over at Sasha. “You alright?”

Sasha nodded. “Yes, I’m well.” I will be well. But something had seriously changed between her and the minstrel. Sasha rubbed the spot he had kissed on her head. She had to leave him. Now.
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“Sasha! There’s someone here to see you,” Kavir said when she opened the door to the back of the bakery. Sasha stood up straight from bending over the hot oven.

“What? But Ace said he was going to be gone for at least a few days. Does he have that green-eyed, cloaked man with him too? Did he bring his lute?” she asked in a panic.

Kavir shook her head. “It’s not Ace.”

Sasha sighed in relief and leaned against a table. “Don’t do that to me, Kavir.”

“Do what?” Kavir asked. “Tell you someone is here to see you?”

Sasha nodded. “Yes. Don’t do that.”

Kavir looked at Sasha like she’d lost her mind.

“Are the rolls ready yet?” Sasha and Kavir both jumped when Gerta’s voice came booming into the back.

Sasha hastily pulled the rolls out of the oven, and she and Kavir put a pat of butter on each of them.

“Coming!” yelled Sasha. She picked up the hot pan of rolls and brought it to the front. “They’re still hot, but I believe these are the best I’ve ever made.” Sasha turned to greet the person who came to see her with a smile, but when she saw who it was, her smile fell from her face. There was the usual gathering of villagers ready to taste her wares, but they all stood around a small crowd of very elegantly dressed men in awe.

Sasha blanched. “Your Majesty!” she said and bowed low to the man in the front of the bakery counter, wiping the excess flour from off her nose and cheeks with her soiled apron. Sasha looked up and smiled.

A rather pompous voice sniffed as he pointed lazily at the rolls. “Are these the famous rolls the whole town has been raving about?”

“These are them!” said a cheery voice beside Sasha. 

The man sneered and looked up at the Caldorian king. “Well, here they are, Your Majesty, the very rolls you wished to have at the harvest celebration because no others taste as great.”

Sasha blushed. The king wanted her rolls at his celebration, but Sasha couldn’t remember what celebration that was. The king nodded to his adviser. “Good, but I want all of this,” the king said in his scruffy voice, and he flourished his hands at all the baked goods on the shelves.

The adviser smiled at the king, but Sasha didn’t think it looked all that jovial. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

“The baker?” the king asked.

Sasha couldn’t seem to get her mouth to move. Luckily, Kavir didn’t seem to be so shocked in the face of this wealthy ruler. “She is the master-mind of all these goods, Your Majesty.” Kavir nudged Sasha, and the king turned his head to stare at her. Sasha instantly felt repulsed by the man’s lack of grooming.

For the love of all the rolls in the kingdom. You’re a king! Can’t you afford a comb? Can you even see me through your thick mane?

The king said, “Very good, Miss …”

“Oh, she’s marri—”

Sasha elbowed Kavir in the stomach. There was no need to divulge to the king the status of her circumstances. He may be hideous, but he was still the man that was going to get her out of this poverty mess she was in.

“M-Mary, Your Majesty. Mary will do,” Sasha said.

Sasha wasn’t certain because of all the facial hair, but she thought the king had lifted his head to see her better. “Mary, you say?” he asked with a strain in his gruff voice.

Sasha smiled. “Yes, Your Majesty.” She thought about batting her lashes, but that was going too far. She couldn’t bring herself to flirt with the walking haystack. Kavir scowled at her but said nothing.

The king seemed to take her in for a moment, but because Sasha couldn’t see his eyes, she wasn’t sure if he was actually looking at her or not. Eventually, he nodded to her, and his thick beard bobbed along with his head as he said, “Remarkable.” Then he turned to keep walking down the square.

Sasha never felt so nervous and yet so proud in her life. This was the first time a nobleman had praised her for something more than just her looks and wealth—the latter of which she no longer had.

“What’d you hit me in the stomach for?” Kavir asked.

Sasha waited until the king was a shop or two away before she answered. “You almost ruined everything,” she said.

“What do you mean? I was the one telling the king you were the creative mind who came up with the recipes for our shop while you just stood there like a faerie turned you into a post.”

“What do you think of the king?” Sasha asked as she leaned over the counter to get a better look at His Royal Majesty, ignoring Kavir’s tantrum.

“He’s a nice and honest ruler,” Kavir said with a huff.

“Do you think he’d make a good husband?” Sasha asked with a blush she hoped Kavir hadn’t noticed.

Kavir looked to where the king was stalled, talking to the owner of the tailor shop. “I don’t know. He’s not really my type.”

“He’s wealthy and owns a castle, and you’d be a queen. What more could you want?” Sasha said, though she could see plenty that the man was lacking.

“You don’t instantly become a queen by marrying the king of Caldor. But yes, he is wealthy and owns a castle. He’s really not much to look at, though. So much hair.”

“How can you not become the queen when you marry the king?” Sasha asked.

“In Caldor, being a queen makes you equal to the king. Not every king wants to give up that power, and it can only be done with a special ceremony, after the marriage has been performed. So the women get the title of princess instead,” Kavir said.

“Does the king’s wife still live like a queen, just without the title? She must have riches and still be treated with deep respect because she’s married to the king, correct?” Sasha asked.

“I suppose so,” Kavir said. “Why do you ask?” She narrowed her eyes at Sasha.     

Sasha shook her head. “No reason.”

 Kavir scoffed. “That’s right, no reason. What were you doing, flirting with the king?”

Sasha felt her cheeks flame. “I-I wasn’t flirting.”

Kavir gave her a look that told Sasha she wasn’t fooling anyone. “If you ask me,” Kavir said, “your minstrel is the best-looking man in Caldor.”

“Ace?” shouted Sasha in surprise. 

Kavir nodded. “And he’s so kind, always walking you home.” 

“But …” Sasha couldn’t think of something Ace was lacking, though that never had been a problem for her before, and she felt flustered, watching Kavir stare dreamy-eyed at nothing with a stupid grin on her face. Sasha growled and smacked the counter, making Kavir jump.

“You think Ace is handsome?” Sasha asked.

Kavir nodded. “And kind, thoughtful, respectful of all those around him—”

Sasha was no longer listening to Kavir as blood boiled in her ears. Did Kavir like Ace? No. She couldn’t. Ace was Sasha’s husband. “Alright, Kavir. I get it!” Sasha said in exasperation.

Kavir smiled at Sasha. “Well, he is! Face it, Sasha, your husband is the best in these parts. The only thing he doesn’t have is money.”

Money … Too bad that was one of two things that women really needed in a man. His wealth and his status. Yes, it was too bad the minstrel lacked both because Kavir was right. For all his faults, the minstrel was a very handsome and kind man. But Sasha knew kindness didn’t make one wealthy. She was made for the finer things in life. Sasha needed to get out of poverty, the kind that without pay leaves you hungry for the night. The minstrel tried, but they’d gone without food more than once.

 Couldn’t the minstrel see this? Couldn’t he see he could never make her happy? Sasha looked down at her hand, and the memory of the soft kiss he’d left there clouded her mind. She shook the thought away. Feelings never took care of people for long. Material goods were what one needed to survive this harsh world, and only a few lucky ones got love in the mix as well.

“I need to go for a moment,” Sasha said, and she quickly took off her apron without another word and left the bakery. Sasha snuck down an empty street behind all the shops, hoping Kavir wouldn’t realize where she was going and hoping she didn’t get lost.

“He’s long gone by now, Mary,” a high-pitched voice said, mocking Sasha’s answer to the king when he asked for her name.

“And who says I’m looking for the king?” Sasha asked as she dodged some wooden boxes.

The faerie guffawed, a rather manly sound that always startled Sasha. “I never said the king.” 

Sasha scowled. “I can’t live like this any longer. Barely scraping by and wondering when my next meal is. It’s not for me.” Not to mention never knowing what that minstrel is going to do next.

“Ha! It’s not for anyone, but that’s what some have to do to live,” the faerie said.

“I need to talk with the king, and you promised to help me,” Sasha said with determination.

“Yes, yes. You do need to talk with the king and preferably way before he has his celebration to announce who is going to be his wife.” 

Sasha slouched and turned to the faerie, still wearing the cloak that covered her features. “How am I to do that? I can’t even get near the king, let alone talk with him.”

The faerie pulled her wicked-looking wand out of nowhere and tapped it against her chin. “I think I have a way,” she mumbled. “Do not make any hasty moves without me. Then again, it’s fun to watch you humans floundering around, so do what you want.” She disappeared in a puff of purple dust that Sasha swallowed by the mouthful, making her gag horribly until she found some water to wash the dust down with.

A question kept coming to her mind, and no matter how much she thought of it, Sasha couldn’t find the answer. What is that faerie up to?
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Sasha pushed the round purple dough down on the floured surface and turned it around and pushed on it again. She thought about the day before when she went searching for the king after she gave him a false name when he came to the bakery. She didn’t find him but went home with a new determination to win the king, no matter what.

On the way home that night, Sasha was stopped by Sweets girl and was so upset with herself for forgetting to get the little girl something from the bakery like she wanted to do. Her mind was so preoccupied with all that had happened before running into the small, smiling girl who held her hand out for a treat. 

The little girl no longer looked so scraggy and wretched as she had when Sasha first met her. In fact, all those that lived in Sasha’s neighborhood looked to be well-fed as of late and dressed in more suitable clothing. Sasha didn’t know what had changed them, but even their entire demeanors had changed, so much more smiling and laughter in the neighborhood. The changes happened gradually, but there was no denying them. Maybe it’s the warm weather.

Summer had come to the Purple Plains, and the air smelled like the purple wheat she was working with. Sasha loved the smell. It felt comforting and tantalizing, all at the same time.

“Sasha, come quick! There’s someone here to see you!” 

Sasha quickly stopped kneading the dough and grabbed a cloth to wipe off the excess flour from her hands. “Who is it?” Sasha asked.

“Someone you’ve been waiting for,” answered Kavir.

He’s here! I can’t believe she did it, and so quickly too. “I’ll be there in a moment,” Sasha said, and she took her apron off and looked in a spoon at her reflection to try to make her hair more presentable. Satisfied, Sasha smiled and went to the cooling racks near the front of the shop and picked up two small cookies. One cookie she carefully placed in her dress pocket, and the other she held in her hand and went to the front of the bakery. I hope His Royal Majesty likes frosted cookies.

 Sasha turned around to push the door open that led to the front and said, “I didn’t expect to see you so soon, Your Ma—” Sasha’s mouth dried up, and her smile fell when she turned around to see not the king like she’d thought, but the minstrel, staring at her with an unusual look. “Ace!” she said in shock, and she looked at Kavir, who gave her a small smirk. Why that conniving … 

“Hello, Sasha,” the minstrel said as he took the red cap off of his messy hair. 

Sasha curtsied, then felt like a fool for doing that in front of the minstrel. “H-hello,” she stammered. “I thought you were going to be gone for a few days.”

“I got done quicker than I’d planned.”

“I see …” Sasha said, and she stared down at the ground.

“Is that cookie for me?” the minstrel asked.

Sasha looked up at him and eyed the cookie. “O-oh yes. Here you go,” she said and offered him the cookie. The minstrel took it and shoved the whole thing into his mouth.

“Mmm!” he said and then tried to say more, but Sasha had no clue what it was. He swallowed the cookie and smiled at her. “That was delicious, Sasha. Did you make it?”

Sasha nodded. “Yes,” she said, gratified at the minstrel’s reaction. “They are a special recipe I learned back at home.”

“That cookie was delicious, but the strawberry pastries you make are my favorite. This cookie, however, was quite good. A recipe fit for a king,” the minstrel said.

Sasha blanched. “Ha, ha! Th-thank you, Ace. You’re too kind.” Sasha battled in her head as they stood in awkward silence. He knows! No, he can’t know. And even if he does, I did nothing wrong—besides change my name … 

Someone cleared their throat, startling Sasha out of her thoughts. “Can I get you something, Minstrel Ace?” asked Kavir.

Sasha jumped on the new subject. “Yes! Why have you come?” she asked a little more loudly than she would’ve liked.

Ace looked over at Kavir and then at Sasha. “I came to sing you another song.”

 Sasha’s stomach felt sick. “A song?”

The minstrel held up his hands. “Not another one like last time. A better one. I promise.” Without another word, he went to the middle of the square again and strummed his lute.

Please don’t humiliate me again, Sasha begged in her mind. The music had a different tune, a more calming one than the last one he sang, and the minstrel’s voice was soft as it rang through the square. Sasha found she was smiling, and she wasn’t the only one mesmerized by the music. Silence filled the center of the village. Even little children sat dazed as they watched the minstrel perform to the end. Then someone clapped on the outskirts of the square. Sasha jolted at the sound and clapped along with a few others until the square filled with the sound of clapping.

The minstrel smiled a little and bowed, but his eyes never left Sasha’s. Who knew Ace could touch so many hearts with his music?

Someone tapped Sasha’s arm. She looked over to see a disgruntled Gerta. “Are ye hard o’ hearing?” Gerta asked. “I’ve been saying it’s time for you to go home.”

“Oh!” Sasha glanced at the village square, but the minstrel wasn’t there. She looked back at Gerta. “Sorry. I must’ve lost track of time,” she said and hurried to the back to remove her apron, only to remember she’d removed it before she went out to the front earlier.

Since Sasha had taken the time to make herself presentable earlier for the king, she didn’t need to worry about getting washed up before she left for the night and said her goodbyes to both Kavir and Gerta as she opened the back door to leave.

“That wasn’t as long of a wait as I thought it was going to be.”

Sasha looked up. The minstrel stood in front of her with his mischievous grin. “Ready to go?” he asked and held out his arm to Sasha.

Sasha reached out hesitantly. The least I could do is let him walk me home. But don’t touch him! Sasha lowered her hand and folded it in her other hand behind her back. The minstrel’s smile wavered at the gesture, and Sasha had to look away as the guilt ate her up inside. She walked away from the shop but turned around when she noticed the minstrel wasn’t following her. “Are you coming?” she asked.

The minstrel shrugged. “I was just waiting for the shop owner, Gerta, to pop out here and yell at you for thievery again.”

Sasha frowned. “I haven’t taken anything.”

The minstrel chuckled. “That’s never stopped her before from watching you walk away from the shop.” 

Sasha shook her head at the ridiculousness of being chased down by Gerta because she accidentally walked out with an apron like any sensible person could have done. She smirked. “Well then, let’s hurry before she finds out I took too much flour in my pockets.”

The minstrel winked at her. “Planning on making a life of crime?”

“More like planning on making some delicious bread when we get home.” Sasha bit her lip to keep herself from smiling when the minstrel laughed.

“I like the sound of that,” he said and strolled alongside Sasha down the street. 
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Sasha and the minstrel kept up a steady conversation on the way home. She was grateful that they weren’t acting odd toward one another, even though she felt disappointed upon the minstrel’s arrival back into town when it wasn’t the king calling for her at the bakery. Sasha didn’t want to study how her feelings had changed when the minstrel sang a beautiful song for her, but she suspected that was the reason her disappointment seemed to have faded rather quicker than she thought it should.

She was just about to tell the minstrel how much she enjoyed the song, but as soon as they turned the corner, a loud popping noise and squeals of delight filled the air.

“Congratulations!” all the neighbors shouted as they popped up from behind the barrels that sat by the sides of the houses. They all started whooping and hollering as music beside Sasha started up. The dilapidated houses were decorated with different colored ribbons, and torches were lit around an open space on the street that the crowd stood around. Sasha looked over to see the minstrel strum his lute.

“What’s this all about?” Sasha asked in astonishment.

The minstrel grinned at her. “It’s a surprise party congratulating you on your famous baked goods that are going to be present at the harvest festival by order of the king.”

Her brows lowered. “I told no one about that.”

The minstrel played a few notes as he backed away from her and headed to a makeshift stand, where a few other people holding instruments stood. “Word travels fast in a small village,” the minstrel said. He strummed his lute louder, and the other musicians started playing along with him.

Before Sasha could question the minstrel, an older man took off his weathered cap and bowed to her. “Might I ‘ave the first dance, m’lady?” he asked.

Sasha looked up at the minstrel, who seemed to mouth, go ahead, and he smiled at her. She took the proffered and calloused hand of the older man, and then she was pulled into the ring of torches lining the alley. The older man swung Sasha around the ring once, then the music got louder and everyone joined in the dancing. She was passed to a younger man who’d not reached manhood yet, and he gave her a crooked grin as he too swung Sasha around. His dancing was a little erratic, but instead of feeling annoyed at the way he handled her, Sasha was amused at the joy she saw on the young man’s face.

This is probably the most fun this boy has had in a long time. Maybe his entire life, she thought as the man handed her off, yet again, to an older man, probably around Sasha’s father’s age. She felt her heart lurch when the man smiled at her with his kind eyes and scruffy beard. He reminded Sasha of her father when they’d lived on the farm and her father got too busy to shave. Sasha felt tears come to her eyes at the memories of being with her father and the pain of how much she missed him and her family. I wish I had left Father under better circumstances, she thought as the man that reminded her of her father twirled her around gently. When another man came up to dance with Sasha, the fatherly man bowed and softly laid her hand on the other man’s.

Sasha twirled and twisted and hopped and stomped to the music. She couldn’t even count how many partners she’d had, but some were very old, and some were young little girls and boys that Sasha had to lead in the dances. There were many that were in the ages between the very old and young, and all were neighbors who Sasha had gotten to know a little since she’d lived in the shack at the back of the alley. Sasha’s smile couldn’t disappear. She felt so much joy in celebrating with these people who were once inferior strangers to her and now were slowly becoming her friends.

Someone pulled on Sasha’s dress, and she looked down to see Sweets girl smiling, as sweetly as she always did, up at Sasha. She held her purple wheat doll in one arm and asked, “Can I spin with you?”

Sasha smiled at the little girl and picked her up. “I think I have something for you,” Sasha said, and she reached into her dress pocket and pulled out the cookie that had been miraculously preserved from all of Sasha’s dance partners. She held it out to the girl, whose eyes grew very wide as she took the cookie and giggled when Sasha twirled her in her arms. Sasha laughed when the little girl tried to put a piece of the cookie in Sasha’s mouth and shook her head. “That’s for you, sweetie.” The little girl then fed her little doll.

“Ahem.”

Sasha turned when someone cleared their throat behind her. The minstrel stood very near her with an odd look in his eyes that made Sasha’s smile tremble. The minstrel looked at the little girl with his hands on his hips and asked her, “Do you mind if I take your lovely partner for a spin around the floor?”

The little girl smiled big and nodded quickly. The minstrel then opened his arms and the little girl leaned into them. He took her from Sasha and put her softly down on her feet, twirling her around once to the girl’s delight. Sasha laughed as she watched the little girl giggle and scamper away from the minstrel.

He looked back at Sasha, and Sasha’s laughter petered off at the look he gave her. He held out his hand and asked, “May I have this dance?”

Sasha heard the warning bells going off in her head, but the minstrel’s smile beckoned her. Sasha lifted her hand slowly and placed it in the minstrel’s. Huge mistake. Sasha knew it the very moment her heart galloped away at the man’s touch, and he pulled her into his arms. The bystanders whispered loudly, but Sasha barely heard what they were saying when the minstrel pulled her closer and put his hand on her back and the other held hers. This dance?

Music that was foreign to Sasha played softly at first, and the minstrel slowly walked Sasha in the dance steps that very few commoners knew. But by the way the minstrel held Sasha and spun her around expertly, she could tell that the minstrel knew this dance very well. But how? He’s a traveling minstrel. He works at pubs called the Withering Wolf or the Chunky Chicken. I suppose he has worked at castles before. I mean, that is how I met him, but how did he become so adept at the steps? Sasha narrowed her eyes at the minstrel.

The minstrel looked down at her. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

Sasha stared at the minstrel. “How do you know the steps to this dance?”

The minstrel looked away from Sasha and smiled. Sasha instantly became suspicious. He pulled Sasha closer with the hand that was on her back, but Sasha wanted to see his face when he answered her question, and she pushed away from him a little. “Well?” she asked.

The minstrel looked down at her. “I do a lot of traveling. I was bound to pick it up somewhere.”

“But you would have had to have a lot of partners to be so well acquainted with this dance,” she said.

The minstrel murmured, “You have no idea …”

“What?” Sasha asked, startled that he would admit to such things.

The minstrel’s eyes went big. “Well, when you’re as sought-after as I was with the ladies before I met you, you’re bound to learn a step or two of some dances.”

“What noble ladies would want to dance with you?”

“Plenty,” the minstrel said with a wink.

Sasha huffed and looked away.

“You’re not jealous, are you?” the minstrel asked. Sasha whipped her head up to look at him. His head was tilted, and his eyes narrowed as he studied Sasha.

Sasha scoffed and looked away from the minstrel. “No.”

The minstrel lifted her chin and turned her head to face him. “If it makes you feel better, you are, by far, the best partner I’ve had for this dance.”

Sasha said nothing as she looked into the minstrel’s eyes, and she was surprised to see that he was being sincere. The minstrel smiled down at her and pulled her closer. Sasha let him, feeling a little less angry about being in his arms. “You are too,” she murmured.

The minstrel looked down at her, and Sasha took a deep breath before saying, “The best partner that I’ve had.” The minstrel gave Sasha a huge grin. “For this dance!” Sasha quickly added.

The minstrel chuckled and shrugged. “I’ll take it.”
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The minstrel came home after talking for some time with the neighbors after the dance. He gave Sasha a small, unsure smile, then turned and hung up his cap by the door. Sasha quickly looked back down at the table when he faced her again. She was confused, and looking at the handsome minstrel wasn’t helping her get her thoughts and priorities in order.

The minstrel cleared his throat. “Some night, right?” he asked and sat down at the table, resting his hands on the top close to Sasha’s.

Sasha lowered her hands into her lap and bit her lip. “Thank you for the celebration, Ace,” she faintly said.

The minstrel chuckled. “The celebration was because of you. So if you have anyone to thank, it’s yourself for being such a wonderful baker.”

Sasha felt herself blush and nodded.

“Sasha.”

She looked up into the minstrel’s face, dimly lit by the room. “I know I’ve asked you before, but your answer was little more than satisfying. Please tell me how you learned to bake.” 

Sasha sat up straight and tall. “That’s not something you need to know,” she said.

“It’s something I want to know. How did you, the daughter of a wealthy merchant, learn to bake? You didn’t need to.”

Sasha’s shoulders lowered, and she mumbled, “Maybe not at first.”

“What was that?” the minstrel asked.

 Sasha looked up at the minstrel and tilted her head. “You really want to know that badly?”

The minstrel gave her a small smile and shrugged. “What can I say? I’m curious.”

Sasha sighed as she remembered things she hadn’t thought of for a long while. “My mother, when she was alive, was really close with the head baker at our manor. My mother would invent something that sounded preposterous to create and tell the baker about it. They would both laugh at my mother’s whimsical thoughts and then sometime during the day, that invention would be sitting on a plate and given to my mother. Well, I thought it was such a great trick when I was a young child, and I thought to do it myself. So I went into the kitchen and announced I wanted something sweet and sour, shaped like a square, and it had to be soft and chewy like a cookie. I was sure it couldn’t be done, and I remember grinning at the baker, willing her to admit so.”

“Did she admit it?” the minstrel asked.

Sasha smiled at the memory. “No. She told me she would make it for dessert after dinner that night. I waited all day for that treat. I’m pretty sure I got scolded for not using my spoon and just picking up my plate at dinnertime so I could shove the food down my throat as fast as possible.” Sasha laughed. “Eventually, the dessert came into the dining room. I eagerly bounced on my chair, so excited to find what the baker had whipped up for me, or if she had even succeeded at all. When the lid was removed in front of me and everyone else, I was skeptical about what I saw.”

“A little, yellow square sat on my plate and I scrunched up my nose. This was not a normal color of something that was edible, and I refused to eat it. The baker must have seen my hesitation because she cleared her throat and told me to try it, that it was everything I asked for, and then she slid me a fork. I looked up at my mother, who smiled encouragingly at me. I picked up the fork, stabbed the little yellow square, and lifted up a piece to my mouth.”

Sasha closed her eyes at the memory. “I stuck it on my tongue, and oh my kingdoms, it was delicious! So tangy and sweet, there was a crust on the bottom that was soft and crunchy. The baker not only accepted my challenge but became one of my favorite people by overcoming it. From that day on, I would be in the kitchen, baking until I turned twelve. At that age, such things as baking, I was told, were below me and my class by other little girls.”

The minstrel watched Sasha in wonder. “You haven’t baked since you were twelve, and yet you make the most perfect rolls this kingdom has ever tasted.”

Sasha shook her head. “I started baking again about eight years ago.” She looked down. “When my mother passed away, and we lost everything,” Sasha whispered.

“You lost everything?” the minstrel asked gently.

Sasha nodded. “My father was so distraught about losing his wife that he started to fail in his business. He made foolish promises, and when he couldn’t keep them, those who we owed took anything they could to pay the debts. Eventually, they took our home, and we had to move to the country and live in a small farmhouse.

“All of us had to work to keep ourselves alive. My brothers worked the land or did little chores for those around us. My sister Bella, which you know as Queen Arabella of Hiltor, did a lot of the hard work that I and my sister Elaine refused to perform, as I’m sure you couldn’t imagine.” Sasha smiled a little up at the minstrel.

He smirked. “I could never imagine that. You? Not wanting to do servants’ work? Impossible.”

Sasha rolled her eyes. “That’s why I know how to bake. That’s why I fought so hard not to work when I married you. I didn’t want to go back to being so poor again. So many looked down on me.”

“Like how you look down on me?” the minstrel asked.

Sasha looked up at the minstrel. “Ace, I—”

“It’s alright, Sasha. I understand.”

Sasha reached her hand out to grasp his. “No, Ace,” she said, hoping he could see what she wanted him to know. “I was wrong. You’re not below me and you never were. It just took working beside you for me to realize it.” The minstrel looked away from her. Sasha’s heart ached at the action. “I’m so sorry I thought you inferior to me,” she said as she stared at the ground. “I know I hurt you.” Sasha thought about her father and Bella and then sighed. “I hurt many people I care about,” she whispered.

The minstrel squeezed her hand. “That’s all in the past, Sasha. And I think what you’ve done since coming to Castle Village has shown that you are better than that.”

Sasha scrunched her brows. “You really think so?”

The minstrel stood with Sasha’s hand in his and came toward her. “I really do,” he said.

Sasha shook her head. “But I pretended to not know how to cook and bake.”

“I wouldn’t say pretended. You did burn our dinner when you first got here.”

Sasha slapped his arm and smiled. “I told you that was by accident. I think my skills since then have proven how talented I really am.”

The minstrel smirked and pulled her closer. “Maybe you should work on being modest.”

“Ha! I refuse to pretend to be something I’m not again,” Sasha said with a grin.

The minstrel lowered his face to hers. “Well, that’s one way to put it,” he said as he looked at her lips.

“What other way is there?” Sasha asked, getting nervous at the look the minstrel was giving her. “I’m wondrous in the kitchen. Even your king thinks so,” she rambled. 

The minstrel gave her a small smile. “Yes, he does.” His hands dropped to his side and he backed away from her. He went to the door and put on his cap.

“Where are you going?” Sasha asked in surprise.

The minstrel stared at her with a regretful look. “I-I just remembered I had somewhere to be tonight. I won’t be back for a few days.”

Sasha felt herself nod. “Alright,” she said.

The minstrel turned and opened the door. “Sorry,” he said as though it pained him. He closed the door gently on Sasha. 
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“Are you doing alright?”

Sasha jerked around to face Kavir, who was looking at her as though something wasn’t quite right with Sasha. “Yes, I’m alright. Why do you ask?” Sasha said.

Kavir pointed to the bowl Sasha was working with. “Because you just tossed in an egg with its shell on.”

Sasha looked in the bowl. An egg, shell and all, sat in the middle of the flour mixture Sasha was mixing for some cookies. “I suppose I’m not as well as I thought I was,” she said sheepishly. Kavir shook her head like Sasha was going mad and then walked away as though deciding to let Sasha do just that. Sasha looked back at the bowl and sighed. What’s the matter with me? Throwing in an entire egg is something Bella would do. She took a spoon and tried to scoop the eggshells out of the bowl, hoping to salvage the flour mixture, but then the memory of last night popped into her head, and she dropped the egg shells again, breaking them into tinier pieces.

Sasha huffed, picking up the whole bowl and tossing its contents into a rubbish pile. Really, Sasha. He only stared at you. Why are you acting so absentminded when the man didn’t even kiss you? She slammed another bowl down on the table and began to dump in the flour again. Of course, he was going to kiss you. I mean, he had that look in his eye, and the way he stared at your lips …

Sasha looked down at the bowl and growled. She’d dumped nearly double the amount of flour she was supposed to use for this recipe. “Concentrate, Sasha!” she told herself and used the measuring utensil to remove the excess flour.

“Someone is up front to see you again,” called out Kavir when she opened the door to the kitchen from the front of the bakery. She looked annoyed. Sasha quickly dropped the flour back into the bowl and tried to remove her apron.

“But Ace said he needed to work today and told me not to wait for him to come pick me up! He better not be skipping work. He knows we need the money to buy a new door,” Sasha said to Kavir. Kavir rolled her eyes and went back to the front with a smiling Sasha on her heels.

Sasha’s smile faltered as a tall, bushy man lifted his head. “Mary!” he said. It took a moment for Sasha to realize he was talking to her.

“Your Majesty.” Sasha bowed at the same time her heart gave a disappointed thump. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

The king faced her with his ridiculous mop of hair covering his eyes, and his adviser said, “The king wishes to invite you to the castle to show you around the kitchen and the pantry. Would tomorrow work?”

Sasha nodded. “Tomorrow is my day off from the bakery. I could come first thing in the morning, if it so pleases you, Your Majesty.”

The king’s plethora of hair shook, and Sasha assumed he was nodding his head yes. Evidently, so did his adviser. “The king agrees this will be most conducive to his heavily scheduled week,” said the pompous adviser, looking down his nose at Sasha.

I really wish the king would say something to me instead of letting his insolent adviser talk all the time. Sasha stood taller and pulled her shoulders back. “Tomorrow it is,” she said as queenly as she could, and looked at the adviser with an unimpressed stare. “Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked.

The adviser sniffed, and the king folded his hands behind his back. “That will be all,” the king said in his gruff manner and with a slight nod of his large, poofy head. He then led his procession away from the village square.

Sasha, Kavir, and Gerta watched them leave. “I really don’t like that conceited man. He reminds me of someone from my home,” Kavir said in a bitter tone.

“You’ve never talked about your home, Kavir. Where do you come from?” Sasha asked. 

Kavir glared at where the king and his men stood only a moment ago. “North,” she said, clenching her hands at her side.

Gerta snorted. “Aye, north. That’s all of an answer you’ve ever given.” Gerta shook her head and went to the back. “Sasha! What is this mess?”

Sasha cringed. “I better go finish making those cookies.” She left Kavir to man the front of the shop.
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Something was wrong. Everything was going as planned by Sasha and the ugly faerie. Sasha had a chance to woo the king tomorrow whilst he showed her around the castle kitchen. Sasha could probably bake her way into the king’s heart. But the more Sasha thought about marrying the king, the more unsettled she felt. Sasha looked around the kitchen with longing. She loved working at the bakery. She loved the excited little children that came to taste her sweets and the arrogant nobles who would willingly beg Sasha for a cake. Sasha loved how mixing the ingredients created something she was proud of and tasted delicious. It was so much better than working at the pottery shop or weaving wheat to her.  But all this skill would be useless if she became a queen. Sasha doubted the king would let his queen work at the bakery, and she really didn’t want to give up this piece of joy she found in this small village in the middle of the Purple Plains.

And then there was the minstrel.

The poor traveling minstrel with the blue-gray eyes and mischievous smile. What was she to do with him? The man told her outright he was going to court her, and he’d almost kissed her. He was so close … Did she even want him to kiss her? Things were getting complicated when it came to the minstrel. Or were they? Sasha didn’t need to pursue the king. She was just doing so because she wanted what he could offer to her: wealth and status. It’s not like I even like the man. I mean, maybe I would, if he shaved and didn’t talk so gruffly. “Ugh! Things are a mess!”

Gerta popped up from under the table, staring at Sasha with worry. “What’s a mess?” she asked and peered at the bowl sitting in front of Sasha with narrowed eyes.

“N-nothing’s a mess in here, Gerta. I was just contemplating my life,” Sasha said, folding her arms and leaning against the table.

Gerta harrumphed. “Well, as long as the disaster has nothing to do with my kitchen, then that’s fine.”

Sasha rolled her eyes. “Nope. Just my future happiness,” she mumbled under her breath. Gerta was no longer listening and instead was inspecting the icing Sasha had just whipped up in the bowl.

“It looks a little runny,” Gerta said and lifted a spoon out of the icing, letting it slowly spill back out into the bowl. “Add more sugar.” Sasha quickly got the bag of the confectioners’ sugar and poured some more into the bowl. Gerta said, “Hmm.” Then she walked away, leaving Sasha to believe that she must have been satisfied with the amount.

Sasha sighed. She could fix icing quickly; if only she could do the same with her life.

 

 

 

 

 

 



[image: ]



Sasha closed the door to the home she and the minstrel shared. The sun wasn’t high in the sky, but her neighbors were all out working, the children running around, as usual. The children stopped when they saw Sasha and brightly smiled at her. “Good morning, Madam Baker,” they said and bowed to her.

Sasha smiled back at them. “Sasha will do, and good morning to you too.” She looked down the road. “Have you seen the minstrel lately?” she asked. The children shook their heads and scampered away. Sasha sighed. Where could he be?

“Pining for your husband, Madam Baker?” asked a woman, pinning her washing on a line. She smiled at Sasha. “The minstrel is a good man,” she said.

Sasha thought about the celebration the minstrel threw for her. “He is,” she whispered. Other women on the street folded their laundry while keeping an eye on the children, and Sasha smiled at the woman pinning her laundry and walked over to her.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” said the woman. “What a good man and a bit of kindness can do?”

Sasha looked at the woman inquisitively. “What do you mean?”

“You don’t think we all just hit a bit o’ good luck, did yeh?” she said. “Look around! Everyone here is no longer in despair.”

Sasha looked at the neighborhood, the laughing women and the smiling children, and it dawned on Sasha what the woman meant. “Ace helped you?” Sasha asked.

The woman nodded. “He did more than just feed and clothe the neighborhood too. Many of us women or our husbands now have work so we can put food on our own tables and help others. We're no longer the poor and destitute.”

Sasha’s mind was reeling. “And you’re saying Ace did that for you? But how? He doesn’t have the money to help himself, let alone this whole neighborhood.” Does he?

The woman looked at Sasha, a questioning look in her eyes. “Maybe you need to talk to your husband. All I know is that before he moved here, we had very little but the clothes on our backs, and we were scraping by day by day. And after he came, everything changed.” The woman picked up her empty basket. “He’s a good man,” she said again and walked over to the other women, dismissing Sasha.

Sasha wanted to ask the woman more, but she had to get to the castle. She'd promised the king she would be there bright and early so he could show her the kitchen and pantry she would be working in. Sasha was already later than she wanted to be. She plodded down the road. The castle shone brightly in the early-morning sun and looked like it sat on a bed of purple clouds because of the purple wheat fields that surrounded it. It would’ve been a glorious sight, had Sasha the fortitude to enjoy it, but her mind was racing with all the questions she now had about her husband. 

How did Ace get the money to help everyone? Has he been fooling me and pretending he doesn’t have wealth? Sasha shook her head. No, it can’t be that. Maybe that’s why he’s worked such long hours and been gone for days. He’s not only helping us to have food on our table, but he’s been helping everyone in the neighborhood to have food and much needed clothing.

“State your name!” called out a guard on the tall castle wall Sasha didn’t remember arriving at.

“I’m Sasha!”

The guard hesitated a moment, then said, “There’s no Sasha on the list.”

Sasha shook her head and cursed herself for giving the king a false name. “I mean M-Mary.” She stumbled over the name.

“She may enter!” called out the guard again, and someone cranked a chain and the portcullis slowly lifted.

Sasha walked into the inner bailey of Caldorian Castle, and the guards lowered the portcullis.

“My grandfather built that because he was sure he’d be attacked.” Sasha looked over at the speaker with a very distinct voice and wasn’t surprised to see the Caldorian king standing beside her, though she was shocked to hear him say more than two words in a sentence. He wore golden pantaloons with a white ruffled shirt under a purple vest that matched the wheat fields of the plains. He seemed to be looking at the portcullis.

Sasha thought about what Ace had said the past king did to his people and mumbled, “By his own people, no doubt.”

The king’s thick hair shifted, and she thought he was staring at her. How am I supposed to know where he’s looking when his hair covers all but his fat, protruding nose? she thought in exasperation. Then her mind conjured up blue-gray, laughing eyes. Ace must find his king a humorous sight. Sasha pushed the thought away.

“Perhaps,” the king said quietly, and he held out his arm to Sasha. “Mary.”

Sasha cringed at the name but nodded all the same and took the king’s arm. The king led her around the bailey, passing craftsmen shops and the large barns where the animals stayed, then on to the kitchen and pantry. The king said little, just a nod here and there, saying things like barn and craftsman. Sasha did her very best not to let her temper show, but inside, her frustration boiled. Speak, man, speak! Can’t you possibly say more than two words? Why is this bothering me so much? Your stunted speech has never bothered me before … As Sasha seethed in her mind, the king turned to her.

“This is where you will work,” he said, and Sasha felt her nerves relax at his somewhat normal speech.

She let go of him and slowly walked around the pantry. “This looks like the perfect spot to make some pastries and rolls.” Sasha looked at the counters and all the ingredients sitting on the floor around the walls.

“Good,” the king said. “Come.” Sasha had to refrain from rolling her eyes at His Majesty.

Here we go again with one-word answers. Ace could run circles around this man when it comes to talking … or grooming … or really, anything …

“Do you agree?” the king asked Sasha.

She jumped. She hadn’t been paying attention. “Um. Yes, I agree,” she said.

“Really? He’ll be glad,” he mumbled.

Wait. Who will be glad? What did I agree to?

“You sent for me, Your Majesty?” the king’s adviser asked as he came through the kitchen doors.

“Yes,” he said. “I, unfortunately, have other things I must attend to. Would you mind showing Mary out?” 

Sasha could tell the adviser cared a great deal but wisely held his tongue. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

Sasha bowed to the king.

“Good-bye, Mary,” he said and left the room, leaving Sasha alone with his arrogant adviser.

“Right this way.”

Sasha followed the man out of the pantry and kitchen, past the craftsmen’s workshops and the animal shelters. Then, instead of heading to the entry of the castle, he turned the opposite direction.

“Where are we going?” Sasha asked.

“To the great hall,” he said, and he led her through the main doors of the castle. The room was large with floor-to-ceiling windows, and six long tables took up most of the space on the stone floor. “This is where the nobles eat during the festival,” the adviser said, and he pointed at the top table, where a large and richly-jeweled chair sat. “The king will naturally sit there at that table and the lesser nobles here.”

Sasha noticed another table in the great hall that wasn’t mentioned. “Who sits there?”

The man looked disgusted and grumbled, “The entertainers.”

Sasha perked up. “You mean to say the jesters and bards have a place in the great hall?” Sasha smiled. “So the minstrel Ace has sat in this room?”

“Who?” the adviser asked.

“Ace, the minstrel,” Sasha said. “He’s my—”

The adviser waved away Sasha’s answer. “Do I look like I would know a minstrel?”

Sasha was confused. “I would think so, since he’s performed here many times.”

The king’s adviser looked condescendingly down at Sasha. “There hasn’t been a minstrel in this castle since King Wallace of Caldor became king.”

What? But Ace said …

The adviser looked down his nose at Sasha. “Shall we go on?”

Sasha nodded, but a feeling of unrest settled in her heart. If he hasn’t been at the castle, where has he gone?  
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Sasha left the castle with her thoughts still troubling her. If the castle hasn’t had a minstrel come since Thrushbeard became king, then where has Ace gone, and why is he lying to me?

A puff of dust appeared in front of Sasha. “Oh, good! I was afraid I would miss you leaving the castle.” The ugly faerie was dressed in her usual lavender dress that went to her knees.

“I haven’t seen you around lately,” Sasha said. “How did you know I was at the castle?”

The faerie grinned, showing her sharp teeth. “I was the one that gave the king the idea to invite you.”

“How?” 

“I put it in the head of the royal baker, who told a servant, who told a guard, who told the—”

“Alright! I understand. You got the message to him to have me come to the castle,” interrupted Sasha.

“Precisely,” the faerie said. “And now that you’ve had some time with the king, I have realized what we need to do to make you his queen.” 

Sasha shook her head. “I really can’t think about that plan right now,” she said. “Something is going on with Ace, and I need to figure out what it is.”

“The minstrel?” the faerie asked. “What could possibly be so important about him?”

Sasha murmured, “I think he’s lying to me.”

“Really? What makes you think that? Why would he?”

Sasha shook her head. “I’m not really sure why he would, but I just asked the adviser if he knows who the minstrel is and he says he doesn’t, but that makes little sense because Ace has been coming to the castle often to perform.”

The faerie shrugged. “I doubt that adviser did notice anyone below him. I would be more surprised if he noticed the minstrel in the castle. Once you meet one minstrel, you’ve met them all.”

“But that’s just it,” Sasha said. “He says there have been no minstrels in the castle since King Wallace took the throne.”

“Hmm. Would you like me to look into it for you?” the faerie asked after a moment.

“Would you? I know it’s not part of the plan, but I think the plan is failing as it is. And I think I’m alright with that.”

“It can’t fail. He’s your true love,” said the faerie.

Sasha scoffed. “I think you’ve made a mistake about my true love. I could never love such a caveman. He basically speaks in grunts when he talks to me at all, and he looks like he hasn’t cut his hair in years.”

“It’s unfortunate,” said the faerie, “but he is your true love.”

“Well, true love or not, I will not marry the king.”

“But I thought you wanted wealth and status,” the faerie said.

“I did, but I think I’m better off with earning my wealth like my father did. I’m going to be a wealthy, well-known baker.”

“That’s all fine and wonderful,” the faerie grumbled, “but I think you will regret not marrying the king.”

Sasha shook her head. “I won’t.”

The faerie gave a long-suffering sigh. “And why, pray tell, is that?” she asked.

“Because I think I’m falling in love with Ace.” Sasha looked up at the faerie, who looked just as surprised as Sasha felt. She was falling in love with Ace, and now that the words were out of her mouth, she found she couldn’t, or rather wouldn’t, take them back.

“The minstrel who’s lying to you?” the faerie asked with a scoff.

Sasha shook her head, hoping to clear her mind. “I’m not sure why he’s not telling me the truth, but I will get to the bottom of the situation. When I do, I’m sure it won’t be something I need to worry about,” Sasha said, then added under her breath, “I wonder if it has anything to do with his green-eyed friend.”

“Who?” the faerie asked.

“Ace’s friend who I met when Ace first came to serenade me at the bakery. The person seems like he is less than honorable, covered in a dark cloak while the weather is nice. His eyes were such a dark green, almost like the depths of a forest …” Sasha’s words petered out at the look the faerie was giving her. Her large purple, other-worldly eyes were slits, and her breaths were coming fast. “Are you alright?” Sasha asked.

“I’m well,” the faerie said. “Perfect, actually. Unfortunately, I have to leave. Faerie business and all that.”

“Are you sure you’re al—”

The faerie disappeared on the spot without another word.

“—right?” finished Sasha. Must have been something important. 

She took a breath and let it out slowly. Her plans had changed. No longer would Sasha pursue the king, who she didn’t care for. Sasha would win the heart of the minstrel. She was sure he was partial to her, maybe even liked her as his wife, but before she would pursue him, she would find out what he was hiding.

What are you not telling me, Ace?
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Sasha heard the first notes of a lute being strummed. It’s about time. Sasha dropped the rolling pin and dusted off her hands as she went to the front of the bakery. Ace stood in the middle of the square like he always did when he came to serenade Sasha. She folded her arms and stared at the happy and naive man. He has no idea what’s going to hit him. Sasha gave the minstrel a saccharine smile when he winked at her, then frowned the moment he looked away. He continued playing his song of devotion for Sasha.

Everyone but Sasha clapped when he was done, and Ace smiled and bowed at all the attention and praise he received. Sasha glared at him when he came up to the counter. “Is something wrong?” Ace asked with a hesitant smile.

“I’m just trying to figure out what you’re not telling me,” Sasha said nonchalantly. His face went white, and he looked away. Sasha had a sick and yet satisfying feeling in her stomach. That’s right, Ace. You can’t hide the truth from me any longer.

“I-I’m not sure what you mean,” he stuttered.

“Oh really?” Sasha said sweetly. “I went to the castle yesterday to have a tour of the kitchens when the adviser took me to the great hall.”

“That’s a nice hall,” Ace said.

“Really, Ace? And how would you know?” Sasha asked, breathing a little harder than she intended.

He looked her in the eye. “Because I’ve been there.”

“Recently?” Sasha asked.

“Yes,” Ace answered slowly. “Why are you interrogating me, Sasha?” He whispered, looking around at the surrounding crowd.

Sasha shook her head. “You’ve never stepped foot in the castle. At least not lately.”

“I think we need to talk in a more private area,” Ace said as he eyed the growing crowd. He jumped over the counter, took Sasha’s hand, and pulled her to the back of the bakery. Kavir and Gerta were standing near the table, each with a piping bag in hand. “Might I have a little privacy with my wife?” Ace asked with irritation.

Kavir nodded and Gerta harrumphed and grumbled about being kicked out of her own kitchen. Sasha pulled her hand away from Ace’s and watched both women leave the kitchen.

“Now,” Ace said, “could you tell me what exactly you heard and from where? Why do you think I’ve never stepped foot in the castle?”

Sasha folded her arms. “The royal adviser to the king told me he doesn’t know who you are.” Ace blew out an angry breath, put his hands on his hips, and stared at the ceiling. Sasha went on. “He said that minstrels haven’t been inside the castle since King Wallace’s reign. So where have you been, Ace? Every time you tell me you’re going to work at the castle, what are you actually doing?”

“I’m working at the castle,” Ace said quietly.

Sasha shook her head hard. “No, you aren’t. I just told you. The adviser said that no minstrels have been there.”

“I heard what you said, Sasha. I’m telling you I was working at the castle, just not as a minstrel.”

“What? But you said you went to play at the castle. I specifically remember you saying so,” Sasha said, pointing a finger at Ace’s chest.

He grabbed her finger. “I never said so, Sasha. I told you I was going to work at the castle, but I never told you what I was going to do there.” He frowned at her and pulled her closer.

Sasha pulled her hand away from him and stepped back. “You’ve been working at the castle this whole time?” she asked timidly.

Ace nodded. “Every time I told you I was going to the castle, I went.”

“I-is that where you earned the extra money to help our neighbors?” Sasha asked.

“What? How’d you hear about that?”

“A woman on our street told me. Is it true that we could’ve been living a better life, had you not given our money away?” Sasha asked.

He huffed and put a hand over his eyes. “It’s true, but I couldn’t let all those people go hungry while we ate like kings. Does it upset you?”

Sasha shook her head. “No. I mean, it bothers me you didn’t tell me you were doing it, but I also understand why you would want to keep it from me, with how I’ve been about money since coming here,” she admitted.

Ace folded his arms and leaned back against a table. “You’ve become a lot better lately. You work hard and you have pride in your work. You seem to care about others now. Not just yourself. Honestly, I’m proud of you,” he said with a small smile.

Sasha looked into his eyes. “You truly are?” she asked. Ace grinned wider, let out a big breath and pulled her to him.

“Yes, Sasha. I really am.” He kissed the top of her head, and Sasha let herself melt into his arms. 
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Sasha rushed home from the bakery with her arms full of stuff and a smile on her face.

“Well, at least one of us is having a joyous day.”

Sasha looked over to see the ugly faerie, flitting beside her. But something was amiss with the creature. She still had an awful unibrow and white, stick-up-straight hair, but she’d always seemed well-groomed despite all those unfortunate features. Today, however, the faerie looked harried. Her purple, immaculate dress was twisted and bunched up near her shoulder. Her lips were only half covered in a purple paint, and she happened to be wearing two different shoes. One dark-blue slipper and the other her usual lavender heel.

“Are you feeling well?” Sasha asked.

The faerie looked back at her. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

Sasha looked away. “No reason,” she said and continued hurrying down the street.

“What’s the rush?” the faerie asked.

“I’m planning on making a surprise dinner for my neighbors to thank them for helping Ace throw that celebration for me.”

“That sounds nice. Maybe I’ll tag along.”

“Do you really want to?” Sasha asked. “People are going to be suspicious if they see you around.”

The faerie gave Sasha an annoyed stare. “I’ll be in disguise, obviously. No one need know who or what I am.”

“Alright. If you truly wish to come,” Sasha said as she turned the corner into the alley where she lived. Everyone greeted her and curiously looked at the faerie, who was now wearing a gray cloak to cover her features and wings. Sasha rolled her eyes. Oh yes. Very inconspicuous in this warm weather.

Sasha went into her home and found the permanently burnt pot she and the minstrel had been using since coming to live in Castle Village. She ran outside and filled it with water from the well that the faerie skulked beside. Sasha came back inside and added some vegetables and spices to the pot, letting it boil on the burning turf pit. She picked up a small block of cheese and tried to cut it up into little cubes, then she sliced the loaves of bread she brought home from the bakery and the ham she got from the butcher on her way home. Sasha tossed the ham in the pot while she put the bread and cheese on a nice platter.

“Mmm. Something smells good,” Ace said as he walked into their home.

Sasha gave him a huge grin. “I’m making dinner for the whole alley.”

“The entire alley? What for?” he asked, curiosity brimming in his eyes.

Sasha stirred the pot of ham and vegetables. “I wanted to thank them for the party the other night,” she said.

“That’s a great idea!” Ace said. “Look at you, giving to the poor and needy.”

Sasha smirked. “Thanks to you, they aren’t so poor and needy anymore. Just good, hard-working people who needed someone to encourage them to have faith in themselves and get back on their feet.”

“Aye,” Ace said in his lilting way. “That they are. And I believe there is another young woman who deserves a little something for all the hard work she’s done.” Ace reached into the satchel he had around his shoulders and pulled out a small parcel, handing it to Sasha.

“What is this?”

“Open it,” Ace encouraged her.

Sasha smiled at him and opened the parcel and gasped. “Ace! How could you? This is … Can you even afford such a thing?”

Ace smiled and took the gift from Sasha’s hand. Sasha felt a blush come to her cheeks when his fingers stroked her skin as he clasped the ruby necklace Sasha had longed for since the moment she came to the village around her neck.

“It looks beautiful,” he told her and then went over to stoke the fire.

Sasha took the ruby in her hand and stroked it. “Thank you,” she said quietly. Ace looked over his shoulder and gave her a grin, and Sasha could tell he was ready to shrug off her words, but Sasha shook her head. “I mean it, Ace. This means so much to me.” You mean so much to me. Sasha hoped he could read the words she wasn’t saying but that were filling her heart. He watched her with an unreadable expression on his face, and Sasha had to look away from him. She blurted, “Look at this mess! I better get it cleaned up while the stew is boiling.” She began to make a racket to cull the unsettling mood in the home by gathering the knives and bowls she used to make the stew and dumping them in the washbasin to soak. 

When the stew finished simmering, Ace and Sasha brought all the food outside and placed it on the small table they brought from inside their house. The neighbors eyed Sasha and Ace, and Sasha cleared her throat. “Please enjoy this dinner on us as a thank you for your kindness in helping my husband throw a surprise celebration in my honor,” Shouted Sasha.

The neighbors opened their doors and peeked out while the ones already on the street went back into their homes to grab chairs. Sasha dished stew out the rest of the night for all the neighbors. They weren’t hesitant to praise her for her delicious meal, and many of the women looked at her necklace in awe and gave her knowing looks when she told them who gave it to her. She also noticed the neighbors seemed wary of the faerie hidden in the large, dark cloak and stayed clear of her. Ace asked more than once who the stranger was, but Sasha just smiled and said a friend. She couldn’t stop smiling. This was another wonderful night, and she was so happy that this time, she helped it to become so.

When the last of the stew was dished out, someone gently tugged on Sasha’s arm. “I saved you some. Here,” Ace said, and he handed Sasha a small bowl of soup, some cubed cheese, and a slice of her bread. Sasha sat down to eat the small but delicious meal. “You did well,” he whispered into her ear.

Sasha felt a blush burn her cheeks. “It turned out lovely, I believe.”

Ace chuckled. “It was more than lovely, Sasha. It was a beautiful glimpse into your heart.”

Her blush deepened, and she leaned into the minstrel. “There you go again, spouting poetic verse. I suppose I can’t be too surprised. You are a traveling minstrel.”

“Speaking of traveling, I’ll be working at the castle for the next little while. Unfortunately, this poor, traveling minstrel has to leave tonight,” Ace said.

Sasha shook her head. “I understand, but how can you call yourself poor when you have all the wealth in the world?” she said. Ace looked puzzled and a little alarmed. Sasha smiled and said, “If there is one thing I’ve learned from you, Minstrel Ace, it’s that wealth is so much more than just having money and jewels, though this necklace is beautiful. But it wouldn’t have been half so beautiful if it wasn’t you who gave it to me. Thank you for showing me that kindness and friendship are far more important than jewels and coins.” Sasha looked around at all the neighbors happily talking and laughing while enjoying the wonderful meal she created. “I’d say you’re pretty wealthy, Ace. Even the king doesn’t have the wealth you possess.”

Ace smiled at Sasha and kissed her head. “That’s my princess,” he murmured into her hair. Sasha felt elated, for once, at hearing him call her that.

I suppose it’s alright to be his princess … 
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“Got the bowls?”

“Check,” Sasha said, and Kavir scraped a notch into a piece of bark.

“Spoons?” Kavir asked.

“Check.”

“Wheat flour?”

“Check.”

“I still don’t understand why you can’t use the castle’s stuff. Don’t they have flour and bowls in their pantry?” Gerta asked again.

“Yes, but I thought that if I brought my own things, then we wouldn’t have to worry if the castle ran out of something,” Sasha said. “Also, I am used to using all the things in this bakery.”

“And confectioners’ sugar?” Kavir asked.

Sasha smiled and held up a bag and put it in a small cart with the rest of the things they would need at the castle. “Check!” she said, and Kavir marked it on the bark.

“That’s all. I think we’re ready to go. Are you sure you don’t need me, Gerta?” Kavir asked.

Gerta shook her head. “You go on to the castle and help Sasha with her baking. I can mind the shop by myself.”

“Are you sure?” Kavir asked again.

“Yes, I’m sure. I was doing it long before you two barged into my life,” Gerta grumbled and swished them away with her hand. “Now, go on. You don’t want to dawdle. The sooner you’re done baking, the sooner you can relax and enjoy the festival.”

Sasha and Kavir pulled the ropes tight to hold everything in the cart. They waved goodbye to the older woman, and Kavir went to guide the goat pulling the cart while Sasha walked alongside the cart. It took a little longer than she’d hoped it would to reach the castle, but it couldn’t be helped when they weren’t the only ones traveling to the castle to get ready for the harvest festival. By the time Sasha and Kavir reached the kitchen and pantry, the sun was almost to the middle of the sky.

“Set those over there,” Sasha instructed Kavir, who set everything on a large wooden table in the middle of the room. Sasha made sure she had all the ingredients that she needed and smiled in satisfaction as she rolled up her sleeves and tucked the beautiful ruby necklace Ace had given her into her dress. Time to make some rolls.

Halfway into the mixing process, two young women and a younger man from the kitchen staff stopped in front of the table and watched Sasha knead the dough. Sasha looked up. “May I help you?” she asked.

One of the women curtsied. “His Majesty has asked us to help you with anything you need.”

“I’m just about done kneading. Maybe you all could help Kavir over there with icing the cookies,” Sasha said, and they bowed and went over to Kavir to help.

It wasn’t long before the entire kitchen and pantry were bustling with the castle’s kitchen staff and other servants to the king. Sasha pulled out a pan of rolls from the brick oven and put them on the table to cool down. She picked up another pan and put it in the oven. She grabbed the arm of one of the girls the king sent to help her. “I think we’re done with the cookies. Please help the servers carry out the platters.” 

“Of course,” the girl said and curtsied to Sasha.

“How is everything looking, Kavir?” Sasha asked while buttering another pan of rolls.

“Oh, just fine,” Kavir said in a very unconvincing way. Sasha went over to her to assess the situation.

“What’s wrong?” Sasha asked.

Kavir sighed and held up a pan of burnt pastries. “I’ve been so busy, I forgot I had these in the oven. Sorry, Sasha.”

Sasha grimaced at the blackened pastries and patted Kavir on the arm. “It’s not a problem. There’s so much food being brought out that I doubt these will be missed,” Sasha said.

Kavir sighed and shook her head. “Unfortunately, these were made specifically for the king. I’ve been told that he’s taken a great liking to your strawberry pastries and was instructed to make some more, just for him.”

Sasha smiled. “Those are Ace’s favorite too. I would’ve given him some to give to the king, since he’s working at the castle, had I known. I’ll make the pastries, Kavir. Would you mind cleaning up a bit? I think the pastries are the last of the things we need to make, and then we are free to enjoy the festival.”

“Not a problem. You’re better at making the pastries, anyway,” Kavir said, and she took the burnt pan of pastries in disgust and hauled them away.

Sasha took a deep breath. Here we go. Just one last thing to make. Sasha chose a clean bowl from her supplies and began making the pastry dough.

As Sasha placed the last pan of baked pastries on the table, a timid voice said, “Mary?” Sasha looked down to see a little girl, probably only six, shyly looking up at her. “Mary?” the little girl said again. Sasha watched the little girl for a moment before it dawned on her. She thought Sasha’s name was Mary. 

Why wouldn’t she? You did tell the king that was your name. Sasha smiled at the little girl and started placing strawberries on the pastries. “Yes?” she said.

The little girl looked down and curtsied. “I’m s’posed to tell you it’s time to deliver the pastries to the king.”

“I’ll be done in a moment. Are you the one they sent to carry them out?” Sasha asked.

The little girl shook her head. “I’m s’posed to tell you the king wishes for you to bring ‘em to him.” She blushed prettily and looked up at Sasha.

Why does the king want me to bring them out? I suppose I am done baking …

“Alright, I’ll be there in a moment. Let me just put the finishing touches on them.” Sasha finished placing the last of the strawberries and then sprinkled all the pastries with confectioners’ sugar. 

“Sasha! I think I saw your husband near the great hall,” Kavir said as she burst into the room.

“You saw Ace?” Sasha asked. “How long ago?”

“Just a moment ago, when I was helping deliver some food to the tables.”

Sasha started taking her apron off. “I have to tell Ace that the king likes these pastries just as much as he does.”

Kavir grabbed Sasha’s arm. “Hold on there. Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Sasha looked confused and then her eyes grew big. “The pastries for the king! I can’t believe I almost forgot those.” She went back to the table and picked up the platter with strawberry pastries. “Want to come to the great hall with me, Kavir?” 

“Anything to avoid washing the dishes,” Kavir said with an ominous look over at the tower of dirty bowls. Sasha smirked as she carried the silver platter with both hands and steadily led the way out of the kitchen and pantry. A cloaked figure joined them.

“What are you doing here?” Sasha said out of the side of her mouth when she recognized the painted fingernails sticking out of the sleeves of the cloak. 

“I need to speak with you,” said the girlish voice of the ugly faerie.

“Can we talk later? I’m a bit busy right now delivering these pastries to His Royal Majesty, and then I need to find Ace,” whispered Sasha. She took the steps that led into the great hall.

“That’s what I need to speak to you about. The king …  he’s …”

Sasha couldn’t understand what the faerie was saying. The commotion in the great hall made it very hard to hear even those close by, but she knew where to take the pastries since the adviser showed her where the king would sit the other day. This was good because Sasha couldn’t see over all the heads of the people standing in her way. She felt a tugging on her sleeve and was sure the faerie was trying to tell her something, but Sasha needed to concentrate on not spilling the platter while she navigated the steps leading up to the king’s table.

“These are for the king,” she said after finally making it to the table, being jostled left and right in the process. She narrowed her eyes at a fat nobleman who tried to sneak a pastry off the platter. It looked like the king hadn’t entered the great hall for the feast yet, as his place at the table had clean dishes and a full goblet of wine in front of them.

She looked around to find the cloaked faerie, but the faerie must have been swallowed up in the crowd. Whatever she was going to tell Sasha would have to wait a little longer because Sasha was determined to spend the last of the festival with Ace. She hurried away from the king’s table and toward the open door that led to the main grounds of the castle. 

“Phew! Now that that’s done, ready to eat until we’re sick?” Kavir asked when she appeared beside Sasha.

Sasha shook her head. “In a moment. I want to find Ace first.”

“It might be hard to find him in the great hall,” Kavir said skeptically.

“He won’t be in the great hall,” Sasha said. “He’s too poor and powerless to be accepted in these circles.” And I no longer care about his status and wealth. Sasha, you are a changed woman. Sasha smiled to herself and kept moving to the outer door.

“The last time I saw the minstrel, he was down that way,” Kavir said, and she pointed away from the outer door and toward a smaller doorway that led farther into the castle.

“Thanks.” She maneuvered herself into the direction Kavir pointed in, walking out a side door that led into a dark stone hallway. Kavir followed her.

Where can he be? Sasha went down the dark hall that was lit minimally with torches here and there. Sasha and Kavir rounded a bend in the hallway.

“Ahh!” They both screamed and grabbed onto each other when something jumped out at them from the shadows.

 “That’s what you get for leaving me with all those stuffy humans,” said the ugly faerie in an irritated voice.

“I apologize,” Sasha said. “I didn’t mean to lose you.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” the faerie said sarcastically, lighting her weaponlike wand.

Kavir gasped. “Who are you?” she asked as she took in the ugly faerie dressed in her dark cloak and holding her spiky wand.

“Please allow me to introduce you to … uh …” Sasha looked at the faerie, who stood with slanted lips and her unibrow raised. “My faerie godmother,” Sasha said sheepishly.

The faerie narrowed her eyes. “Godmother?”

“Faerie?” Kavir said with a shocked voice.

Sasha waved off the offended faerie and the astonished Kavir. “It’s wonderful you’re here. You can help me find Ace sooner,” Sasha said, and she continued down the hall that was getting brighter and brighter with more doors in the walls.

“That’s why I’m here. I need to talk to you about the minstrel,” the faerie said.

“Should we even be down this way?” Kavir asked. “We seem to be in a more … private area of the castle.” Sasha was thinking the same thing when she noticed a light gleaming through one of the doorways, and she heard the murmur of voices.

“Remember when I said the minstrel looked familiar months ago, but I couldn’t quite place him?” the faerie said, but Sasha was only half listening as she recognized a voice in the room.

She smiled and opened the door. “I’m so glad I found you—” Sasha’s words froze, and her smile fell when a very handsome, green-eyed man turned to look at her. Sasha heard a gasp behind her, and she dipped in a curtsy and stared at the ground. “P-pardon me, my lord. I thought I heard my husband—”

“What do you think about this—” Sasha whipped her head up at the sound of Ace’s voice. “Sasha?” 

Her eyes grew big when she saw him. Dressed in the height of fashion in a golden jacket and a purple robe, Ace stood frozen, holding a black, fuzzy hair-piece in one hand, and a large golden crown sat on his head.

“I-I don’t understand,” stuttered Sasha as she stared up at his familiar bluish-gray eyes, to the crown on his head, and down to the black hair in his hand.

“The minstrel is King Thrushbeard,” the faerie said in an annoyed voice.

Kavir gasped and curtsied low. “Your Majesty.”

Sasha felt her stomach drop as everything she thought she knew became very clear. 

She knew nothing at all.

Absolutely nothing.
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“I can explain.”

“Who are you?” Sasha glared at the man with the minstrel’s eyes but the king’s crown, and she backed away from him. Her stomach felt sick, and there was a distinct ringing in her ears.

“I-I’m Ace.”

Sasha shook her head. “No. Who are you, really?” she asked through gritted teeth.

The man took a deep breath and let it out slowly, not taking his eyes off Sasha’s. “I am King Wallace of Caldor,” he said.

Sasha felt her nausea worsen as the realization of her life being a sham washed over her. “You are the king?”

The ugly faerie grumbled, “I tried to tell you earlier, but you wouldn’t listen.”

“I think we better leave,” said the green-eyed man. “We are obviously in the way. Good day, Your Majesty.” The green-eyed man made a small bow to the man in the crown, and he walked toward the ugly faerie and Kavir. “Come.”

“What? No! You can’t just … I need to be here!” growled the ugly faerie as the green-eyed man, who Sasha was beginning to think was not human at all, took the faerie’s arm and pulled her out the door as she scrambled to get out of his grasp.

Kavir looked at the retreating figures and then back at Sasha and the king. “I-I think I shall go as well,” she said, and Sasha watched her hurry out the door toward the now biting and cursing ugly faerie. 

“Well,” the king said. “That was … unusual.” Sasha looked back at him with a scowl. The king looked away from her and put the black, fuzzy hairpiece on the desk the green-eyed male had vacated.

“You tricked me,” Sasha said.

The man shook his head. “I didn’t mean to trick you. It just sort of happened that way.”

“It just sort of happened?” Sasha said. “How can something like that just happen? The man I married is a fraud!” 

“The man you married only did what he had to for his kingdom.”

“What could you possibly mean by that?” Sasha asked.

“I told you about the past Caldorian kings and how awful they were to their people. Looking back, I realized they all had something in common besides being related. Their wives. My mother was too weak to stand up for the people, and, as a result, my father continued to be a tyrant king. When the throne passed to me, I vowed to marry a strong woman. One who would stand for what was right and help me build a kingdom that would respect its people. I needed a woman who knew how to work hard because that is what she would have to do to help me gain my people’s trust again, and she would help them see we’d be just rulers.”

Sasha interrupted with a sardonic laugh. “And you couldn’t pass up the opportunity to marry the sister of the new Queen of Hiltor.”

“Why not? I was already there at the celebration when I happened upon a note in the pastry I was eating.”

Sasha scowled. “In a pastry?”

The man held up his hand as though to say “don’t ask” and said, “I don’t know very many that would pass up the opportunity to have family ties to the Hiltor kingdom. There are significant advantages to having my kingdom linked with Hiltor’s. So yes, having the chance to marry the sister of the queen was something I couldn’t afford to pass up, and the fact that you were beautiful, well, I’d be a fool not to try for your hand.”

“And when I refused your suit, you couldn’t take no for an answer so you disguised yourself, which is the most sensible thing to do. Who wouldn’t marry their daughter to a traveling minstrel?”

“It wasn’t like that—”

“Wasn’t it, though? You were bothered by what I called you and thought to get your revenge.”

“What? No! Sasha, do you really believe I’m like that?” he asked incredulously.

“I’m not sure what to believe,” Sasha said, and her lips began to tremble. “I thought you were poor. We lived in a hovel with a broken door. You told me I had to work so we could survive. Even though it was humiliating, I tried to work several jobs. I worked hard and long because I thought you were doing the same thing. I hated seeing you come home exhausted because you stayed up all night singing at pubs or inns, thinking it was because of me you had to work so hard. To think you were probably tired of sleeping in a dirt-floored shack, so you came here to rest instead.”

The man shook his crowned head. “It wasn’t like that at all. I did work at the inns when I told you I would be.”

“You lied to me!” Sasha shouted and started pacing the room. “All this time, I thought you were a poor wandering minstrel.”

“And now you know I’m not!” the non-minstrel shouted back at her. “Isn’t a wealthy king all you ever wanted? I would think you’d be happy to find out who I really am. You sure acted like I was everything you wanted when you were pretending to be a single woman, Mary,” he said mockingly. “I’m not the only one who lied.”

Sasha turned toward him and narrowed her eyes. “That was one time, and I regretted it pretty quickly.”

“But you still lied, Sasha. Whether or not you regretted it in the end.”

She threw up her arms. “Fine! I lied. I didn’t want to be married to you. It was the most humiliating thing I’ve ever gone through when my father simply dumped me on the poorest man I’ve ever seen. What kind of father does that?” she said with a break in her voice. Not now, Sasha!

“He didn’t do that, Sasha. He gave you to me because—”

“I don’t care why he gave me to you,” she interrupted. “The point is, he did, and without a second thought too. Then I had to work such lowly jobs when I’d vowed I’d never do so again.” Her blurry eyes stared into his. “Why didn’t you just tell me who you were?”

The minstrel king looked down. “Pretending to be a poor minstrel was the only way I thought I could get you to work because you would think we needed the money to survive.”

Sasha felt the tears drop down her lashes. “So you didn’t trust me to know the truth and be a good ruler for your kingdom?”

He looked up at her and scowled. “You were scheming to leave me for a wealthier man, and though I happened to be that wealthier man, that doesn’t give me great confidence in my wife. Do you think I should have trusted you?”

Sasha looked down. “No,” she whispered. “But neither can I trust you.”

“What?” he asked.

Sasha took a deep breath. “We’re broken. This marriage is false, built on lies of two incredibly prideful people. I-I think it’s time we part ways.”

“Sasha.”

Sasha couldn’t stand to hear the man any longer, and when he reached out his hand to touch her shoulder, she ran out the door. 

“Sasha!” he shouted. “Wait!” 

Sasha followed the brightly lit hall to the darker portion and turned the corner, where the faerie had jumped out at her and Kavir, and kept on running.

She heard his pursuit and ran faster. “The king? The king? How could he be the king? How did I not know? Foolish Sasha!” she berated herself as she ran down the hall with her mind reeling. Sasha smashed into the doors that opened into the great hall just as someone grabbed her upper arm. She pulled away and tripped on her dress, falling into a servant holding a serving dish and who was surrounded by a crowd of people. The dish fell with a loud clatter and splattered Sasha as she fell to the ground.

The hall went silent. Everyone watched Sasha in her dripping clothes. Something cold and slimy slid down Sasha’s head and slunk into the back of her dress. She stared at the ground as she felt the warmth of humiliation flame through her body. Delicate, lavish shoes entered her line of sight, and Sasha refused to look up when a calloused hand with sparkling gem rings reached out for her. She turned her head away from the hand, and the silence erupted into whispers and snickering. Her tears fell, mixing in with the jelly that caked her face.

The lavish shoe owner bent down at her level. “Are you alright?” Anger burned harshly in Sasha’s throat. Her minstrel with his caring eyes stared back at her with the offending golden crown on his head. She closed her eyes in pain.

Why, Sasha? Why! Why did you fall for him?

“Come on, Sasha. Let’s get you out of here,” he whispered down at her.

Sasha refused to budge.

“Sasha?” asked a tentative voice, and Sasha let out a breath filled with gratitude. Bella.

Sasha looked up at her younger sister, Arabella, dressed in a blush-pink dress with bows on the half sleeves and a lovely silver crown on her head. A movement to the left of Bella caught Sasha’s attention, and she felt the breath leave her lungs.

“Wheat Woman?” she asked. The woman was dressed in a fancy dress of purple, the same color as the strands she weaved. The woman looked down at her with concern and Sasha shook her head. “I need to leave,” she said to Bella and pleaded with her eyes.

Bella nodded firmly, reached for Sasha’s hand, and pulled her up. Bella glared at the minstrel-king. “Come,” she said and rushed Sasha out of the great hall to the murmurs of the crowd.

“Bella?” a man called out. “What are you doing?” He ran up beside Bella and Sasha. Sasha realized it was the king of Hiltor, Bella’s husband. He and Bella hurried Sasha through the castle grounds.

“I’m getting my sister out of this place,” Bella said.

“But—she’s—”

“What is it with handsome kings these days dressing up in hideous disguises? I thought the Caldorian king looked like a burnt haystack, not some twinkly-eyed charmer,” said Bella. “Is it really so hard for you all to look like yourselves?”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I was cursed!” shouted her husband defensively. 

“Yes, yes, and so was Frederick, or so I was told by Princess Colette.”

“Frederick isn’t even a king, and really, if there is someone to blame, then blame that no good—”

“The only ones to blame are yourselves for being so cursable,” Bella stated and tromped under the castle’s portcullis.

Bella led Sasha to a pristine black carriage with the symbol of a warthog on the side. A footman rushed to the door and opened it just as Bella reached the steps to climb inside. She pushed Sasha into the carriage and climbed in herself, followed by her husband, the king of Hiltor.

“Wait for me!” called out a muffled voice and in hopped a black-haired woman who sat beside Bella and Sasha. “Phew! I was afraid I wouldn’t catch up to you.”

“Kavir? What are you doing?” Sasha asked, barely holding her tears at bay.

Kavir smiled at her and reached over Bella to pat Sasha’s knee. “Mind if I come along?” Kavir asked. “I’ll not be missed. I already told Gerta there was no telling when I’d have to go. Granted, she thought it would be to go home, but she’d be happy I’m there to help you.”

Sasha nodded, then asked, “Can we leave now? I really don’t want that impostor to catch me.”

“He won’t,” said Bella. “Father’s got the man cornered and is probably giving him a piece of his mind.”

“Father’s here?” Sasha asked in surprise.

“Of course! He is the one that told us months ago how you married the king,” Bella said.

“He knew?” Sasha asked on a sob. “How did he know? Even I didn’t know.”

Bella looked at Sasha with pity in her eyes and pulled out a handkerchief, rubbing the food off Sasha’s face. “To Hiltor!” shouted Bella to the driver. 

“Hold it! I thought we were planning on staying in Caldor for a fortnight?” said Bella’s husband. Bella reached over and held his face in her hands and kissed him.

“I think we need to change our plans, if it’s alright with you,” said Bella sweetly.

Her husband growled, and Bella squealed when he pulled her over to sit by him. “Whether or not it’s alright with me, you’re still going to change them.”

Bella nodded solemnly. “Right you are.”

“You are such a worm,” Bella’s husband grumbled and affectionately snuggled his face into her neck, then turned and shouted, “To Hiltor!” The carriage jolted and jingled down the road. 

Kavir pulled Sasha closer to herself and rubbed her arm. “It’s going to be alright,” she whispered to Sasha.

Sasha said nothing as a part of her heart hardened, and the tears coursed down her face. Nothing was alright. 
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Ace watched the carriage pull away as he ran out of the castle and into the yard. “Sasha,” he whispered. I’m too late. He turned around and kicked the stone wall of the castle.

“Your Majesty—”

Ace held up his hand and his adviser closed his mouth and backed up into the great hall. Ace walked through the hall, barely acknowledging the whispers and gossiping going on around him. He trudged to the door leading to the private rooms of the castle.

He walked slowly through the darkened halls that grew lighter the closer he got to his private quarters. A harried older woman walked beside him. “I wish to be alone, Agatha,” he said.

Agatha scoffed. “After revealing what you really look like, the only woman who’s going to leave you alone is the one you scared off.”

Ace frowned at the wheat weaver Sasha had briefly worked for and the woman who had been his mother's closest friend. “If that’s all the help you’re going to be, then you can leave.” He turned the corner and walked to the room that had sealed his fate only moments ago.

“I told you she was a handful. I told you she was strong and arrogant, but would you listen to ol’ Agatha? No. You had to prove she was the right one to be your queen.”

Ace reached for the handle and paused. He closed his eyes and cursed as the image of Sasha realizing he was the king played over and over in his mind. “She was the right one,” he whispered and pushed the door open, and the green-eyed faerie instantly bombarded him.

“Where is she?” the faerie asked.

“She’s gone,” murmured Ace.

“Long gone,” added the unhelpful wheat woman at Ace’s side.

“Gone? She can’t be gone. How am I to make things better if she’s gone?” the faerie asked in a panic.

“You can’t,” Ace and Agatha said together. Ace scowled at her, and he thought about the words Sasha’s father had said in the great hall before he went running after her. Ace had brought the older merchant to Caldor to see the joy on his daughter’s face when she realized she was married to the king, but everything went wrong. The merchant saw her humiliated in front of the nobles, and he watched his daughter run away with her sister. The merchant lowered his head and told Ace to let her go. He then stormed out of the castle after his daughters.

Ace couldn’t let her go and was just about to run out the door himself, but his noisy subjects had crowded him in. The shocking reveal of his true face was too much for them to handle, especially those with daughters. Ace was annoyed. Couldn’t they see he already had a woman he was interested in? Never mind she went running from him like the reaper was after her soul. It cut Ace to the core that he’d just missed Sasha leaving, but he was sure he could run her carriage down.

“Agatha, go to the stables and tell them I need my fastest horse ready.”

“You are needed at the festival. You can’t go gallivanting off,” Agatha said.

“Of course, I can. The most important part of this festival just left, and I have to bring her back to present her to my court.”

“Do you think she’ll return with you after your big reveal?” the faerie asked.

The memory of Sasha’s face when she realized he was the king washed over Ace. He sat slowly in the chair at his desk. “I’m not sure. Did you see the way she stared at me?”

“You could see the heartbreak in her eyes,” whispered the faerie.

Ace covered his face with his hands, but the image of Sasha sitting there covered in food kept penetrating his thoughts. “I never meant to break her,” Ace said quietly to himself.

“Didn’t you, though?” Agatha asked. “Isn’t that why you sent her to me to teach her how to work the wheat and break her pride?”

Ace shook his head. “It was meant to help her.”

A hand rested on his shoulder. Ace looked up to see the faerie staring down at him. “So you’ve reached the lowest point in your life and brought the woman you care for down with you. Cheer up.”

Agatha cackled, and Ace frowned. “Thanks for clearing that up for me.” 

“There’s not much worse that could possibly happen, so the only direction our efforts can go is up,” the faerie said as he eyed the cackling elderly woman bent in half.

Ace scoffed. “Indeed. Now that I’ve hurt my lovely bride to the point where she literally ran away from me and probably never wants to see me again, anything I do from here on out will be an improvement.”

“Exactly so!” the faerie said, missing Ace’s sarcasm.

“I need to go after her,” Ace said and stood up to leave again.

“You can leave after the festival,” Agatha said. “You’re still the king and need to make an appearance to your people. Who knows? Maybe now that you’ve dropped your ridiculous disguise, you might find another woman at the festival to be your wife. I know there were plenty of young ladies giving you second and third glances when you ran out of the great hall.”

“I only want Sasha, but maybe running after her would do more harm than good,” Ace said.

“Why do you suppose that?” the faerie asked.

“I’ve been living with the woman since winter. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about her, it’s that she has an abundance of pride and is more stubborn than a goat. I’m not sure she’ll forgive me for this.”

“For a prideful female, she sure worked hard,” the faerie said. Agatha nodded her head in agreement.

“She was a hard one at the beginning, but even I can say she has a knack for baking,” Agatha said.

 “Don’t you think you’re giving her far too little credit, Ace?” the faerie said. “She refused to do anything that would be construed as peasants’ work at the beginning, but now, not only has she been employed at a bakery, but she’s won the notice of the nobles because of the baked goods she creates. You can’t do that without putting in a lot of effort.”

Ace shook his head. “Be that as it may, I still don’t think she’ll forgive me for lying to her.”

“Then leave her be and go find another woman at the festival,” said the unhelpful wheat woman.

“No! You have to go after Sasha. I’ll never be forgiven if you don’t,” the faerie said with a grimace.

“Why do you care who he marries?” Agatha asked as she eyed the faerie.

The faerie shook his head and ignored the wheat woman. “Just give her some time. Maybe when all that paperwork is done, you can go to Hiltor and charm her once again.”

Ace nodded as a little hope entered his heart. “I can do that. I just need to give her a little time.”

The faerie thumped Ace on the back. “Not too much time, mind you. The sooner the better, in my opinion,” he whispered down at Ace.

Ace let out a breath and gave the faerie a tentative smile. He knew he couldn’t wait too long. Already he missed Sasha, and he had a feeling he wouldn’t be happy until he had her by his side once again.
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Two months later

 

The shop was bustling; everyone was rushing around to get the last of the rolls Sasha had put out before she closed for the evening. The rolls weren’t the best she’d ever made—those were the purple wheat rolls she made in Caldor—but purple wheat from Caldor was expensive to come by. Even if Sasha had the money to spend on the wheat, she wouldn’t have. The purple wheat would remind her of living in the Purple Plains in the large village near the castle of a king she refused to think about.

“Sasha! Can you get the meat pastries?” called out Kavir.

“Ask the faerie,” Sasha called back. “I’m still scrubbing the pans.”

Two weeks after Sasha got back to Bounty Bay from Caldor, the faerie showed up at her house and hadn’t left her since. At first, she would annoyingly bring up news about the king of Caldor until Sasha couldn’t take it anymore and threw a rolling pin at her head. It missed, of course, because the faerie whipped out her wand so fast and struck the pin with a spell that turned it into glitter, which covered Sasha’s whole kitchen. But she got the hint and rarely talked about King Thrushbeard—as he was aptly named by Sasha. Now she worked at the small bakery Sasha started in the bustling town. 

“Faerie,” called out Kavir, “could you—”

“I heard you. I heard you,” grumbled the faerie, and she flitted to the back to get the pastries.

Sasha scrubbed the last pan just as Kavir wished a pleasant evening to a customer, and the faerie closed and locked the front shutters to the shop. “Another busy day,” Sasha said with a tired grin.

“Everyone wanted to buy your rolls, Sasha, and the shop hasn’t even been open for a month!” Kavir said. “Looks like word travels just as fast here as it did in Caldo—” Kavir stopped speaking and both she and the faerie looked back at Sasha. “Gerta’s bakery,” Kavir finished lamely.

Sasha pretended she didn’t hear the slipup as she gathered her winter cloak and slipped on her mittens. “Everyone wants something sweet now and then,” Sasha said. “With any luck, our bakery will become famed throughout the kingdom.”

“We might even get invited to bake for the king’s birthday like we did for the harvest festival in Cal—oomph!” Kavir glared at the faerie, who elbowed her in the stomach. 

Sasha suspiciously looked at Kavir. Why does she keep bringing up that place? We haven’t talked about that kingdom since we left it.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if we did. Bella can’t stop sneaking by the shop every chance she gets to taste our newest creations,” Sasha said.

“You know she comes to the shop more because of you than your baking, right?” Kavir said.

Sasha shrugged. “Maybe, but the iced ginger cookies are a close second.” Since Bella helped Sasha leave Caldor, they’d been closer than they had been since their mother passed. Sasha smiled. She’d forgotten how much she enjoyed being around Bella.

“Even I can’t pass up your ginger cookies, and it’s starting to show,” grumbled the faerie as she frowned down at her stomach.

Kavir and Sasha kept silent as they finished buttoning their coats and putting on their scarves, but Sasha could tell the faerie wasn’t happy that they didn’t contradict her.

Kavir cleared her throat. “Everybody ready to leave?”

Sasha and the faerie nodded, and they left out of the side door of the bakery, and Sasha locked it up for the night. With the shops closed, the streets of Bounty Bay were a lot less crowded. Ships were coming in still as this was a busy time for imports with winter coming soon, but other than the rougher sailors and their kind roaming around the port, the streets were calm. So it was unusual that a very handsome carriage was parked on the other side of the street from where Sasha and her two companions were. 

The carriage door opened when they were just about to pass it, and Sasha’s heart pounded as it always did these days when she saw a well-dressed man. 

“Miss Sasha,” the man said, and he took off his hat to bow. Sasha let out a relieved breath, and the tension in her shoulders relaxed when she saw no golden crown.

“Lord Flitsman.” Sasha and Kavir curtsied, but the faerie paid him no mind.

Lord Flitsman stared in irritation at the faerie for a brief moment before he turned his eyes back to Sasha with a smile. “I was told I could find you down this way,” he said.

“Oh, and why were you looking for me?”

“Well, Miss Sasha,” he said importantly, “I would like to take you to the Bletherings’ musical evening in a couple of days.”

Sasha smiled apologetically at the man. “I’m very sorry, my lord, but unfortunately, I must turn down your gracious offer.”

Lord Flitsman’s smile fell. “Turn me down? But I was told no one invited you yet.”

Sasha blushed. “That’s true that no one invited me yet, but—”

“Then why would you turn me down?” demanded the lord. “Forgive me, Miss Sasha, but though you are the queen’s sister, you are not the most-sought after lady in the kingdom given your choice of … employ,” he said in disgust as he looked back at Sasha’s bakery. She narrowed her eyes and folded her arms. The man had the audacity to go on. “I have stooped to ask you to be my date for the evening because you are related to the queen, though your choice of profession is decidedly below me in every way.”

Sasha had to put a hand on Kavir’s arm to hold her back, though Sasha felt much the same way. How dare he insult me and what I love! Sasha smiled a brittle, toothed grin and curtsied low to the pompous lord. “I thank you for your condescension,” she said calmly. “But I will not be attending the musical as a guest.” Sasha put a finger to her lips and looked up at the darkening sky. “Perhaps I’ll cater the musical instead,” she said thoughtfully.

“Cater the musical?” Lord Flitsman said, horrified.

Sasha smiled innocently. “It sounds like fun, and it would be good for my bakery.”

“You must see how owning a bakery is preposterous for one such as you. Why, it’s laughable, really!”

Sasha clenched her hands and her smile went dangerous as she said quietly, “It’s no more preposterous than a mere lord asking the sister of a queen to accompany him to a musical.”

The man gasped, and Sasha heard snorts of laughter beside her.

“How dare you?” he said in a girlish scream that made Sasha wince. “Why, I’ve never … Mark my words, girl, with a prideful attitude like that, be prepared to be a spinster all the days of your life!” Lord Flitsman said, and he flounced back to his carriage and wrenched the door open. “Drive on!” he yelled as he disappeared into the equipage.

Sasha and Kavir couldn’t hold it in any longer, and as soon as the carriage turned the corner, the two broke out in uncontrollable laughter.

“Did you see the look on his face?” Kavir said, holding her stomach as she laughed some more. “Beautifully done, Sasha.”

“Yes. Beautifully done.” 

Sasha’s and Kavir’s laughter came to an abrupt stop, and Sasha’s heart thumped oddly at the sound of the voice behind her. A voice she had loved but was sure she’d never hear again since her dramatic departure from Caldor so many weeks ago.

“And here I thought I could be your knight in shining armor.”

Sasha clenched her jaw. “I am no damsel in distress.”

“No,” said the voice with a chuckle. “You are definitely not.”

Kavir cleared her throat and grabbed the faerie’s wrist. “We should probably leave,” she said.

“Wait!” whined the faerie. “Things are finally getting interesting around here, and you want to go?”

Kavir laughed loudly and yanked on the faerie’s arm. “Come, faerie, I don’t think we’re wanted at this moment.”

“Of course, we’re wanted,” said the exasperated faerie as Kavir pulled her down the street. “Now, unhand me or I’ll blast you off with my wand.” Kavir’s uncomfortable laughter faded down the street.

Silence reigned through night, and Sasha was beginning to think the voice was a figment of her imagination. Her foolish imagination. But then he spoke again.

“I see you still have your baking partner.”

Sasha took a breath and turned slowly around to face Ace. No. King Wallace of Caldor, she reminded herself. She flinched when she saw he wasn’t dressed as a king, but in the rags of the man she fell in love with. A poor wandering minstrel. “What are you doing here?” she asked, and she was proud her voice didn’t wobble.

“I came to see you,” he said quietly, and he watched Sasha with pleading, bluish-gray eyes that Sasha missed so much.

She looked away.

The disguised king went on, “You look lovely.” He laughed at himself and added, “I suppose you always have, but what I mean is, you look happy.”

Sasha stood up straight with her shoulders back and a frown on her face. “Did you think I wouldn’t be?” she asked.

“I hoped you were,” he murmured as he shook his head.

“I’ve grown up quite a bit as well,” Sasha said, but she could feel her composure about to break and knew she couldn’t stand with the man much longer. “I know how to take care of myself. I even moved out of my father’s manor, and I live with Kavir and the faerie now.” Sasha moved backward down the street, away from the impostor wearing the clothes of a minstrel.

“A faerie?” he asked.

Sasha ground her teeth. Is that all he got from this conversation? Sasha nodded. “Yes. She works with me, but that’s beside the point,” she said and closed her eyes, shaking her head. Stay on topic, Sasha. Don’t talk more than you need to.

“A faerie working in a bakery. Now that’s something I should tell—”

“I have better things to do than listen to you ramble on about who I work with,” interrupted Sasha.

“Oh. O-of course.” The man looked uncomfortable as he stared at anything that wasn’t Sasha.

Sasha sighed. “I really should go now.”

“I’ll walk you home,” he said and came toward Sasha with his arm raised for her to take.

Sasha scoffed, turned, and walked down the road away from him. Soon enough, he too was walking alongside her. “You don’t have to walk me home,” she said.

“I think I should. We wouldn’t want you to have more unwanted attention like you had earlier today from that idiotic lord,” he grumbled.

“Yes,” Sasha said with an eye roll. “Can’t imagine having another encounter with another unwanted man.” She stared pointedly at him, but he stubbornly didn’t look at her.

“How long has that been going on?” he asked.

“What?”

“Lords coming up and flirting with you or insulting you and thinking they are doing you an honor.”

Sasha thought back to the duke she believed she loved before her father lost everything and left their family penniless. “It’s always been like that,” she whispered.

Bluish-gray eyes stared at her incredulously. “Really? Even now?” he asked.

“Yes. Why wouldn’t it?”

He didn’t answer, and Sasha could tell something was bothering him by the way he fidgeted in agitation. They came to a small set of homes that sat very close to one another. They were made of fine brown stone, and though they weren’t the fanciest of buildings, Sasha really liked them. She stopped walking when she came to the fourth door. “Well, here’s my stop. Thanks for walking me home.” Even though I didn’t want you to. She reached for the handle of the door.

“Wait!”

Sasha closed her eyes and sighed. “Yes?” she asked.

He didn’t speak and Sasha turned around to see him holding his minstrel cap in his hands and ringing it with his fingers as he paced.

“What’s wrong?” Sasha asked.

He took a deep breath and stopped in front of her. “You said that happened a lot, men flirting with you, even insulting you.”

Sasha nodded. “Yes, but like I told you before, I’ve grown up and can take care of myself.”

“Well, I don’t like it. No man should be looking down on you nor making calf eyes at you.”

Sasha sagged against the door. “There’s not much you can do about it. This isn’t your kingdom, Your Majesty.” 

“Don’t call me that!” he ground out.

“Why not? It’s what you are,” she said.

“Because the way you say it makes it sound like a curse, as though you’re mocking me.”

“Now you know how I felt every time you called me princess.” Sasha’s eyes widened and her jaw fell. “You called me princess,” she said in awe. The minstrel king looked away from her and ran his fingers through his already mussed up hair. Sasha's eyes narrowed. “You were not only mocking me but giving me subtle hints as to who you were, knowing very well I would never recognize them as such. Who would know that your kingdom held the custom of calling the king’s wife a princess unless a special ceremony was performed? Did you think it was humorous?”

“Sasha,” whispered the king.

“I bet you and that green-eyed friend of yours had a good laugh at my expense. Oh, foolish Sasha will never catch on. Ha, ha, ha!”

“No, Sasha! It wasn’t like that.”

“I’m pretty sure it was,” she said. “Let’s pretend to win Sasha’s heart by singing to her and writing a ridiculous poem about her,” Sasha said in a low, mocking voice.

“I did none of that out of malice,” the king said with lowered brows and a firmly-set jaw.

“No. Only for your entertainment, just like making me sing at the inn was. Only that one backfired on you.” Sasha scoffed.

“I only wanted to help you.”

“Help me? With what?” Sasha asked incredulously. “Learning how to work with my hands?”

The king sighed and shook his head. “I can see that nothing I say is going to get past your emotions—”

“My emotions!” blurted out Sasha.

He frowned at her. “Yes. Your emotions are going to make anything I say sound like an attack, and I really don’t want to argue with you, Sasha.”

“That’s right,” Sasha said. “You only came here to see me. Well, I think you’ve seen enough. I am happy. Happier than I’ve ever been since my mother passed away, or at least I was until you showed up.”

“I think you are happy to see me.”

Sasha’s eyes widened. “Why in the kingdoms would you assume that?”

The minstrel king pointed at her neck. “Why else would you be wearing the ruby necklace I gave you?”

Sasha narrowed her eyes and watched the minstrel-king flinch when she pulled hard on the necklace chain and broke it. “Here,” she said, handing him the broken necklace. “Now you no longer have to entertain such false hope.” She turned away from him.

“Sasha.”

She tried her best to keep the tears from flowing as she unlocked her door. Just go away, please.

“I’ll be staying in Bounty Bay at the Seaside Inn, if you need me,” he said.

Against her better judgment, she turned back to him. “Why would I ever need you?”

 The minstrel-king stuck on his red cap and walked backward, away from Sasha. “You know. You can let me know if another man bothers you.”

“Why would I do that? I told you I can take care of myself.”

He shrugged. “Because I’m your husband.” He eyed her left hand and Sasha looked down.

She swallowed the lump in her throat and viciously took off the ring he’d given her. His words were more painful than the fresh slice she got from ripping the necklace off her neck and now the throbbing of her finger. Sasha threw the ring at him and twisted around to face the door.

“Sasha,” called out the king.

Sasha turned the handle of her door. 

“Wait.”

I waited for two months. She stood still and let out a breath. “It’s late, Your Majesty. I’m tired and I’m sure you have some patrons just waiting for you to sing at the inn.”

“I’m trying to fix things between us. Can’t you give me a chance?”

“Give you a chance?” Sasha asked in disbelief with tears rolling down her cheeks. “You pretended to be a poor traveling minstrel for our entire marriage. I worked beside you as an equal. We built a life together, and though it was a life with the most meager of things, I was happy because I thought you … and I felt …” Sasha shook her head. “But it was all a ruse. I see that now.”

“I didn’t mean for things to turn out this way. I’m sorry, Sasha,” he said quietly as Sasha walked into the little house.

“Me too,” whispered Sasha, and she shut the door to his silence.
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“I’ll be with you in a mo—” Sasha paused as she looked up from placing some cookies on the front shelf of her shop and stared into familiar eyes. “What do you want?” she asked with a huff.

The Caldorian king, who was dressed as a minstrel, smiled sheepishly at her and shrugged. “A job?”

Sasha rolled her eyes. “I’m busy,” she said and turned to walk into the back of the bakery.

“What’s going on?” the faerie asked when she saw Sasha in the doorway, and then she spotted the Caldorian king behind her. “I’ll handle this,” she said. Sasha gave her a grateful smile but regretted it a moment later when she walked back to the front to see the king dressed in an apron and the faerie telling him how to weigh the pastries when someone wanted to buy them.

“What’s going on here?” Sasha asked with more than a little disapproval in her voice.

The king’s ears pinked when he looked up at her, and the faerie smiled a sharp-toothed grin. “Just helping the newest employee of your bakery,” the faerie said innocently.

Sasha scowled. “He’s not the newest employee and—”

“Pardon me,” said a feminine voice at the front. “Do you have any of those delicious spiced apple pastries today?”

Sasha glared at the king and the faerie. “Don’t you dare move,” she said under her breath and turned to the female customer with a smile. “Why, yes! I believe we have a few this morning,” Sasha said.

The customer smiled back and asked about a few more things, but Sasha wasn’t paying attention because a certain disguised king was making a racket behind her and moving around the crowded back counter area in a way that made him bump into Sasha occasionally.

“Did you get that, my lady?” asked the customer.

Sasha blinked and smiled at the customer. “O-of course,” she said and turned from her. What did she say? I can’t believe I wasn’t paying attention. She got knocked into again and frowned at the retreating back of the king in a ridiculous apron.

“Sorry, Sasha,” he called back to her with a crooked grin that made Sasha’s heart speed up, adding to her irritation.

He’s doing this on purpose. How could I possibly be paying attention when this man is bumbling along, pretending to be a baker?

“Here you are,” he said beside her. Sasha turned around just as he handed a nicely wrapped parcel into the woman’s basket. “Five apple pastries and a dozen iced ginger cookies,” he said with a disarming grin that Sasha felt might be a little too much.

The woman stared at the flirting king and smiled back. “Why, thank you,” she said shyly and then, to Sasha’s dismay, lowered her eyes in a coquettish way and looked at him through her lashes. “It’s nice to meet a man with such kind manners and is handsome too.” Then Sasha’s eyes narrowed when the woman had the gall to add, as though fishing for information, “Your sweetheart must be very proud to have you courting her.”

“Oh, I’m not courting,” the idiot, flirting, scoundrel of a king said. “I’m married to this lovely woman here.” He pulled Sasha closer to him by the waist. Sasha was sure her face was red, but it was nothing compared to the blush that flamed on the young woman’s face.

“Oh! You’re married? To her?”

He nodded proudly. “That’s right! Isn’t she a beauty? I’m a lucky man.”

Sasha laughed uncomfortably and pushed away from him. “Oh, you!” she said with a smile and a glint in her eye when she looked up at the man. “Always such a trickster.”

“So it’s not true?” asked the woman with curiosity.

Sasha’s eyes widened, and she opened and closed her mouth like the fish she saw caught in the nets off the bay. “It’s not not true,” she rambled, trying to rack her brain to figure out a way out of this conversation. “That is, it could be, but it’s—”

“It’s true,” blurted the faerie from the door that led to the back of the bakery.

Sasha wanted to hide from the scrutinizing look she was getting from the woman. “Forgive me,” the woman said with a small curtsy. “I’ve been calling you Lady Sasha Tuft, and I’m afraid to say I think most of us in this town have.”

Sasha swished her hand, ready to tell the woman it’s fine, when the woman asked, “What is your name now, and forgive me, sir, but what is your name?”

“Oh, it’s no problem at all,” the impostor baker, minstrel, trickster king, who Sasha wanted to kick, said. “My name is Wallace, but those close to me call me Ace.” Then he got this mischievous look in his eye. “And those from Caldor call me Your Ma—”

Sasha hastily covered his mouth with her hand. “They call him Yorman!” she shouted over the mumbling of the infuriating man. She felt him smirk under her hand, and the faerie scoffed.

“Yorman? That’s an … unusual name,” the woman said.

“Yes,” replied Sasha, “it’s from the northernmost kingdom.” She heard laughter in the background, which could only be Kavir coming to enjoy the fantastical conversation Sasha was having. “Well, if that’s everything,” Sasha said with a fake smile. “Please have a great day.”

“Wait!” called out the woman, but Sasha was making a hasty retreat to the back of the bakery with the soon-to-be dead man she pulled in with her.

“What was that all about?” Sasha demanded when she pulled her hand away from the foolish man’s mouth.

The man shrugged. “I was just answering her question.” He smiled at Sasha.

She sighed. “I think you caused enough havoc for one day. Please leave,” she said.

“I wasn’t the one giving out fake names,” he said, chuckling.

“No. You were the fool just about to cause a big scene by letting her know you were the king of Caldor,” grumbled Sasha as she twisted him around to undo his apron tie.

“I am the king of Caldor.”

“Wonderful. Then why don’t you go and bother your royal subjects and leave the people of Hiltor alone?”

“I would be happy to do as you ask, but only if my wife comes home with me,” he said stubbornly.

Sasha sighed but didn’t reply as she yanked at the knot she’d accidentally made in her hurry to get the strings untied.

“Sasha, it’s been two months. Can’t you just forgive me already?”

Sasha bit her cheek as she stared at the back of the man’s head. Then she shook her head and felt a piece of her heart break off. “You lied to me,” she said quietly. “That’s a huge problem. If you’d only told me the truth, then maybe things would be different.”

“You mean, if only I showed up at Hiltor Castle in no disguise, then you would have chosen me on the spot because you thought me handsome and loved that I was rich,” he answered bitterly.

At one time, yes. She said nothing as she tugged at the knot. Once the minstrel king was free of the apron, he bowed to her.

“Until next time,” he said and walked out the door.

Sasha stood there, staring at the door he’d just vacated. He’s always doing that.
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“Sasha!” Sasha turned around at the sound of Kavir’s voice. “We did it! We’re in charge of catering the dessert at the Bletherings’ musical evening.” She smiled and hugged Sasha. “I knew no one could resist your food!”

Sasha reached for the red invitation in Kavir’s hand, but Kavir pulled it away from her. “This isn’t the invite,” was all Kavir said, and she tucked it away in her apron, then handed Sasha a cream-colored envelope. “This is the invitation.”

Being the dessert caterers to the Bletherings’ musical evening was an enormous honor, and it would be so good for Sasha’s bakery, not to mention help her keep her mind off a certain someone who refused to be himself unless it was at an inconvenient moment. Sasha smiled back and winked. “Let’s make an extra special cookie for Lord Flitsman to thank him for the idea.” 
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When Ace was a street away from the bakery, a peculiar figure appeared beside him in a dark cloak. He looked over at the smaller figure. “Who are you?” he asked.

“Shush!” said the figure in a decidedly feminine tone. “I’m trying to be inconspicuous.” Then she looked up and startled Ace with her peculiar purple eyes.

“What are you doing here? Weren’t you at the bakery helping Sasha?”

The faerie nodded. “I am helping Sasha.”

Another larger cloaked figure appeared on Ace’s other side. The purple-eyed faerie looked up at the larger figure and growled. “What are you doing here? Don’t you think you’ve messed things up enough?”

“I’ve come to correct things,” said the voice of the green-eyed faerie Ace had grown close to.

“I don’t need your help!” the purple-eyed faerie hissed through her sharp teeth.

The other faerie ignored her and looked at Ace. “How are things going with your lady?” he asked.

Ace heard the smaller faerie mumble something unintelligible as he answered, “Not as great as I’d hoped, but I can’t blame her. She’s pretty upset at me still.”

“Ha! How could she not be?” the smaller faerie asked.

Ace reluctantly agreed with her. “I’m afraid it’s hopeless. I’ve apologized to her and even tried to help her out in the bakery today. I’m making an effort.”

The taller faerie nodded his head like he agreed, but that nodding stopped when the smaller faerie scoffed. “Making an effort? You’re still in a disguise. The one you tricked her with your whole marriage. She wants you to be yourself with her and everyone, but you can’t seem to grasp what that means. Maybe you honestly don’t know how to be yourself anymore.”

“I am myself,” Ace said. “I am more myself when I’m dressed as a minstrel than when I’m dressed as the king. How I’m acting right now is how I really am. Being dressed as the king is my disguise, not this.” Ace stomped down the street with the two faeries following behind him.

“But you aren’t a minstrel,” the taller male faerie pointed out.

“Exactly,” the irritating smaller faerie said.

Ace looked down at his clothes. The red fabric faded from use, strings hung from the sleeves of his jacket, and he wore the patches with pride. This was his freedom. He loved being a minstrel. As a minstrel, he didn’t have to worry about what the nobles in the kingdom were arguing about or the courtly appearances or gold-digging women cunningly chasing him down because of his wealth. He smirked at the ground. “I’d be happy if Sasha cunningly chased me down, even if it was only for my wealth,” he said and kept walking. But it would be nice if it was for something more.

“Oh kingdoms above! Stop being so forlorn!” the smaller faerie shouted. “You males are both so blind, thinking you know what females of any species desire.” Both Ace and the taller faerie stopped and stared at her. “I really don’t have the time to whip some sense into your head. All I wanted to do was let you know we are catering the Bletherings’ musical evening. Do what you will with that information, but I’m done with your foolishness.” She then pulled out a very dangerous-looking weapon and swung it down, disappearing in a puff of red dust.

“What was that all about?” Ace asked the green-eyed faerie beside him.

“I don’t know, but I think you need to attend that musical.”

Ace nodded. “I think you’re right.”

Ace looked over at the faerie and was shocked to see admiration on his face. “She really has a way with exits,” the faerie said in awe. Ace had the sudden suspicion he’d just met the female who his green-eyed friend was enamored with and the reason he was helping Ace in the first place. What is her purpose in all this?
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Sasha cackled when she got back to the Bletherings’ kitchen.

“Did you do it?” Kavir asked.

“By the look on her face, I think she must have,” the faerie said.

Kavir smirked. “Looks like it went well.”

Sasha smiled at both of them. “It was a masterpiece. I wish I could have a painting of the look on his face when I presented him the large ginger cookie for the rest of my life,” Sasha said, and she sighed in disappointment. “Alas, I shall have to make do with the memory of Lord Flitsman’s horrified look in my mind only.”

“I wish I could have seen it,” Kavir said, and the faerie nodded her agreement.

“Well,” Sasha said, clasping her hands together and smiling at both of them, “it’s time we get back to work. The musical evening has just begun. I left right after I heard Miss Jordie sing. I haven’t heard her sing since she shunned me and gossiped about my family when we were turned out of our home all those years ago. Her lovely notes never get old.”

“Does she really sing that well?” Kavir asked with skepticism.

Sasha smiled mischievously. “Oh yes! She is even better than I am, and we all know how well I sound.”

“So she’s awful,” the faerie said.

“Let’s just say she makes me sound like an angel.”

“Oh dear, she must be dreadful, then,” Kavir said.

“Alright, alright, that’s enough about that,” Sasha said with a tinge more color than she had a moment ago. “Back to work.”

Everything was running smoothly. The dessert platters were sent out to the musical attendees and brought back fully cleaned off to Sasha’s pride. Whether it was a pastry platter or a cookie platter or all the other desserts in between, it was all enjoyed immensely by those invited to the musical evening.

Sasha and her employees worked hard into the night. They could hear some of the music floating from the lofty halls and down into the kitchen and a smattering of applause, but mostly the only sounds they heard were the clanking of plates and cutlery and all the other sounds of a kitchen.

So when the sound of horns being blown echoed down the halls, it wasn’t anything that turned the workers’ heads. Sasha guided the servants to know what to serve, and Kavir and the faerie kept up a steady icing of cookies when someone came running into the kitchen and skidded to a stop in the middle of the floor.

“Who’s the head baker?” asked the frantic voice of a young servant girl.

“I am,” Sasha called out, and she stepped toward the girl. “Is something amiss?” The girl hastily grabbed her hand and pulled Sasha out the kitchen door and down the hall. “What is going on? What’s the problem?” Sasha asked as the girl who continued to pull on her hand.

“I’m not sure. I was just told by His Majesty that I was to bring him the head baker.”

What? Why does Levenworth need me? Oh, it must be Bella. I guess she showed up after all.

The girl pulled Sasha into the room where they were having the musical evening just as someone in the front was finishing up a poem or something. She pulled Sasha past those in the back of the room.

“Wait, where are we going?” Sasha asked as she glanced around the room to see the curious and disapproving stares at her entrance. The girl pulled Sasha all the way to the front and sat her down in the empty seat by a beaming Bella.

Sasha frowned at her sister and mockingly bowed her head. “You sent for me, Your Majesty?”

“That I did,” a voice said from the front of the room.

Sasha looked for the voice and her heart sped up. There at the front stood Ace, dressed as the king of Caldor in his fancy clothes and a large golden crown on his head, but there was no funny wig or bushy beard. Instead, Sasha could see the smiling eyes of the minstrel staring at her. He looked away. “Might I have a moment, King Levenworth?” he asked.

King Levenworth nodded. “That you may, King Wallace.”

King Wallace left the front of the room and stood in front of Sasha with his lute. She felt herself blush. Please don’t do what I think you’re going to do.

He bowed to her and started strumming a tune Sasha was horrified to hear.

 

I’ll tell you all a tale so true

Of this young miss you thought you knew.  

Her beauty was known throughout the land,

And I am the lucky man who claimed her hand.

 

The crowd gasped at this revelation, and Sasha was quite sure she heard a girlish scream and a thump, which she figured meant Lord Flitsman had fainted. But her attention was focused back on Ace as he held her hand lovingly and sang to her.

 

Sasha, dear Sasha, married to me,

How I wish that you could see

How very special and wonderful you are,

My only hope is you’ll forgive this Sar.

 

“Sar?” Sasha asked skeptically.

Ace shrugged and gave her an amused smile. “I had to rhyme with are, and Sar was close enough to Sire.”

Sasha bit her lip to keep from groaning.

 

Only Sasha can make me cry,

If she won’t make my favorite pie.

Her beauty is known to turn a man’s head,

But let all be warned, if you try this, yer dead!

 

Sasha heard Bella laughing in the audience as Ace went on.

 

Sasha, dear Sasha, how can it be?

I know you’re still in love with me.

So please say you’ll come home and be my wife,

‘Cause if you say no, then you’ll cause me strife.

So please don’t say no, or you’ll cause me striiife!

 

He ended the song with the strumming of his lute and bowed to a very shocked audience. Only Bella was standing and applauding the performance, and soon her husband reluctantly stood with her.

Ace took his bows and then looked at Sasha. “So, what do you say? Do you forgive me?” he asked.

Sasha heard the murmuring of disapproving voices all around her, most of which were talking about what she was wearing. She looked down, surprised. She’d forgotten she was dressed as a baker. Ace lifted her chin up to him. “Is something the matter?” he asked.

Sasha shook her head. “We need to talk.” She pulled him from the front of the room, passt the audience, and through the hall until they came to the front door. Sasha reached for the door and Ace pulled her back.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Sasha looked away from him and tried for the door again. Ace let her turn the handle, then they were out in the cold and breezy winter chill. She looked this way and that and pulled Ace down the walk a little way until they rounded the corner into a frozen garden on the side of the house. She stopped and dropped his hand. Other than the sound of the wind rustling in the trees, all was silent.

“I don’t mean to hurry you, but aren’t you freezing?” Ace asked.

Sasha closed her eyes as a chilly breeze rose around her, and she gained the courage to ask what she needed to ask. Sasha turned back to Ace and was just about to blurt out what she wanted to say when she realized he was hunkered down on the walkway and blowing into his hands. I guess I did rush him out of the house without letting him grab his winter capes. But it’s his fault I forgot! She guiltily looked down at him. “I should have chosen a place inside.”

“You think?” chattered Ace.

Sasha rolled her eyes. “Oh, stop being such a child. You're the one that made me go tramping around the frozen earth with you last winter in just my kid boots. This serves you right.”

“I’ll accept the revenge, but please remind me to always wear winter attire when I’m with you from now on.”

Sasha shivered when a particularly nasty wind bit at her fingertips. “Understood.”

They stood there awkwardly while Sasha tried to find the right words to say.

“Is this the punishment I receive for singing about you in front of a crowd?” Ace asked after a while.

“Why did you do it?” Sasha blurted out.

“Well, I thought it would be a good way to gain your forgiveness.”

Sasha shook her head. “No, no. Not that. I mean, why did you pretend to be a minstrel in the first place. For that matter, why did you wear a ridiculous wig when you first met me? Did you really want me to not be attracted to you? Yet you said you wanted to make political ties with Hiltor. Did you really think wearing that thrush nest would get you a wife?”

Ace stood and blew on his hands. “I didn’t wear the disguise just for you, Sasha. I’ve worn that bristly wig and bushy beard since before I became king. My father hated the disguise because it made me look like I was a fool, but that foolish disguise has helped me out in more ways than I can count. Once my father passed on, many in the court wouldn’t take me seriously because of the way I looked, so I was able to weed out those with the same dangerous mind-set as my late father and grandfather.

“It also became a lifesaver for me. If people thought the king looked like a tall bush, then I was free to roam my kingdom as myself. No one looked at me twice when I left the castle dressed as a young, clean-shaven, poor man with a lute. When castle life became unbearable, which it often does, I would take off my disguise and take a break, of a sort. I would roam my kingdom—that’s how I found the abandoned shack we lived in—and I would play the lute I loved so much. As a bonus, I could talk freely with the people in my kingdom and hear of their worries and hopes. It was when I was out playing my lute that I realized my kingdom needed a ruler that was going to work with them if my kingdom was to thrive.

“When it came time to choose a bride, I wanted one that would willingly work alongside me. I also wanted to make sure I chose a wife that would love me for me and not because of who I was and what I owned. That’s why it was quite a predicament for me when I came to Hiltor for the king and queen’s marriage celebration.

“I came in my disguise because that is how my court knew me as their king. However, someone gave me a note telling me the queen’s sister was looking for a husband. I realized this was a great opportunity and not something I could easily pass up for my kingdom despite me wanting to make a love match. The chance to be tied to Hiltor was too great.”

Sasha turned from him and nodded as tears came to her eyes. “So it was all political.” 

Ace came closer to her, and she felt his warm breath on her neck. “It started out that way, but you were contradictory. I saw you stoop to help a young servant girl clean a window.”

Sasha’s head snapped up and she turned to face him. “You saw that?” she asked.

He nodded. “I became intrigued. One moment you are helping a servant girl, and the next you are insulting me and a line of other noblemen. And then you chose no one, Sasha. All these rich men, vying for your attention, and you chose no one. I couldn’t understand why. But I knew I couldn’t pass up the chance to marry a woman with such charisma.”

Sasha scoffed. “I’m not really sure about charisma. I turned them all down because I meant nothing to them. When I fell from society because of the loss of my father’s ships, none of those so-called noblemen came to help me. Oh, they flirted with me and presented gifts all the time when they thought I was the daughter of a wealthy merchant, but they completely ignored me or worse, scorned me, when I was only the daughter of a poor farmer. And to think they had the gall to stand up in front of me, hoping I would choose them for my husband. I couldn’t resist throwing them away like they did me. I was angry that my father and the king chose all these awful men to be in my husband-choosing.

“The only thing I knew about you was that you wore a large crown on your scruffy head. I regretted it later when I found out you were the Caldorian king and how wealthy you were. In fact, I planned on chasing you down and begging you to take me as your wife, but my father whisked me away from the castle as fast as he could. He was so embarrassed by my actions.”

Ace chuckled. “I’m glad he did. I overheard your father tell you he was going to marry you off to the next man he came across. I knew I had to be that man. I talked with your father in the castle after he dropped you off in your rooms and took off my wig to show him it was a disguise. I told him I wished to marry you and that I would come serenade you at your home, dressed as a minstrel. Your father agreed to let me have your hand, knowing you didn’t care so much about love, but rather status, so you would be happy with me. He was sure you wouldn’t have turned me down, had you known about my wealth. He never would’ve let me marry you if he didn’t already know who I was.

“I left the castle dressed as a minstrel, ready to put my plan into action, but then a carriage came careening on its side behind me, and I had to jump out of the way to avoid being hit. When you popped out of the carriage door after it stopped, I couldn’t help but think maybe this was The Highest breaking into mine and your father’s plan and telling me I needed to not waste time and marry you now.”

“You and Father planned all of it?”

Ace smiled. “Well, not all of it. He didn’t know to what lengths I was willing to keep my true self hidden from you, and he definitely had quite a bit to say on the subject when I went to visit him the other day to apologize for how I treated you. He loves you, Sasha. He only wanted you to be happy.”

“I’m beginning to see that now, no matter how ill formed the plan was.” Sasha turned and walked away from Ace. “Did it really not occur to you once that dressing up as a minstrel was not the way to my heart?”

“I dunno. I think it worked out pretty well.”

Sasha whipped her head around. “I hated you! Everything you made me do reminded me of my days as a poor farmer’s daughter. When you first showed me the shack, I realized the farmhouse wasn’t so bad and my hatred for you increased. How could I have sunk so low that being a poor farmer’s daughter and living in a farmhouse sounded like a luxury?”  

Ace sighed. “I know you hated me at the beginning. To be honest, I can’t blame you. You might have been prideful and stubborn, but I too was arrogant, even cruel at times. You worked so hard at the jobs I found for you. I thought that was how you would learn to become the wife I needed to help me rule my kingdom. But nothing I did seemed to change you, and I was so sure you needed to change. It wasn’t until you found the job at the bakery that I realized it wasn’t you that needed to change but how I treated you. When I finally realized this, I began to see the woman I knew was always inside. The one that would help a servant girl clean a window.”

Sasha scoffed and wiped the tears that were forming in her eyes.

Ace came slowly up to her and wrapped her in his arms. “I’m so sorry I kept lying to you. When I could tell you were starting to care for me, I should have revealed who I truly was. But then I met you as the king, and you called yourself Mary and pretended to be single. I was beginning to think that maybe I made a mistake, and you really didn’t care for me but were biding your time until you could win the king.”

“I was. At one time,” Sasha said. “But thanks to your wooing efforts as a minstrel and your awful ‘kingly disguise,’ that thought perished rather quickly. I just wasn’t willing to accept it until I met you in your ‘King Thrushbeard’ attire at your castle the day before the harvest festival.”

Ace looked thoughtful. “I thought something had changed when you got home. I should have revealed who I was to you then, but I figured it would be better to announce you as my bride at the festival, then I would throw off the disguise and you would be so happy to know it was me.”

Sasha looked at him incredulously. “Your plans have been ridiculous at best. I’m not sure I know of any woman that would be happy to find out she’d been lied to in front of an entire kingdom.”

Ace cringed. “I suppose when you put it that way, it sounds less romantic. What actually occurred … I’m so sorry for that.”

Sasha nodded.

“Do you still hate me?” he asked.

Sasha closed her eyes for a moment, took a deep breath, and told him the truth. “You hurt me, Ace. It may take some time for me to let that go. But to answer your question, no, I do not hate you. Being married to you has been quite the adventure, singing in pubs, sleeping in a barn, eating burnt dinners, and working horrendous jobs. But much of it has been, well, wonderful. I’ve made friendships with people I used to believe were below me, found I not only love baking, but I am pretty good at it, and I’ve … fallen in love with a pretty wonderful man.” Sasha stared at him and touched his cheek. “I love you, King Wallace. I love you, and I’m really upset you took two months to come for me.” She laughed on a sob and covered her face with her frozen hands. “I was beginning to think you didn’t care for me.”

Ace pulled her closer to him. “Never that, Sasha. How could I not care for the beautiful spitfire that humiliated me through a song and burnt my dinner? I only took so long to come after you because my irritating adviser kept piling more and more papers on my desk. I finally had to tell him the papers would have to wait because I needed to get my beautiful wife back.”

“When you put it that way, I was such a pain! How could you want me—”

“I love you, Sasha,” Ace interrupted, holding her by the shoulders as he looked down into her eyes. “I love you,” he said and reached into his shirt, pulling out the simple wedding ring that was strung on the ruby necklace Sasha had broken off her neck. “I know you’ve heard of the Caldorian custom that whoever the king marries becomes a princess and not a queen. But I knew that whoever I married, I would want her to have just as much power in running my kingdom as I had. You are a very loving and caring person, Sasha. I've seen how you treat the villagers in Caldor. They adore you, and frankly, so do I. Would you please come home with me and be my equal as the queen of Caldor, my lovely wife?”

 His queen? He wants me to be his queen! Sasha eagerly nodded.

Ace smiled and undid the clasp on the necklace, dropping the ring into his hand. “I love you, Sasha.

Sasha beamed at him. “I love you too, Wallace,” she said as he slipped the ring on her finger. 

He lowered his face to hers. “Call me, Ace.”

Sasha nodded in a daze as she closed her eyes. “I love you, Ace.”

When he chuckled, his breath warmed Sasha’s frozen lips. “I love you, my queen.”

All of Sasha’s thoughts fled the moment Ace’s lips touched hers. She brought her icy hands to his face and tried to pull him down to her, but he lifted her into the air and hugged her tightly to himself. Sasha smiled against his lips. He came for her, and he loved her! Ace loved her. Sasha felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. A weight she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying since she left Caldor. Ace broke the kiss and put her down slowly with a huff. 

“You really chose the worst place for this discussion. You know that, right?” He looked down at her. “My hands are freezing and you’re shivering. I love having you in my arms finally, but I really think we better find a warmer place to continue this conversation. Preferably some place secluded.”

Sasha rolled her eyes and started walking down the path, pulling him along behind her. “Come on, Your Majesty.”

Ace growled, “Don’t forget you are also royal, Princess.”

Sasha laughed. feeling more elated than she had in a long time and warmer than she should, considering how cold it was. But she didn’t think it would be fair of her to keep her frozen king out in the chill any longer. She loved him, wealth or no wealth. She loved him. And when one loves someone, they don’t let them die from exposure to the cold. At least, not when they can do something about it. 
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She walked into the castle courtyard at the back of the crowd. The Caldorian colors were draped on everyone and everything around her. Villagers and nobles alike were celebrating their new queen. Sasha had taken her vows and now walked down a purple carpet, holding on to the arm of her husband, King Wallace of Caldor. She noticed the ladies looking at their new queen with envy. It seemed no one knew that the Caldorian king was actually handsome. Everyone including herself assumed he was just a fuzzy king. She smirked when the memory of Sasha comparing the king’s facial hair to a thrush nest burst into her thoughts. She looked back at the king. He was clean-shaven and as handsome as any of those men she’d cursed in the past. If only she’d known, maybe she would’ve gone after him herself. Then again, Sasha deserved such a good man.

“Congratulations, Sasha, I knew you could do it,” she whispered and looked around before she pulled out a mirror and brought it to her face with a frown. Still there.

“What are you looking at?” A cloaked figure appeared beside her. She stashed the mirror away in her cloak and said nothing. “Still mad at me, I see,” said the infuriating green-eyed fool.

She narrowed her eyes and looked up at him. “You just about ruined everything.”

He looked down at her in shock. “I ruined everything? I think you mean to say I helped you win this foolish game of love you were so sure you could do on your own.”

Several humans shushed them and then turned around again to listen to what the king was saying. Probably more ridiculous words showing how enamored he is with Sasha.

She rolled her eyes and said quietly to the cloaked figure, “I could’ve done it on my own. I told you not to mess with my targets, but just like last time, you couldn’t leave well enough alone. I lost my chance to break more of my curse because of you.”

“What do you mean?” the cloaked figure whispered down at her, though his eyes were watching the king and his new queen.

She sighed and looked up at him. “Look at me,” she demanded in a whisper.

He looked down at her with his beautiful forest-green eyes. It took more strength than she was willing to admit to not look away from him. “I don’t see what’s amiss,” he said to her.

She finally looked away and her shoulders sagged. “Precisely. Nothing is amiss. I am exactly the same as I was before I started working with Sasha. By the way, things are not changing. It almost seems like I made a mistake, and maybe King Wallace isn’t her true love. But I know that isn’t true. I saw it the moment I met her. She was meant to be his queen.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then looked over the crowd at the happy couple waving to their subjects. “It’s because of you,” she said. She felt him stiffen beside her.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, your meddling has messed me up in breaking even more of my curse. If it wasn’t for you, all this work I did would have not been for naught. I could tell there was something special about that minstrel, but it seems my powers were already failing. I couldn’t sense he was the king. If you’d only let me in on your plan, you could’ve saved me a lot of trouble and time. Sasha can’t even keep her end of the bargain because my magic is struggling to work on me, and it’s all because of you.”

“Struggling?” he asked.

She pulled out her wand and waved it. He gasped when he saw it sputter and let out a small spark of magic, and then go out. “How am I to help humans find true love if I struggle with using my magic? If I can’t help these silly humans, then I can’t break my curse.” 

“I couldn’t tell you. Ace needed a queen who was going to help him with his kingdom, and Sasha, forgive me, wasn’t all that helpful in the beginning.” He tried to grab her wand. “Maybe there is something I can do to fix this.”

She shook her head firmly and coldly stared at him. “I think you’ve done enough. I think your family has done enough. I was a fool for even letting you get involved with this, and I think it’s time you leave.”

“Really, now how can I leave you when you can hardly use your wand? I want to help you,” he said with determination.

She clenched her wand in her hand. “You really want to help? Then leave me alone. I never want to see you again. It’s all because of you that I’m this way, and I will never forgive you for what you’ve done.”

An icy chill filled the courtyard at Caldor Castle, and it had nothing to do with the winter weather that was already upon the land. This one was biting and filled with pain, making those in the yard shiver and their hands ache, but one figure stood frozen as he stared down at her and the useless wand clenched in her hand.

“You’re serious,” he said, though it wasn’t a question, but a statement. She said nothing in return. He nodded and bowed a little to her, then turned and left the yard, taking the freezing chill with him. 

She let out a breath and stared at the happy crowd as they cheered for their rulers. A warm body came to stand beside her.

“She thinks she’s being so sneaky working at the bakery under his nose,” the girl known as Kavir said.

She looked to where Kavir was staring and noticed some purple wheat flour stuck to Sasha’s cheek. “If he doesn’t know already, he does now,” she said when she saw the king give the smallest of smirks when he looked at Sasha. 

“Oh. He knows,” Kavir said. “I can’t believe Sasha hasn’t noticed the extra guards that surround the square every time she’s working. She should just tell him. I’m sure he’d be happy Sasha is back to making her pastries.”

She said nothing to Kavir but watched Sasha discreetly rub at her cheek when she noticed her husband’s smirk.  

“Are you alright, faerie?”  Kavir asked. She looked at her with worry.

“I’m well,” she mumbled.

Kavir took a deep breath and then let it out. “Well then, I guess I’m off.”

She looked over at the girl, who she now noticed was wearing a dark-red cloak and carrying a basket, along with a traveling bag on her back. “Where are you off to?” she asked.

Kavir turned to look at her and showed her a bright red envelope. “I received a letter from home. Things are getting worse, so I’m on my way to my grandmother’s house up north.” Kavir paused and watched her, but she wasn’t sure what the girl saw. Whatever it was, Kavir seemed to think it wasn’t too much of a problem as she asked, “Would you like to join me?”

She was a little startled at the invitation. “Why do you ask?”

Kavir smiled at her. “Because we’re friends,” she said simply.

Friends? She watched the girl suspiciously for a moment and realized she was telling the truth. The girl thought she was a friend. No one had ever invited her to accompany them anywhere down in these human kingdoms. What did she have to lose? She already got rid of the green-eyed fool others would have claimed was her only friend, as dangerous and foolish as that friendship was. It’s not like things were likely to change while she didn’t have a magic wand that worked properly, so her whole purpose of seeking out another couple to help fall in love was out of the question.

Going with Kavir is probably the best decision I can make. At least until I figure out what’s happening with my magic. 

She smiled a very sharp-toothed grin and walked toward Kavir. “Lead the way.” 
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I hope you enjoyed reading “The Minstrel’s Wife”, the 3rd book in “The Ugly Faerie Chronicles”. Can't get enough of The Ugly Faerie? Then click on this link: https://BookHip.com/PCJDQDZ which will send you a Free novella called “The Chicken Touch” once you subscribe to Chelsey's newsletter that she sends out once a month. If you enjoyed Sasha’s and Ace’s story, then please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads so others can find my stories easier. Happy Reading!

 

Subscribe at : https://www.chelseynoelle.com 

Follow me on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/CNoelleread

 






 

 

Check out The Frog Duke.
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Check out Arabella and the Cursed Prince.
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